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aura Fields has a bone to pick with folks
who repeat an all-too-common refrain in
the rye distilling world.

"Ore of the most irritating comments |
hear—it's like nails on the chalkboard for me,”
zays the aptly-named CEO of the small-farm-
focused Delaware Valley Fields Foundation, “is
that [heritage] grains are heritage grains for
a reason. [hat's something | need to correct.”

Heritage/heirloom rye varieties largely dis-
appeared because of a certain Constitutional
amendment that was enacted 102 years ago.

“That reason is Prohibition,” says Fields,
who also organizes the American Whiskey
Convention in Philadelghia. “If it weren't far
Prohibition all of those heritage grains would
still be active. There would not be a commod-
ity market the same way that there is today."

And if Fields has amything to say about it,
all of those will be active once again at some
paint, providing an alternative to the com-
rmodity varieties that she likes to call "ham-
burger grain.”

"[Commadity grain] is just a mishmash of
different sources, all compiled together into
one bulk load. And then [the suppliers] just
tractor trailer it over and [say], 'Here, have
some grain. It's the same way we have ham-
burger [meat] today. We don't know if this is
‘Bessie, it's just a bunch of different cows and
we have no idea”

As part of its mission to de-hamburger-
ize agriculture and revive heritage grains
that have been all but lost to history, the
Delaware Valley Fields Foundation launched
the Seed Spark Project, which seeks to
restore Pennsylvania's long-lost grains.
Principal among those is Rosen rye, which
played a significant role in the Keystone
State's whiskey distilling history prior to
Prohibition. Historical documentation identi-
fies Rosen as part of the mash bills at the
old Michter's Distillery near Schaefferstown,
Pennsylvania, for instance. Stoll & Wolfe
Distillery in Lititz, Pennsylvania, took a
particular interest in it, as the late master
distiller Dick Stoll had worked at Michter's
befare it closed in 1989 and was keen on us-
ing grains he had distilled with there.

So, in 2015, the foundation kicked off its
project to return Rosen rye to the states
farmers and distillers. It started that fall
with just five ounces of Rosen planted in the
ground. In subsequent years that quantity
increased exponentially and by the July 2019
harvest, Stoll & Wolfe was able to distill with
more than 500 pounds of milled Rosen.

By the summer 2020 harvest, the project
yielded nearly 6,000 pounds of Rosen. That
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Rick Pedersen and Bill Potter examining Horton rye

“This has been a 10-year project that we haven't
seen a nickel from yet. But we're really excited
about the product. The product in the barrel

is really interesting, really good, and it will be an
important part of our future.’

—Tom Potter on New York Distilling Cos
yet-to-be-named whiskey made with Horton rye
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fall, 2,650 pounds of Rosen seeds went into
more than 20 acres of land.

Mountain Laurel Spirits in Bristol,
Pennsylvania—known for Dad’s Hat
Pennsylvania Rye Whiskey—alzo has been on
the forefront of the Rosen revival. Founder
Herman Mihalich has partnered with Delaware
Walley University in nearby Daylestown,
Pennsylvania, for the past seven years to cul-
tivate the rye variety. Mihalich has been work-
ing with Mevada Mease of Riegelsville-baszed
Meadow Brook Farms, which started with a
few Rosen seeds and continues to increase its
yield—but only enough, thus far, to produce
test batches on a small, S-gallon still. Typically,
it takes about 2,000 pounds of rye—approxi-
mately one acre’s worth—to produce a batch
on Dad's Hat's full-scale still. For its existing
products, Dad's Hat primarily uses the non-
heirloom variety, Prima, among others.

"[Mease] has put a lot [of Rosen] back in
the ground for us so that next summer we'll
be able to do several full-scale batches,”
Mihalich reports. “He's got several acres now
planted and we're going to take a couple of
those and do some big batches and then once
again pour as much as we can back into the
ground so that more and more gets produced.
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... We're looking forward to next year.”

