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Bill Foley at his working 
cattle ranch and golf 
resort, Rock Creek 
Cattle Company, in Deer 
Lodge, Montana.

by Jennifer Nalewicki
photos by Lisa Wareham
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If anyone deserves the title of pioneer, 
it would be William “Bill” Foley II. Much like his great-great-uncle Charles 
Goodnight—who served as a Texas Ranger, Confederate soldier in the Civil 
War and cattle rancher, and was immortalized in the classic book and movie 
Lonesome Dove—Foley has carved a path as both a businessman and an innova-
tor. After successful careers in multiple areas of business—including Chairman 
of the Board for Fidelity National Financial Inc., a Fortune 500 company, and 
founder of Foley Family Wines—he’s using his business acumen and creativity as 
a launch pad for his next business venture: bourbon. 

Foley first took notice of bourbon as a possible investment several years ago, 
when he recognized that the popularity of brown spirits was growing—and 
fast. To get in the game before it was too late, he talked to some of his friends 
in the hospitality and liquor business for advice and soon concluded that 
bourbon would be the right fit. After working closely with Wild Turkey Bourbon 
in Lawrenceburg, Kentucky, he selected the perfect blend, which he recently 
released under the label Charles Goodnight Kentucky Bourbon, in a nod to his 
late ancestor.

“I worked with the distiller, tasted through some blends and a friend of mine 
who’s very knowledgeable with bourbon helped me choose the right blend,” 
Foley says. “I had to learn how to work with bourbon. I’ve been in the wine busi-
ness for 17 years, so I understand distribution and marketing. But with spirits, I 
had to learn everything.”

While the bourbon has been aging—roughly six years—Foley has spent the 
past 15 months or so preparing for the label’s launch, which has involved getting 
licensing squared away, signing up distributors and marketing the launch, all 
while nurturing his other businesses. “It’s been a lot of work,” he says. 

Over the next few years, Foley plans to release the bourbon in a dozen states, 
which will include New York, Florida, California, Texas and Colorado, where the 
Goodnight-Loving Trail—a trail used by cattle drivers in the 1860s and named 
after Charles Goodnight—ended. 

WINE MOGUL  
BILL FOLEY 
DEBUTS 
HIS SPIRITS 
PORTFOLIO 
WITH CHARLES 
GOODNIGHT 
BOURBON

Created by an artist in 
Montana, the bottle’s 

label contains an 
illustration of Foley’s 
great-great-uncle, as 

well as a Texas Ranger 
star—a nod to Goodnight 

and Foley’s great-
grandfather, Leigh Dyer, 

who was also a Texas 
Ranger and Charles 

Goodnight’s business 
partner.
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In keeping with the Charles 
Goodnight theme, the bottle’s label 
contains an illustration of his great-
great-uncle, as well as a Texas Ranger 
star, which Foley commissioned an 
artist in Montana, where he lives, to 
create. Foley also made sure that the 
proof was high—really high. In this 
case, 100 proof. “My great-great-uncle 
was a tough guy and a big bourbon 
drinker,” Foley says. “He wouldn’t have 
wanted an 80-proof bourbon.”

So far, several bars and restaurants 
around the country have begun 
working the new spirit into their bar 
programs, including Rock Creek 
Cattle Company, a 30,000-acre historic 
working cattle ranch in Deer Lodge, 
Montana, of which Foley is the owner 
and developer.

Carrie Lease, Controller of Rock 
Creek Cattle Company, has adapted 
the bourbon into a number of drinks, 
including a tipple called the Cooper 
Cup, a blend of Charles Goodnight 
Kentucky Bourbon, ginger beer and 
fresh lime. 

“My first impression of the spirit was 
that it was very smooth with a great 
finish,” Lease says. “I’ve always liked 
the Moscow Mule, which uses vodka, 
so I decided to substitute bourbon 
instead.”

Over the next few years, Foley hopes 
to grow the business and make it a 
go-to pour at bars and restaurants 

across the country. So far, he says, he 
has enough of a supply that it could 
potentially last three years or more. 

“Our game plan has always been 
that whenever we make an acquisition, 
we keep all of the brands intact, but 
consolidate the back office, like human 
resources, finance and the marketing 
departments for all of the brands,” 
Foley says. “I’m taking the same model 
that I’ve used for my wine business 
and will have a single group of people 
working on all brands on the back end. 
But on the outside, I want each brand 

to have its own face—its own distiller, 
its own facility, etc.—when it comes to 
the consumer.” 

So far, Foley says that most people 
have been really receptive to the new 
spirit, and he hopes to add others to 
his portfolio sometime in the future, 
including a Tennessee whiskey and a 
New Zealand gin. 

But until then, he remains focused on 
bringing Charles Goodnight Kentucky 
Bourbon to consumers and sharing 
his great-great-uncle’s epic story—one 
bottle of bourbon at a time.  

Rock Creek Longhorn
◗	 1½ oz. Charles Goodnight Bourbon
◗	 1 oz. ginger beer
◗	 ½ lime freshly squeezed 

◗ Fill a copper mug with ice and 
build. Garnish with slice of lime.

The Kiss of Goodnight 
◗	 1½ oz. Charles Goodnight Bourbon
◗	 1½ oz. fresh lemonade

◗	 Garnish with twisted peel of 
lemon and serve in a chilled 
Martini glass.

Carrie Lease, Controller of Rock Creek Cattle Company, with bartender Jackee Beck.

TP1014_034-65.indd   62 9/26/14   2:17 PM



october 2014  /  the tasting panel  /  63

photos by Alex Rubin

Nathan Grise-Meyers of Chalkboard in Healdsburg, California is also 
using Charles Goodnight in cocktails. His piquant “Rome Is Burning” 
is a drink inspired by Foley and his great-great-uncle that includes 
a homemade strawberry-jalapeño purée, lemon juice, simple syrup 
and—of course—bourbon.

“Just as a ranch operates with the offerings of the land, so does 
the cocktail,” Grise-Meyers says. “The last days of summer are in this 
cocktail.”

 

 

* For Strawberry-Jalapeño Purée:
 Purée strawberries and set aside. Quarter jalapeños (as few or 

as many as you’d like) and place into a saucepan. Add straw-
berry purée and bring to a simmer stirring constantly. Simmer 
for 15 minutes and let cool. Run through a strainer to keep 
seeds and solids from final product.  

Nathan Grise-Meyers, 
Bartender at Healdburg’s 
Chalkboard restaurant. 

AT CHALKBOARD
Lonesome Lavender Dove

◗	 1 oz. Charles Goodnight 
Bourbon

◗	 ½ oz. Meyer Limoncello
◗	 ¾ oz. lemon juice
◗ ½ oz. lavender-thyme 

syrup
◗	 1 oz. egg whites
 
◗	 Combine all ingredients 

into a glass and dry-
shake for 30 seconds. 
Add ice and shake 
again. Double-strain 
into a coupe. Garnish 
with your favorite edible 
flowers or herbs.

◗	 1½ oz. Charles Goodnight 
Bourbon

◗	 ½ oz. strawberry-jalapeño 
purée*

◗	 ¾ oz. lemon juice
◗	 ½ oz. simple syrup

◗	 Muddle two leaves of 
verbena into the bottom of 
a mixing glass. Combine 
all ingredients and add ice. 
Shake hard and double-strain 
into a Martini glass. Garnish 
with a couple of jalapeño 
slices and some verbena.

Rome is Burning
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