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LIQUID ASSETS
TUTHILLTOWN SPIRITS

Stumbling into liquid gold in the Hudson Valley.

BY PERVALZ SHALLWANI
PHOTOGRAPHS BY MICHAFL GROSS

New York's first distillery since Prohibition, Tuthilltown Spirits is
just four years old, but its vodkas, rum and signature whiskeys are
in hot demand, poured everywhere from Babbo to Spago, fetch-
ing almost $50 for a little 375-milliliter bottle of clear, pure corn
whiskey or spicy, ruddy rye—and twice thart price in Paris. So you
might think the Hudson Valley—based micro-distillery, which
turns local apples, potatoes, corn and rye into liquid gold, is the
love child of longtime liquor-lovers-turned-locavores who brought
decades of distillery know-how to their lifelong dream.

You'd be wrong. Neither of the 58-ycar-old owners had ever
considered the spirits business or even knew the first thing about
distilling,

Instead it was a last resort for Ralph Erenzo, one he tripped
over when neighbors dashed his plan to open a “climbers’ ranch.”
After more than 20 years in Manhattan building stunt sets and
a climbing gym, in 2001 he and partners put up $650,000 for
36 acres on the banks of the Shawangunk Kill in Gardiner, New
York (a site that happened to include the then-still-operational
221-year-old Tuthilltown Gristmill, listed on the National Reg-
ister of Historic Landmarks). Erenzo and his crew had planned
a sancruary for rock climbers making the pilgrimage to scale the
celebrated cliffs at nearby Shawangunk Ridge.

But the townspeople didn’t want climbers coming in from all
over the country, and two years of court battles slowly bled Eren-
zo dry;: he sold off all bur eight acres to cover his mounting legal
and engincering bill and, defeated, approached the town's code
enforcement officer to ask what he could build without having to
confront the townsfolk again. His answer: a winery.

But then Erenzo came across a 2002 law encouraging spirit
makers to set up small micro-distilling operations using locally
farmed products. Before Prohibition, New York had been home
to more than 1,000 distilleries, and, while today the state boasts
both wineries and breweries, no one was producing aged grain
alcohols. This law sought to change that: aspiring booze mak-

Hudson Valley Hoach: The local whiskev-makers at Tuthilltown

stumbled into the spirits business by accident, and we're glad they did.

ers could now buy a $1.450 license allowing them to produce
up to 35,000 gallons a year of any distilled tipple. Previously
the only license available was for industrial operations and cost
$50,000. “To do that, you would have to have a large distillery,”
says Erenzo, who plans to produce just 4,000 gallons of spirits
this year. Since passage of the legislation, 15 would-be distillers
have secured a license, part of a national cockrail-fed craze that
has scen the number of micro-distillers explode from five in 1995
to nearly 200 today.

One of Tuthilltown’s most sought-after
spirits is its take on rye whiskey, the hooch
that played a lead role in New York's
distilling heritage and remains a starring
ingredient in the cocktail named after

our borough. But it didn't come casy.
“Rye,” Erenzo says, “was the most difhcult
whiskey to make, gooey and pasty like a

dry oarmeal that stuck to everything.”

Bur, 1o give it a shot, Erenzo would need an investor; luckily
Brian Lee showed up. The broadcast engineer stopped by to ask
about operating the gristmill as a side hobby. “T was looking at the
mill, but Ralph was bending my ear about getting a [distilling]
license. He was a born marketer.”

It didn't take much convincing. Recalls Lee, “1 had been do-
ing television stuff for coming on 30 vears. | was looking for an
exit strategy.” At Fordham business school he had written a case
study on how Samuel Adams Brewing turned smaller-batch beer
into big profits. After meeting Erenzo he crunched some numbers
and was convinced to dip into his savings and take our a second
mortgage for his share of the investment.
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Before Prohibition New York was home to more than
1,000 distilleries, and, while today the state boasts both

wineries and breweries, no one was producing aged grain

alcohols. Erenzo and Lee spent two and a half years

building a distillery by hand, learning as they went.

Unsure if they were making anything good, they scarched on-
line for a local whiskey expert and found Lenell Smothers whose
now-shuttered eponymous liquor boutique in Red Hook, Brook-
lyn, stocked the biggest bourbon selection in New York City.
Erenzo brought her samples of the apple vodka and corn whiskey.
Tasting promise, she provided tips on aging and suggested styles
to experiment with, like a four-grain whiskey that, as far as she
could tell, had not been made in decades. “They just kind of took
it and ran with it,” says Smothers.

