
By HOLLY SPANGLER

WHEN a whiskey distiller is deep 
in his craft, at both the beginning 
and nearly the end of the distilla-

tion run, there’s a step known as making 
cuts. The fi rst time, the distiller cuts out 
impurities like methanol and acetone. The 
heart of the run is left, and the distiller 
makes another cut, pausing between mon-
itoring temperatures and gauges to taste 
the whiskey bubbling down from the still. 

Cutting out impurities and improving 
quality. It’s part science, part art. 

But when you’re Jamie Walter and 
you’re growing the corn that’s making the 
whiskey, you can make a cut even sooner. 

“We’re making cuts from the very be-
ginning, picking the best corn to make the 
best whiskey,” Jamie says. “We’re all about 
quality. We control everything from seed 
to spirit.”

Walter believes quality will set them 
apart in the whiskey world, where the 
business he and his father, Jim Walter, 
and business partner, Nick Nagele, have 
founded is already turning heads and win-
ning awards. The three created Whiskey 
Acres Distilling Co. three years ago and 
began distilling spirits this past winter. 
They have a corn vodka and two vari-
eties of unaged corn whiskey already on 
shelves, and their fi rst bourbon will be 
available in summer 2016. They’ll also 
make a rye whiskey.

Transparency value
Their hook: Whiskey Acres is an on-farm 
craft distillery, certifi ed by the American 
Distilling Institute, and only the second of 
its kind in the U.S. The other is Frey Ranch, 
Reno, Nev.; Far North Spirit, Hallock, 
Minn., is an on-farm distillery but is not 
certifi ed. About 20 non-farm craft distill-

Adding value with whiskey
Key Points

 ■ Jim and Jamie Walter and Nick Nagele 
founded Whiskey Acres Distilling Co.

 ■ The public can visit the farm, walk demo 
plots, tour the distillery and taste spirits.

 ■ Distillery doesn’t use much corn but adds 
value to it — $150 to $200 per bushel.

to experiment with different hybrids to 
see if they offer different whiskey fl avors. 

“We think there are real differences be-
tween varieties,” Jamie adds. “We know 
ours tastes better than whiskey made with 
commodity grain.”

These days, they’re making whiskey 
with genetically modifi ed grain because 
quality is better: less mycotoxins, fewer 
weed seeds, less insect damage and fewer 
fungal diseases. But Jim, a Prairie Farmer 
Master Farmer, says they’ll run some non-
GMO as a hedge against future potential 
labeling requirements. “You have to age 
bourbon in barrels for years. We have to 
look down the road and be prepared.”

$150-a-bushel corn?
Nagele and the Walters launched this ven-
ture to add value to a commodity grain 
— in their case, corn. Certainly, whiskey 
production doesn’t use a signifi cant por-
tion of their farm’s corn production; Jamie 
pegs it at 5% to 10%. They also raise and 
distill a small amount of wheat and rye.

Whiskey production requires 3 pounds 
of grain per bottle, which they sell at the 
distillery for $32.99. There are other 
inputs, like tax, utilities and more. But as 
Jim says, “If you put all the value on the 
grain, it’s worth well over $150 a bushel. 
And maybe closer to $200.”

Jamie, a lawyer by training and a farmer 
for the past 17 years, is quick to add that 
value-added agriculture hasn’t been all 
sunshine and rainbows. Their farm and 
the location of the distillery is zoned A-1 
agriculture in DeKalb County, but their 
local zoning administrator decided a dis-
tillery would be manufacturing and, there-
fore, not allowed. Ultimately, they had to 
get legislation passed to recognize value-
added ag processing as part of agriculture.

That same offi cial also insisted that to 
sell retail from the farm, the Walters were 
required to bring to code every building 
associated with the distillery, including 
a $160,000 municipal well for a sprinkler 
system. Their compromise: using a his-

SUCCESS: 
“When something 
succeeds, it’s 
gratifying,” says 
DeKalb farmer and 
whiskey distiller 
Jamie Walter. “To 
know that we did 
this ourselves — 
lots of gratification.”

