
A Kentucky Distillery Ages
Bourbon on Mississippi Barges
Public tours now showcase floating barrelhouses that use river

humidity, temperature swings and motion to shape flavor.
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A Kentucky distillery is aging bourbon and whiskey on two barges moored along the
Mississippi River, using what it says are the only floating barrelhouses in the United
States to shape flavor through humidity, temperature swings and constant river motion.

The operation belongs to The Ingram Distillery in Hickman County, in far western
Kentucky, near the confluence of the Mississippi and Ohio rivers. The barges hold about
6,000 barrels and sit roughly a quarter mile from the company’s main campus, which
overlooks the river from a nearby bluff. This spring, the distillery began offering public



tours of the barges, opening a process that has become central to its identity in a state
with more than 100 distillers.

Hank Ingram, the company’s chief executive and founder, said the idea grew from both
family history and a question about bourbon’s past. Before railroads and modern
trucking, Kentucky whiskey often moved by flatboat down inland waterways to markets
such as New Orleans. Ingram said he wanted to know whether taking bourbon off the
river and into conventional warehouses had changed something important in the
spirit’s development.

His family has deep ties to river transport. He traces that connection to an ancestor
who moved lumber by boat in the 19th century. The better-known family business,
Ingram Barge Company, was founded in 1946 by his great-grandfather and today
operates one of the country’s largest inland barge fleets under the leadership of
Ingram’s father. The distillery’s floating barrelhouses are moored at one of that
company’s loading sites in Columbus, Kentucky, a small Mississippi River town in
Hickman County.

The project moved from concept to experiment after the distillery received an
experimental permit from the federal Alcohol and Tobacco Tax and Trade Bureau in
2017. Ingram said the company compared barrels aged on land for six months with
barrels aged on barges under two kinds of covers. He said the whiskey matured on
water showed more softness and more character than whiskey aged on land over the
same period.

The distillery points to three main reasons: high humidity from the river environment,
sharper temperature variation inside steel barges than in standard rickhouses, and
movement inside the barrels caused by the rise and fall of the Mississippi. Together,
those conditions are meant to change how spirit interacts with charred oak over time.

Brad Berron, research director at the University of Kentucky’s James B. Beam Institute
for Kentucky Spirits, said humidity can affect maturation because water and ethanol
evaporate from barrels as whiskey ages. In a humid setting near a large body of water,
he said, alcohol concentration can decline differently than it would in drier conditions,
which can alter how flavors develop and concentrate.



He said that process can lead to notable changes in taste. As water and alcohol leave
the barrel, remaining compounds become more concentrated. In high-humidity
environments, he said, that balance may shift in ways that bring out different flavor
profiles than those found in more typical warehouse aging.

Temperature is another major factor on the barges. Ingram said summer heat can push
barrels on an upper level to about 130 degrees, while barrels on a lower level may be
closer to 90 degrees on the same day. At night, temperatures across the barge can fall
to around 75 to 80 degrees. Those swings matter because warming and cooling help
drive liquid into and out of oak staves, increasing extraction from the wood.

The third factor is motion. As river conditions change, liquid inside each barrel moves
as well. Ingram said that sloshing increases contact between whiskey and charred oak,
producing stronger barrel influence in the finished spirit. Berron said there is little
published research focused specifically on how barrel motion affects whiskey
maturation, but he added that basic engineering principles support the idea that
moving liquid should pull material from wood more quickly.

The result, Ingram said, is greater complexity and more variation from barrel to barrel,
even among casks stored close together. That variation gives blenders a wider range of
flavor profiles to work with when assembling final products.

The floating warehouses also carry symbolic weight for Kentucky bourbon. Stephen
Yates of the Frazier Kentucky History Museum in Louisville said Kentucky’s early
whiskey trade benefited not only from limestone-filtered water but also from access to
more than 1,500 miles of navigable waterways. Those routes helped distillers reach
domestic and overseas markets long before rail service connected producers to buyers
at scale.

That history is part of what The Ingram Distillery is now selling alongside its spirits.
Inside its gift shop are bottles aged on the Mississippi under labels including O.H.
Ingram bourbons and whiskeys and Uncharted, a wheated bourbon introduced last
year. On tours, visitors can see black growth on top of barge covers caused by
Baudoinia compniacensis, commonly known as whiskey fungus, which thrives where
evaporating ethanol is present during aging.



For Ingram, opening the barges to visitors is meant to show that bourbon production is
both technical and creative. He describes distilling and maturation as science first,
followed by blending as an art. On these barges in western Kentucky, he argues, both
are shaped by a river that once carried bourbon to market and now serves again as
part of how it is made.


