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THE WIZARD OF WALKERVILLE 

T
he Detroit River flows for a short twenty-four miles, emptying Lake St. Clair into 

Lake Erie while forming the border between southwestern Ontario and the state of 

Michigan. It was here, on the Canadian side, that legendary distiller Hiram Walker 

produced his first barrel of whisky in 1858. At that time Canada was not yet Canada 

and Canadian whisky was – well, practically non-existent. Walker built his plant 

on the river, directly across from the city of Detroit. The area had everything he needed – an 

abundant and endless supply of water, grain from the surrounding countryside and a U.S. 

market a few hundred yards away. The Massachusetts-born Walker at the time was forty-two 

years old and had been variously employed as a grocer, dry goods clerk and tanner before 

making vinegar – an endeavour that eventually led him to distilling. He was ambitious and 

hardworking, valuable qualities in a man but hardly those that made him unique in those 

heady days of frontier entrepreneurism. However, he had one attribute that – then as now 

– could not be earned, learned or plucked from an overhanging branch.

He had vision.

Fast forward one hundred and fifty-eight years and we find the distillery – expanded and 

appropriately modernised – still standing along the river. Across the water Detroit has seen 

better days and struggles to rebound. Walkerville, the town founded by Hiram Walker, has 

long ago been folded into the city of Windsor. Much has changed over the past century and  

a half, in the world at large and in the world of whisky. The man overseeing Hiram Walker’s 

legacy did not get his start in the tanning of leathers or the making of vinegar. He hails from 

the crossroads of Fordwich, Ontario; he has a degree in microbiology from the University  

of Waterloo and a PhD in brewing and distilling from Heriot-Watt University in Scotland. 

He is clean-cut, buttoned down, and looks nothing like the stern, bearded portrait of Hiram 

Walker in the foyer inside old Building 20. He does, however, have one thing in common 

with his distant predecessor.

He has vision.

“I WANT TO GET CANADIAN WHISKY OUT THERE. HOW MANY TIMES DO  

WE MAKE A CANADIAN PRODUCT AND IT SUCCEEDS ABROAD BEFORE WE 

REALISE IT’S GOOD?” — DON LIVERMORE, WISER’S MASTER BLENDER




