
Barrels    with Spirit
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n the age of the New World, 
sailing across the Atlantic on a 

wooden ship was risky busi-
ness. Even more so for wine. 

Months of storage in a cask of 
unknown or questionable history 
could result in undesirable aromas, 
flavors or even spoilage. Sailors 
used whatever casks they had on 
hand. “It turns out whiskey or spirit 
barrels were the most successful 
at preserving wine,” says Sharon 
Roeder, owner and winemaker at 
Barrel Oak Winery in Delaplane, Va. 
“The higher alcohol levels seeped 
from the wood and killed any spoil-
age yeasts and bacteria, so the wine 
retained its flavor.”

Fast forward roughly 100 years. 
It’s no surprise that before the 
American wine industry burgeoned, 
used spirit barrels were all home 
winemakers could get their hands 

from a home winemaker. Vasilakes 
eventually warmed to the concept 
and, in 2007, tried it by aging Cab-
ernet Sauvignon for a full year, also 
in Woodford Reserve bourbon bar-
rels. “I really didn’t have much hope 

for it, but I loved the result. It 
imparts a whole other layer 
of complexity to the wine by 
adding body, smoothing it 
out and adding different and 
stronger flavors,” says Vasi-
lakes. So he named his exper-
iment Black Barrel Reserve 
and sold it. “I put it on the 
market and people went crazy. 
It sold right away, so I started 
making more.” 

BECOMING MAINSTREAM

Roeder and Vasilakes 
were at the leading edge 
of a spirit-aging resur-
gence. Since then, the 
amateur stigma of aging in 
anything other than wine 
barrels has faded. In fact, 
blurring lines between the 
alcoholic beverage indus-
tries happens regularly. 
Beer, wine, cider and spirit 
influences are popping up 
in each others’ turf. Brew 
masters ,  w inemakers , 
cider makers and master 
distillers experiment both 
as a creative outlet and to 
stimulate customer imagi-
nation. 

After his success with 
Black Barrel Reserve, Vasi-
lakes experimented with 
two other bourbon-aged 
wines, a semi-sweet port-

on. These barrels were either free 
or dirt cheap, plentiful and easy to 
obtain with a road trip to the near-
est distillery. Home winemakers 
simply followed in the footsteps 
of their ocean-crossing predeces-
sors. But during the 1970s and 
’80s, when the commercial 
wine industry began to flour-
ish, spirit barrel aging devel-
oped an amateur stigma. A 
typical commercial winemaker 
wouldn’t have considered 
aging in anything but a wine 
barrel — which makes experi-
mental winemakers, like Roed-
er, all the more provocative. 

“We really wanted a port-
style wine, and using bourbon 
barrels was a unique way 
to include additional back-
ground flavor,” says Roed-
er. In 2008, Barrel Oak 
produced its first vintage 
of Chocolate Lab, a forti-
fied Chambourcin aged 
eight months in Wood-
ford Reserve bourbon 
barrels. It was met with 
overwhelmingly positive 
customer reactions. “Our 
tasting room staff repeat-
edly reports it’s loved by 
everyone, even those 
who don’t prefer dessert 
wines,” says Roeder.   

Another vintner, Neil 
Vasi lakes of  Wi lds ide 
Winery in Versailles, Ky., 
cringed when he first 
heard of spirit barrel aging 

BY JANICE CESSNA

+ Spirit barrels have a long 
history in winemaking and 
are seeing a resurgence in 
popularity.

+ Cross-use of barrels 
between the wine, beer, 
cider and spirits industries 
is happening all over.

+ Bourbon barrels are  
especially popular.

+ Obtaining spirit barrels  
from a reputable source is 
important.

AT A GLANCE

Barrel Oak’s Chocolate Lab, 
a fortified Chambourcin, is 
aged eight months in Wood-
ford Reserve bourbon barrels.