What’s the difference?
Whiskey: Made from a fermented 
grain mash, which distinguishes it 
from other distilled beverages. 

Bourbon: A kind of whiskey, made 
from corn, small grains and malt. By 
law, it has to be made in the U.S. with 
a minimum of 51% corn (Whiskey 
Acres uses 75%). It’s distilled to no 
more than 160 proof, aged in a new, 
charred white oak barrel and bottled 
at no less than 80 proof. It has no 
added coloring, flavoring or additives. 

Vodka: Free of odor and flavor, dis-
tilled to at least 190 proof and made 
of anything fermentable, often po-
tatoes; it’s diluted and bottled at 80 
proof. Whiskey Acres makes 100% 
corn vodka. Fun fact: Much of the na-
tion’s vodka now comes from ethanol 
plants, as bulk grain neutral spirits. 
It’s then purchased and flavored at 
the distillery — thus, the variety and 
popularity of flavored vodka today. 

12 points: The 
good and bad of 
starting a distillery

JIM and Jamie Walter are very clear 
on what it’s taken to start their busi-

ness, Whiskey Acres. The highs are 
high, and the lows are low. Indeed. 
Here’s a look at six of the biggest head-
aches and six of the biggest payoffs. 

HEADACHES
1. Local siting. Local permitting and 

siting was incredibly frustrating and 
time-consuming.

2. Steep learning curve. You’re 
blazing new trails, and there’s no blue-
print.  

3. Mindset change. They had to 

change their focus from a commodity 
business to value-added. The marketing 
is an entirely different mindset, and they 
have to continue to do both types. 

4. Time management. Giving time 
to the rapidly growing business while 
not shorting the primary farm business 
has required management and care. 

5. Recordkeeping. The amount 
of bureaucratic red tape and record-
keeping with alcohol production is in-
credible, Jamie says. “It makes the farm 
program look simple.”

6. Equipment repairs. The still 
is running 50% slower than what it 
should, and there’s no dealer to call.  

PAYOFFS
1. Fun and exciting. “It’s a chal-

lenge. It keeps us invigorated,” Jamie 
says.

2. Consumer interaction. “The af-

firmation we get as farmers … we get 
rewarded and appreciated for making 
something. More farmers should get 
that,” Jamie says. 

Jim adds, “I haven’t hauled a load of 
corn to the elevator and had anybody 
come out and say, ‘Wow!’ ”

3. Family business. “I get to work 
with my dad and my wife every day,” 
Jamie says.

4. Opposition research. “I’m one of 
the few guys in the state who can buy 
booze and it’s tax-free!” Jamie says, 
laughing. 

5. Diversification. The whiskey dis-
tillery diversifies their income stream, 
and it’s not weather-dependent. 

6. Value-added niche. The Walters 
fulfilled a longtime dream of creating a 
value-added agriculture business. “And 
honestly, it’s just nice to have your own 
business,” Jamie adds.

eries exist in Illinois, most near Chicago.
The Whiskey Acres team is banking 

that nearby Chicago consumers will want 
to come see the corn, taste the whiskey, 
take some home … and tell their friends.

“There’s value in the transparency and 
in the story,” Jamie says. “Come here, see 
seed in the ground and spirit in the glass.

“That’s an opportunity, and absolutely 
it’s worth more.”

Beginning this summer, they’ll open up 
a renovated pavilion-turned-tasting-room, 
built by Jamie’s grandfather and uncle. For 
$10, guests can tour the distillery, walk 

fi eld plots, taste three spirits and enjoy 
cocktails on the patio. Then they can buy 
a bottle or two to take home.  

For these Illinois corn farmers, selling 
direct to consumers has opened up a con-
versation they’ve never been able to have 
before. “We get invited into Whole Foods 
to interact with a hundred consumers 
and tell them about modern agriculture,” 
Jamie says. People appreciate them as 
farmers, something Jamie says every 
farmer should hear more often. 

They’re taking their corn-growing ex-
pertise into the whiskey world, with plans 
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