Rosen's allure extends beyond
Pernsylvania's borders, as some out-of-state
distillers have started to waork with it as well.
Far Morth Spirits in Hallock Minnesota, cur-
rently has some in the ground. "l was able to
get a few acres’ worth of seed last year,” says
Far Morth owner and distiller Mike Swanson,
“and so I'll be interested to see what that
does this summer. That's the first legit heir-
loom I've grown.”

The appeal of Keystone Rosen Rye—as the
Seed Spark Project is branding it—comes
down to one simple factor.

“Flavor,” says Fields. "l mean, [it's] night
and day. ... There are certain markers in these
grains that show different flaver profiles in
the long run. You have these heavy, bold
characteristics.”

There's a distinct anise/licorice-like quality
that comes through, for instance. “You also
get these really heavy fruit and really strong
floral notes,” she continues. "So, it's very, kind
of, perfumy, very fruity and beautiful.”

Tasting notes for rye tend to lean on spicy
descriptors, but the term doesn't necessarily
do the grain justice.

“Don't get me wrong,” Fields says, "there is

Erik Wolfe and Dick Stoll mashing in with Rosen r
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a spice character there. But it's not pepper. ...
The cocking spice is there, but it's a sweeter
note. Everything about this grain is sweeter”

New York State of Rye

Historically, Pennsylvania has—rightly—at-
tracted the lion's share of attention for its
place in rye distilling history, but Upstate
MNew York gets to share in that spotlight.

The Empire State boasted its own storied
pre-Prohibition rye heritage, which inspired
the establishment of the Empire Rye standard
a handful of years back. Two of the major
tenets of that standard state that 75% of the
whiskey's mash bill must be Mew York-grown
rye and that the product must be mashed,
fermented, distilled, barreled and aged ata
single New York State distillery.

A portion of that grain—albeit an admit-
tedly small fraction—is likely ta be from
heirloom varieties, thanks to the pioneering
effarts of zome of Empire Rye's founding
distillers. Mew York Distilling Co. in Brooklyn—
which, along with Black Button Distilling
in Rochester, Coppersea Distilling in New
Paltz, Finger Lakes Distilling in Burdett, Kings
County Distillery in Brooklyn and Tuthilltown
Spirits in Gardiner—launched the Empire Rye




% “That's what we need,
@@ more distillers sticking
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B their hands in the dirt

% J —Laura Fields of the
’; Delaware Valley Fields
ga's: Foundation

Clockwise: Rosen rye spikes in the spring; harvesting Rosen in
2020; Rosen grist; Laura Fields; seeding Rosen in the fall.







Mountain Laurel Spirits

unders Herman Mihalich and John Coo

“For me, it's getting to know your local farmers and working with them
directly, engaging with them so you can educate each other.’
—Herman Mihalich of Mountain Laurel Spirits

initiative—began exploring heritage rye more
than a decade ago.

Since that time, Rick Pedersen, a farmer in
the state's Finger Lakes region, has supplied
much of New York Distilling's grain, including
an heirloom rye variety.

"[Pedersen) reached out to Cornell
[College of] Agriculture [and Life Sciences]
and identified three varietals of rye that had
been common in Mew York in the 1800z and
sourced them from a seed depasitory,” recalls
Mew York Distilling co-founder and president
Tom Potter. “When you ask for seeds, you get
very few. | think they got 10 of each of the
three varietals”

After a couple of years of propagation—be-
ginning on a small tabletop setup at Cornell—
it became clear that one of the varietals,
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known as Horton, was performing far better
than the others. Pedersen then put Horton
seeds in the ground at his farm.

“We started with a patch, got up to an acre,
then five acres,” Potter continues. “It wasn't
until the fifth or sixth year that we actually
had enough to distill any of it, and still have
enough to put the seeds back and grow more.
... We've been planting 50, 60 acres every
year—| think maybe 100 acres last year.”

MNew York Distilling Ce. has been producing
whiskey with Horton every year since the first
harvest that yielded encugh for distillation,
but it has yet to release any.

“This has been a 10-year project that we
hawver't seen a nickel from yet,” Potter says.
“But we're really excited about the product.
The product in the barrel is really interesting,

really good, and it will be an important part of
our future.”