Aging wine in spirit barrels is surging in popularity, 
bringing innovation to the cellar.
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Private Selection, a bourbon-infused 
Cabernet Sauvignon. Australia’s 
Jacob’s Creek produces Double 
Barrel Shiraz and Double Barrel 
Cabernet Sauvignon, the former 
aged in Scotch barrels, the latter 
in Irish whiskey barrels. But one 
wine stands out because it isn’t red. 
Trump Winery makes Cru, Chardon-
nay juice fortified with grape brandy 
and aged in bourbon barrels. 

style Norton aged in Four Roses 
barrels and a sweet Black Walnut 
aged in Makers Mark barrels. Wild-
side customers received these just 
as enthusiastically. “I told our cus-
tomers that I wasn’t going to make 
Black Walnut anymore, and we had 
an uprising,” says Vasilakes. “They 
insisted I make it again. In fact, it’s 
selling so well I’m getting ready to 
make another batch. It sells faster 
and faster every year.”

In both Roeder’s and Vasilakes’ 
experience, there are very few peo-
ple who don’t enjoy the complex-
ity of spirit-aged wine. The appeal 
seems to span all ages and even 
gender. “The only people who don’t 
like it, I think, are very experienced 
wine drinkers who’ve made up 
their mind on what they like,” says 
Vasilakes. “But if they like a lot of 
different wines and have more of 
an open palate, then it’s almost 
guaranteed they’re going to like it.”

Apparently, consumer interest 
has grown to the point of attracting 
the attention of large wine produc-
ers. An Internet search for spirit-
aged wine immediately turns up a 
dozen wines — mostly reds aged 
in bourbon barrels — that includes 
some big names. Fetzer makes 
1,000 Stories, a bourbon-infused 
Zinfandel. Robert Mondavi offers 

SOURCING USED BARRELS

Roeder and Vasilakes both hap-
pened to source barrels for their 
init ial aging experiments from 
Woodford Reserve. For Vasilakes, 
Woodford is a 20-minute drive to 
the other side of Versailles, Ky., but 
Roeder’s Barrel Oak is more than 
400 miles away. She simply found 
Woodford by chance, but vetted it 
and its barrels before purchasing. 
“If you’re using a used barrel of 
any type, you want know where it 
comes from because it will become 
part of your flavor profile,” says 
Chris Morris, Woodford Reserve 
master distiller.  

For obvious reasons, Morris 
enjoys the increased popularity 
of spirit-aging, but he’s also very 
proud of Woodford’s reputation. 
“We all know that bourbon is cool 
again. I’m sure some of [the popu-
larity] is just the fact that bourbon 
tastes great. But when you get a 
bourbon with high-quality creden-
tials like Woodford Reserve, it’s 
beneficial to your product.”

Woodford and its parent com-
pany, Brown-Forman, have been 
providing used barrels to fellow 
distilleries and craft brewers for 
years, so they’re accustomed to 
receiving requests. “Woodford 
has been super easy to work with 

Neil Vasilakes of Wildside Winery has seen enthusiastic acceptance among his  
customers when it comes his to spirit-aged wines.

Chris Morris, Woodford Reserve master distiller, enjoys the growing popularity of 
aging wine in spirit barrels.
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in terms of ordering and delivery, 
and we’ve always been happy with 
the results,” says Roeder. “They’re 
emptying barrels pretty much every 
day,” says Vasilakes. “When I go 
over there, I usually open [barrels] 
up and ask when they were emp-
tied. I want fresh ones, emptied 
that day, because if they sit around, 
some of the flavor evaporates.” It’s 
clear both vintners return to Wood-
ford year after year because of their 
consistent high quality. “We air dry 
our wood for at least nine months,” 
says Morris. “That removes a lot of 
astringency and acidity and creates 
really great flavor.”

