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Clay, glaze, a cork and a stenciled la-
bel — a whiskey jug is not much more, a
simple vessel that turn-of-the-century
drinkers used to carry a few quarts of
spirits home to enjoy later.

But in the historical sense, the
crocks play a much larger role, linking
the distilling industry, local commerce,
advertising and pottery.

Not only that, there was battle be-
tween revenuers and moonshiners and
the rise in popularity of roots music.

It’s all there in the jugs.
And now the Oldham County History

Center is teeming with them.
More than 460 whiskey jugs fill the

upstairs of the museum as part of its
newest installation, the “Bottoms Up:
J.C. Barnett Whiskey Jug Exhibit.” It
opens Wednesday and runs until Jan. 3.

Many residents have whiskey jugs
at homes, as decoration, “but they don’t
really think about them,” said Nancy
Stearns Theiss, executive director of
the Oldham County Historical Society.
“But in reality, they are key pieces of
Kentucky history.”

The history center has so many jugs
that they fill display shelves, overflow
in the center exhibit area and are
propped up in corners.

Some jugs include the name of the
distiller in large block type, while other,
older jugs have the name of a whiskey
maker or tavern hand-scratched and
painted onto the clay.

The more valuable jugs are the ones
that were made locally, Theiss said. One
large white and brown crock has “Pen-
dennis Club” emblazoned in blue — a
jug from the notable private club in
Louisville — and another has “Sunny
Side Saloon Lebanon, Ky.” in black.

“In the 19th century, the primary
package for the spirits as a whole was
the barrel. And a lot of times they would
sell you jugs with the barreled whiskey

so that you could sell it to your custom-
ers,” said Mike Veach, associate cura-
tor of special collections at the Filson
Historical Society, who is speaking
Wednesday as part of the exhibit open-
ing.

Some of the jugs weren’t used for li-
quor at all. A few advertise ink, pickles,
“arsenate of lead” and “microbe killer.”

The jugs represent “early recy-
cling” because they were often reused,
said Breck Morgan, the exhibit design-
er.

The entire collection, worth close to
$100,000, came from Barnett, a Pewee
Valley antiques dealer, who was presi-
dent of the historical society for 17
years and the moving force behind es-
tablishing the museum. He died in 1999
and left the bulk of the jug collection to
the history center.

Reporter Emily Hagedorn can be reached
at (502) 582-4621.

Whiskey jugs from the J.C. Barnett
exhibit are at the Oldham County
History Center. JOHN ROTT/THE C-J

Bottoms
Up! exhibit
gets into
the spirits

BOTTOMS UP! J.C. BARNETT
WHISKEY JUG EXHIBIT
When: Wednesday through Jan. 3.
Where: Oldham County History Center, 106
N. Second Ave., La Grange.
Admission: Free but donations accepted.
Information: (502) 222-0826 and
www.oldhamcountyhistoricalsociety.org.

OPENING NIGHT
DISCUSSION, TASTING
What: Mike Veach, bourbon history expert
and associate curator of special collections
at the Filson Historical Society, will discuss
the history of bourbon, and visitors can
take part in a bourbon tasting.
When: 7 p.m. Wednesday.
Where: Rob Morris Chapel in the Oldham
history center.
Admission: $10 for members and $12 for
nonmembers.
Reservations or information: (502)
222-0826.

Whiskey jugs are
on display at center
By Emily Hagedorn
ehagedorn@courier-journal.com
The Courier-Journal

MORE PHOTOS
An online gallery is at courier-journal.com/
central.

Elizabeth Epstein had never heard of
the U.S. Army All-American Bowl until
she applied for a spot in the All American
Marching Band to perform during the
game.

The 17-year-old Jeffersontown High
School senior was the only Kentucky stu-
dent in the group of 125 selected to per-
form in the San Antonio event on Jan. 7.

Elizabeth lives in Jeffersontown with
her mother and stepfather, Margaret and
Todd Darland, her younger brother, older
brother, and two older sisters. Her father
and stepmother, Brian and Kelly Epstein,
live in Paducah.

Elizabeth has been playing the clari-
net since third grade. She has performed
in school marching bands since middle
school and has been a drum major for two
years.

“I like parades,” Elizabeth said. “I like
the discipline. I enjoy playing my instru-
ment, and this was another chance to do
that.”

Her director, Charles Stewart, told
her about the competition and encour-
aged her to audition for the “once-in-a-
lifetime” opportunity.

“Elizabeth Epstein is a true joy to
work with,” Stewart said. “She is a very
fine clarinet player and drum major and
a terrific all-around person. She is an in-
credibly hard worker and gets along very
well with her peers. She is a member of
the JHS Soccer Team and also serves as a
veteran member of our outstanding
JROTC program. Elizabeth is also a
member of the Homecoming Court at J-
town as well.”

Elizabeth prepared three tapes of her-
self for her audition.

“The first was me marching and play-
ing,” she said, explaining that she played
provided music and marched in a box of
specified measurements. “They were
looking at how you march, if you keep
your top body straight, and how you made
turns.”

The second tape “was me telling about
myself, how long I’d been playing, my
leadership roles, why I deserved to be in
this,” she said.

“I think the reason I got this was my
leadership. Mr. Stewart gave me an
award my sophomore year for a person
who acts like a leader without a leader-
ship role.”

Elizabeth later got a leadership role —
that of drum major for the Jeffersontown

High School marching band — for her ju-
nior and senior years.

“In JROTC, I’m in charge of logistics,
which means I’m in charge of $25,000
worth of uniforms and weapons. I’ve
learned a lot about leadership,” she said

For the third tape, Elizabeth per-
formed the music of her choice for 45
seconds.

She said Cory Barnfield, band direc-
tor at Carrithers Middle School, helped
her with her audition music.

Elizabeth submitted the tapes in May
and forgot about it until she got a call
from Stewart telling her she’d been cho-
sen. “I was surprised. I didn’t think I’d
make it. I was excited and nervous.”

Elizabeth’s trip, meals, lodging and
clothes for the week were provided for
her.

Elizabeth said the 125 students, in-
cluding color guard, practiced 24 hours
over six days to learn the six- or seven-
minute show.

“The first day we got to know each oth-
er. The second, we had a nine-hour prac-
tice. The rest of the days we had six-hour
practices.”

On the first day of practice the stu-
dents were “taught the way they wanted
us to march.” She said that different
bands march in different styles, such as
corps style, military style and a variety of
show styles used to entertain crowds.

She said the marching style required
for the All-American Marching Band was
“pretty much the same” as what she’s
learned in JROTC, which she has partici-
pated in all four years of high school.

“We didn’t see daylight that first day”
of marching practice, she said.
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All American Band tabs
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Elizabeth Epstein plays clarinet.
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ELIZABETH EPSTEIN
Age: 17
School: Senior at Jeffersontown High School
Hobbies: Clarinet, marching band, soccer,
Junior ROTC drill team and color guard,
community service.