That future may be quite soon.

“We'll start to bring it out in very limited
quantities, if all goes well, this October,”
Potter reveals. *“But we dor't have a name for
it yet”

He's also reluctant to provide any detailed
tasting notes before that time.

“I'm going to be cagey and not describe it
quite yet," Potter says. “It's our opinicn that
weTe getting a wonderful intensity of flavor. It
was our theory that because the yields were
<o low, the kind of flavor per kernel could be
higher—that [with] whatever's available in
the soil as nutrients to the rye in that acre,
you get more nutrients per stalk. | don't think
that's scientific, but that's our belief”
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Ifitreally didn't Balboa's Back in the Ring
s While the public has to wait a little longer before
make a dl"erencel we it gets to try Mew York Distilling's heirloom-rye-
based whiskey, fans of New Riff Distilling had

WOU|dll't coﬂti“ue W|th that privilege back in the fall of 2019 when the
it. Butwe could tell Fight i e et mack foman net
off the still that it was Pt bl amey i
different.’ o el S s
legend Jim Rutledge far a good farming contact

_jay Erismaﬂ on New Hiﬂ in that space and Rutledge put him in touch
nisti"ingis whiskev made with a farmer named Charles Fogg.

iy “We got hooked up with a wonderful corn
WIth Balhua rye farmer and | kept it in the back of my mind to
do something with heirloom grains,” Erisman
says. “The farmer beat us to it. He was deliv-
ering a load of grains in 2014, just a couple of
months after we had opened ... and he said,
‘By the way, did | ever mention that | grow
same rye too?"

Foog had been growing Balboa as a cover
crop for about two decades before Erisman
met him.

“You've heard the phrase, “You make your

own luck'—we kind of made our own luck
in getting Balboa rye when working with a
farmer like Charles Fogg,” Erisman notes.
“He had never done anything with it, he had
just grown it as a cover crop. Some years he
plowed it under, other years he harvested it
and put it into animal feed, but it had never
been sold as a distillate ingredient before”

A quick side note about the name. Balboa
may not be the grains true moniker.

“When | talk to agronomists and rye scien-
tists, they correct me gently and say they talk
abaout Balba rye," Erisman explains. “We call

it Balboa—we know we're wrong, but that was
how it was sold to us. | think what happened
linguistically [was that] there was a crossowver
from a farmer given the word Balbo and think-
ing of the ltalian surname Balboa”

And before you think it was an homage to a
certain fictional boxer, the first mispronuncia-
tion likely occurred decades before the ltalian
Stallion’s first screen outing. The grain's peak
popularity was in the 1930s.

Whatever you call it, the grain expresses
itself considerably differently than the
varieties that the distillery uses for its core
Kentucky Straight Rye Whiskey—whose mash
bill is 95% rye and 5% malted rye, from grains
supplied by Brooks Grain. {Erisman expresses
great pride in the fact that New Riff uses
about 20% more ryve than corn on an annual
basis, “a statistic | am guite certain has newer
happened happened before in Kentucky")

“l don't say [Balboa Rye Whiskey] is better
than our standard rye, but it's absolutely dif-
ferent,” he offers.

Among those differences are elevated
levels of floral and fruit notes, with a bit less
intensity in the realm of clove, cinnamon,
mace and other baking spices of their ilk. “It's
otherwise similar in terms of mouthfeel and
body, it still behawves just like a rye,” Erisman
points out.

The distillery was methodical about deter-
mining the grain's long-term prospects within
its partfolic.

“It's kind of a two- or three-tiered thing,”
he says. “If it really didr't make a difference,
we wouldn't continue with it. But we could tell
right off the still that it was different.”

MNew Riff initially made very little—a single
batch, followed by a second batch several
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months later. The team waited for some early,
albeit immature, results to come out of the
barrel. They'd taste it at six months old, one
year old, etc. and then compare that with the
distillery's standard rye at similar ages. “Even
at that point this stuff is really good and it's
really distinct from our normal rye,” Erisman
reports. “That means there's a real basis for
gaing forward with more.”