Woodford’s popularity means it 
doesn’t always have barrels avail-
able, however. “It’s so hard to get 
barrels these days,” says Vasilakes 
of all barrel types. “Used spirit bar-
rels get more and more expensive 
every year. They’re up to about 
$175 for an empty barrel, and you 
can only use it once because it 
loses the flavor.” Morris says there 
are options for those considering a 
purchase. “Different barrels come 
with different quality assurances 
and price levels,” he says. 

GO FOR A BROKER

Sourcing direct from distillers 
isn’t the only option. As with wine 
barrels, winemakers can use a bro-
ker with existing cross-industry 
relationships. In 2009, John Gill 
started his brokerage, The Barrel 
Broker, with his first purchase of 
wine barrels from Robert Mondavi. 
His transactions now include used 
spirit barrels with retail pricing rang-
ing from $135 to $200. Based in 
Menomonee Falls, Wis., Gill’s stock 
and relationships include rum, 
tequila, brandy, American whiskey, 
rye whiskey and bourbon barrels 
with names like Templeton Rye, 
Jim Beam, Heaven Hills and Old 
Forester. He even has a few Nica-
raguan Flor De Cana rum barrels for 
$150 each.   

Asked what advice he’d offer 
winemakers interested in spirit bar-
rels, Gill suggests calling the broker 
to talk directly and asking a lot of 
detailed questions. “You can learn 
a lot about the product you’re inter-

their car and, within a few minutes 
of posting, they’re here.” 

Roeder and Vasilakes are obvi-
ously great winemakers, excited 
by the art of creation, proud of their 
efforts, yet capable of meeting 
public demand. “Chocolate Lab is 
unique to us, our own invention and 
a signature wine,” says Roeder. 
“I think we’ve created something 
special, and the fact that it sells like 
crazy verifies that.” Both disclosed 
they don’t have any new experi-
ments percolating, but Vasilakes 
pondered a non-bourbon concept. 

“If you lived somewhere near 
a rum distillery, I would think [that 
product] would be amazing. Get-
ting the barrels is the tricky part.” 
With spirit-inspired wines becom-
ing mainstream, perhaps one will 
hit the general retail market soon. 
“There’s a lot of creativity going on 
in all aspects of the alcoholic bev-
erage industry, whether its beer, 
wine, cider or spirits,” says Morris. 
It’s fun to consider the possibili-
ties and look forward to intriguing  
combinations. 

Janice Cessna is a freelance writer 
who crafts informative content for 
magazines and businesses. Her 
experiences as a vineyard manager 
and cellar rat help inform her wine 
industry articles. 

Comments? Please e-mail us at 
feedback@vwmmedia.com.

ested in, but, more important, you 
can learn a lot about the broker by 
the answers they give you.” There 
were few barrel brokers when Gill 
started out, but with the popular-
ity surge of alcoholic beverages, 
they’re springing up everywhere to 
take advantage of the market. He 
cautions that many brokers aren’t 
a l icensed business operation. 
They’re in it for a quick buck and 
aren’t interested in growing a busi-
ness based on quality transactions 
and customer satisfaction.

“We call them ‘moonlighters.’ 
They sling barrels on nights and 
weekends out of the garage,” 
says Gill. “Ask to see the prod-
uct. Ask if they have a warehouse 
and references. Do an Internet 
search and look for reviews or bad 
press.” Gill’s business revolves 
around repeat clients and refer-
rals. “If something arrives that 
doesn’t meet our clients’ needs, 
we fix it.” 

As a broker, Gill buys and sells 
barrels and barrel racks to anyone. 
Which means he sometimes buys 
back barrels from a client that origi-
nally purchased them through him. 
Roeder and Vasilakes also sell their 
barrels. Roeder typically sells them 
to Center of the Universe Brew-
ing in Ashland, Va., while Vasilakes 
advertises his barrels to Wildside 
customers. “We put them on our 
Facebook page for $100. People 
don’t even answer, they just get in 

John Gill of The Barrel Broker suggests asking a lot of detailed questions when 
sourcing spirits barrels.