Soon they were bottling their young-but-smooth Baby Bour-
bon Whiskey, barely sweet, and kissed with hints of vanilla and
caramel. Legally it can’t be labeled straight bourbon, the phrase
synonymous with quality Kentucky bourbon, which must contain
between 51 and 80 percent corn and be aged ar keast two years.
Tuchilltown's whiskeys are 100 percent corn, and age in American
white oak barrels for 40 days per gallon—the three-gallon barrel
sits about four months while 2 10-gallon barrel takes a lirte over 2
year, hence the name “Baby Bourbon.”

“We don't really care how old it is,” says Erenzo. “We just care
what is looks like and tastes like and how good it is.”

Some believe the short time in the barrel can’t march a whis-
key that has been aged for several years, developing a decper fla-
vor. “Their whiskey is very young,” admits Smothers, but she was
impressed enough to buy their entire first lot of Baby Bourbon w
scll in her celebrated spirits shop. Sure, it's rough to compere with
the dominant distillers, but she roots for the underdog. “Qualiry-
to-price ratio, the small guys are going to lose out,” says Smothers,
“but it's exciting to see micro-distilleries in the U.S. making whis-
key, especially bourbon.”

Erenzo built brand loyalty by selling out of his car, spending
almost every day on the road. “We didn't have the money for ad-
vertising, so we went straight to the chefs, the mixologists and
bartenders,” he says. “Thar started the buzz.”

“It creates 2 more positive bond berween the bartender and the
botte,” says Meaghan Dorman, who tends bars ar the Raines Law
Room in Chelsea and was partly persuaded by the story behind the
bottle. She says bartenders “are inundated with product. so knowing
the process and distillers makes me more likely to experiment with a
product and support it.” From there the distillery moved into some
of the country’s top liquor stores, its distinctive pot-bellied bottle
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scen everywhere from Astor Wines & Spirits to Appellation in West
Chelsea to Crush Wine and Spirits in Midtown.

For Tuthilltown, the excitement of the micro doesn't just apply to
the business plan: thar adorable, apothecary-aesthetic 375-millilicer
bottle might be as much 2 draw as what it contains. “People pick them
up them and say, 'it’s so cute,” when there is a 750ml bottle sitting
right next to it that has been aged cight years,” says Smothers, “But
they are like, T want this bottle since it is so cute. What can [ say?”

Soon they were sclling out. Thev bought a second still, Do-
maine Select signed on to pick up distribution and the two-man
operation grew to roughly 10.

One of Tuthilltown’s most sought-after spirits is their rake
on rye whiskey, the dark amber, almost rustically flavored, spicy
hooch that played a lead role in New York's distilling heritage and
remains a starring ingredient in the cockrail named after our bor-
ough. But it didn’t come easy.

“Rye.” Erenzo says, “was the most difhicult whiskey to make,
goocy and pasty like a dry oatmeal that stuck to everything. The
first time we made rye, we had an inch-thick crust of rye paste.”

They 've since mastered that mash, and today their rye whiskey
is poursd at some of the city’s most esteemed taste temples, in-
cluding Blue Hill. 1 love supporting Tuthilltown Spirits because
I respect the work that goes into producing small batches and the
quality is superior.” says Blue Hill wine director Claire Paparazzo.
“It’s great to have a local distillery vou can rely on and who are
truc artisan producers.”

And it's not just the rye that earns raves: Colin Alevras, the
sommelier and spirits director at Daniel Boulud’s new Bowery
spot DBGB, swears by their bourbons. And food-writing duo
Matr and Ted Lee declared in the Times, “The arugula move-
ment has hit hooch,” lauding Tuthilltown’s Authentic American
Corn Whiskey as “the moonshiner’s ideal, with the sweet aroma of
cracked grain and a smooth, creamy flavor that leaves no doubr as
to its main ingredient.”

Erenzo and Lee are excited 10 experiment with other local grains,
including some never before seen inside a whiskey barrel, like the
135-year-old hybrid of rye and whear called “witicale,” as well as
spelt and even oats. They've distilled wash from Heartland Brewery's
Farmer Jon's Oatmeal Stout into a small-batch whiskey that's current-
ly aging in cak and will be available at the brewery this fall.
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