In subsequent years, New Riff ramped up
production of Balboa. “We used to take it one
batch at a time, which is about 8,000 pounds
of rye, and we worked our way up to digesting
a silo at a time,” he reveals. “So he then began
delivering a full tractor load, which is about
50,000 pounds”

Lodging Costs

Heirloom rye may be attracting more fans in
the distilling world, but it's not likely to be-
come more than a fraction of producers’ grain
supplies any time soon. After all, we're more
than a century removed from its pre-Prohi-
bition heyday and there just aren't enough
farms making it these days for it to make
economic sense versus commadity grains.
And many in the agricultural community will
continue to rationalize that heritage varieties
can be quite difficult to farm.

“When people talk about Rosen, they say,
“Well, it's such a temperamental grain,” Fields
notes. *Yeah, that's ckay though. It's supposed
to be. It's a grain that's going to respond to
terroir and every grain responds to the soil”

She warns that such complaints stem from
a commodity market mindset, which is the
dominant one in modern farming.

“You're thinking, 'l just want to produce as
much of this as humanly possible,” Fields says.
“You start looking at hybrids, you start looking
at genetically altered grain because those are
gaing to grow everywhere and they're going
to grow in massive quantities. That's such a
modern mentality. Before Prohibition, all of the
farmers understocd that 40 bushel an acre is
wonderful, that's a great yield."

Rye also has been modified to the point
that its stalks are shorter, ostensibly to
improve yield by reducing lodging—the
tendency for the stalks to fall over toward the
end af the seasan. The sharter the stalk, the
less likely they are tolodge.

“That's why seed companies have put so
much money and effort into creating hybrids,
=o they're shorter and easier to grow,” Fields
explains. “But the problem is in doing that,
they're taking the flavor out—you're trading
flavor for manageability. And is that smart?”

And besides, lodging is not all that bad for
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the plants. In fact, letting things lie (literally)
for a little while may actually help the grain.

Fields points out that in northern LS. states
ke Minnesota and Michigan—where most
American rye is grown—farmers commonly
employ a practice called swathing, where they
cut the grain in the field and let it sit for five to
seven days to dry out on the ground.

“So | envision that leaving it on and letting
it lodge is not as bad as cutting it early and
not letting it ripen,” she says.

And she doesn't mean ripen the way fruit
ripens. Rye is planted in September and by
June it's fully grown and starting to die be-
cause it's already flowered. Once it pollinates,
the seeds begin to ripen.

“So you get these berries and the plant
begins to look a bit bulkier on the top and the
heads start to fall over—so that's when the ber-
ries are ripening,” she notes. “What you want
to do is let that get really nice and dried out.”

The dryness enables storage and mill-
ing. Allowing the grain to get to such a low
maisture content in the field makes for a riper
berry with more flavor packed in it

“The longer it stays on the stem, the bet-
ter, in my view, your grain is going to be in
the long run,” Fields asserts. "Which is why,
even when you're dealing with a little bit of
ladging, you're still allowing the plant to draw
the sugars out of the plant itself and into the
berry—and that's good”

Cultivating Connections

For the preducers turning that grain into
whiskey, there's a great deal that's good about
the whole heirloom rye concept. Dad's Hat's
Mihalich says that, for one, it gives distillers
the opportunity to partrer with local farm-
ers—which he finds tremendously rewarding.

“For me, it's getting to know your local farm-
ers and working with them directly, engaging
with them so you can educate each other,”
Mihalich says.

And that's music to Fields's ears, as part of
her mission is to be a conduit between the
farmer and the distiller.

*That's what we need, more distillers stick-
ing their hands in the dirt and understanding
what it is that's making their whiskey taste the
way it does,” she muses.

But, above all, experimentation with heir-
loom rye should remind distillers why they got
into this industry in the first place.

“Part of what we're doing here is bringing
really high-guality products to market, but,
also, let's have some fun,” Mihalich says. “If
you're not in this business to have fun, you'd
better just go home." ll
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