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A toax on whitkey? To Alexander Hamilton and the Federalists in the sast, it seemed like.a
good idea. Hamilton believed that an excite tax on whishey was a proeper way to collect meoney ko
help pay off the national debt. To the average American family, which drank six gallons of
whithey per year, such o fox would cost about $1.50 annuaily. But to the farmers of western
Pennsvivania, Virginia, and the Carelinas, khis was considered o tax on one of life’s necessities, In
the west, whiskey was used freely at weddings to teast the bride and at funerals ko mourn the
dead. Whiskey was believed to warm the body in winter and refresh the spirit in summer.

Whiskey had an even more important function in the western counties of Pennsylvania where
whiskey was used in piuce of money. Real money was celdom seen by formers living in these
remote arecs. Whishey was their main seurce of cash. Twelve bundred pounds of wheat, oats, or
rye could easily be distilled inte 20 gallons of whishey, welghing 160 pounds. The lquor could then
be loaded in jugs, slung across the bachs of mules, and hauled 300 miles from Pittshurg to )
Philadelphia. There, it would be sold for $1 per valion. Whithey, therefore, became the main
cash-producing product for these western farmers. Since it could be easily exchangad for meney, it
was often used in place of cash. For exampie, farmers paid for their goods with whiskey, and
merchants exchanged it for supplies. Even ministers’ small salaries were often paid with this
liguer.

Alexonder Hamilton knew the independent ways of the western farmers. He olso knew that o
tox on whiskey could raise about $860,000 per vear which could be used to pay nutional and
state debis. While a tax of 25 cents per gallon would cost the average family on $1.50 o year, b
would tahe $6 of the $20 the average farm family in western Pennsylvania made each vear. Tn
these fanmers, this seemed to be an unfally hioh tax,

Hamilton's suggestion for a tax en whishey in 1791 caused o heated debate in Congress. Jumes
jackhson of Georgia thought the whishey tax unfair. When told that people should drink less
whishey, Juckson defended their right to get drunk! Hugh Williamson of North Carolina proposed
that there thould be a tox on beer and cider consumed in Mew England. Theose who supported the
tax said that aleohol wos a luxury (and o sinful one at that) and not a necessity, Other polnted
out that the rich were paying for more in taxes than $6 per year,

Jomes Madison and Thomas Jefferson remained silent on the issue of the whishey tax because
they had mode o deal with Alexander Hamilten. Hamilton agreed {o a plan te move the notion's
capital from Philadelphic to a new city in the South called Federal City (now cailled Washington,
2.C.) in exchange for the national government taking over the state debis left over from the
Ameriean Revelution. The whiskey tax wos one of Homilton's method: of paving off the debts.

After the tax was passed, many of the fanners in the west remembered how the colonists had
protested England’s tax policies. Tax collectors were tarred and feathered by angry mobs. Liberty
poles with slogons ggainst unfalr taxation were planted in the ground. Comusittees of
correspendence were formed, and several towns end counties passed reselutions staling why they
onpesed the whishey tox.




