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FROM 1 TO 80-PLUS IN LESS THAN A DOZEN
YEARS, COLORADO DISTILLERIES ARE
SHAKING UP THE BOOZE BIZ
BY �RI MIDSON • PHOT�RAPHY BY PA�L MIllER
P.T. Wood is perched at the
end of the bar, his stool surrounded by exposed brick,
paint-splattered plaster, scrap
metal, curious sculptures and
church pews upholstered in
red fabric. The space, a former
auto body garage in downtown
Salida, was built in 1900, and in
2012, Wood, a 51-year-old hippie with a magnificent handlebar mustache, and his brother
Lee bought it. Today it houses
Wood’s High Mountain Distillery, a tasting room, social center
and attached warehouse where
they distill and bottle smallbatch whiskey, gin and liqueur.
Like a lot of distillers in
Colorado, Wood, whose first
name is really Powell Thomas
(or just “Passing Through,”
as he jokes), took a circuitous
route to the profession. Born
in Boulder, he earned a degree in business management
from Fort Lewis College in
Durango, then moved to Salida in 1989 to become a river

association of licensed Colorado
distilleries and distilling industry suppliers and tradespeople,
Wood has witnessed a boom
in Colorado craft distillers, one
that’s persuaded everyone from
former U.S. Army soldiers to
fashion photographers to abandon their careers to make every-

rafting guide. It was actually on the river that he first
hatched the idea of distilling:
He and his fellow boaters
liked to celebrate the end of a
multi-day paddle with a swig
(or three) of whiskey, and
right around the time that
Stranahan’s—Colorado’s first
licensed, post-prohibition
distiller—released its introductory batch of 2-year-old
Rocky Mountain whiskey, a
guy brought along a bottle on
one of the rafting trips.
“I’d decided that I was going to start making whiskey,
which wasn’t much more than
a drunken proclamation at
the time,” he says. “But I spent
years chasing after the idea of
opening a distillery, and once
I tasted Stranahan’s whiskey,
I charged off to Kentucky to
buy an 1880 German pot still,
started doing tons of research
and going to the American
Distilling Institute conferences. Then I found this building,
and I knew it was time.”
As the proprietor of his own
distillery and the president—
and mouthpiece—of the Colorado Distillers Guild, a nonprofit

thing from whiskey and gin to
absinthe and moonshine.
The popularity of Colorado
craft distilleries, according to
Wood, results in part from the
state’s progressive and lenient
laws, which have made it much
more feasible for spirit creators
to self-distribute. Colorado

THe brOOkl�n
c�kta�l

Golden Moon Distillery in Golden features a
speakeasy-style tasting room.
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2 ounces rye or other
whiskey
1 ounce bianco vermouth
¼ ounce Golden Moon
Sweet Cherry Bitters (or
maraschino liqueur)
¼ ounce Golden Moon
Amer dit Picon
Combine ingredients with
ice and stir until chilled.
Strain into a cocktail glass
and serve.

INTOXICATING
FINDS
Whiskey? Gin? Vodka? Rum?
Moonshine? We’ve rounded
up some of the state’s best
bottles—no matter your
craving. On the rocks, neat
or in a cocktail, it’s time for
a taste test. (Insert clinking
glasses noise here.)

WHISKEY
THE CRAFT Eric Jett works at Distillery 291 in Colorado Springs, home to small-batch whiskey, bourbon and a spectacular liqueur.

LAWS WHISKEY HOUSE
LOCATION: Denver
lawswhiskeyhouse.com
SPIRIT: A.D. Laws Secale Straight
Rye Whiskey
CHEERS! This unique spirit, a gold
medal winner in the 2016 San Francisco World Spirits Competition, uses
rye from the San Luis River Valley.

DOWNSLOPE DISTILLING
LOCATION: Centennial
downslopedistilling.com
SPIRIT: Double Diamond Whiskey
CHEERS! Get a lift (no season pass
required) from this multiple awardwinning whiskey. The company’s
most popular product (it also makes
rums, vodkas and a gin), it’s distilled
in the manner of a Scotch.

allows distilleries not only to make their own spirits,
but also to sell what they produce, both in liquor stores
and their own on- and off-site tasting rooms; licensed
distillers also may collect the retail revenue from those
sales. “Colorado laws are small-business-friendly, and
because of that, the doors have opened wider and wider for craft distilleries to become viable,” Wood says.
And since Colorado already has a superior craft-beer
culture, Wood adds, it stands to reason that the spirits
industry would aim for similar success. Still, he’s quick
to point out that distilling isn’t easy. “When everyone
started brewing craft beer, there was essentially one
style of beer out there—and it tasted like water—but
with spirits, we were going up against a huge spectrum
of amazing gins and whiskies that were already available,” he says. “So the goal was to distill something
better and more adventurous than the great juice that
existed before us, and that’s a challenge.”
Jake Norris, the start-up distiller of Stranahan’s
Colorado Whiskey (now owned by Proximo Spirits)
and, most recently, the head distiller of Laws Whiskey
House, agrees. “Distilling spirits is a very difficult and
complex process, and you can’t take shortcuts,” he says.
And opening a distillery is hardly an inexpensive—or overnight—endeavor. The cost of equipment can exceed the price of a pretty damn nice
house, Wood says. A nonrefundable license application fee, plus the state manufacturer’s license fee
and wholesale liquor license fee (the latter of which
allows distillers to sell their products to retailers)
currently amounts to $2,395. And then it can take
up to a year to actually secure the state license.

Norris, who plans to open a “world-class whiskey
bar” in early 2017, worries, too, that the bubble may
burst. “Colorado has grown from one distiller—Stranahan’s—to more than 80 in less than a dozen years, and
a lot of people have put their hats into the ring because
they think this profession is romantic, neat or fun,” he
says. “But you’ve got to do your homework and ensure
you’re distilling spirits that are superior and unique.”
He proudly points to his current home, Laws, as a
distillery that produces spirits the right way: “Laws
honors its craft by making its whiskey from start to
finish and employing local farmers to grow the grain
for the whiskey.” The combination of those two elements, he says, “ensures that we come full circle by
keeping the money in Colorado and empowering
farmers to grow wheat in their home state.”
Locality, Wood echoes, counts for a lot in Colorado,
which ranks second nationally for the number of licensed craft distilleries (Washington state is first). “The
state is full of people who have a very keen sense of
local craft culture,” he says. “Not only do they want to
buy locally produced spirits, they also want to purchase
those spirits from smaller, hands-on companies.”
For Wood, distilling is the culmination of a dream
that spans two decades. “For all of the hard work,
dedication and expense, I wake up every single day
and do what I’ve wanted to accomplish for the last
20 years,” he says. “Every day is a puzzle, and I find
that fascinating.” •••

INTO THE WOODS: If you find yourself in Salida, allow time for a jaunt to
Wood’s High Mountain Distillery: 144 W. First St. / 719.207.4315 / woodsdistillery.com
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Q&A: JORDAN VIA, BRECKENRIDGE DISTILLERY
Since 2010, master distiller
Jordan Via and CEO Bryan
Nolt have been churning
out spirits at Breckenridge
Distillery. And with a slew
of awards under their
belts, plus a new bar and
restaurant set to open this
winter (with Dan O’Brien,
a five-star executive chef
from Washington D.C.
and former “Top Chef”
contestant at the helm),
we checked in with Via, a
biochemical engineer by
trade who worked in winemaking in California before
moving to Colorado to
enter the booze biz.
What’s your favorite
Breckenridge Distillery
product? “The single malt,
named Dark Arts, was
released this past year
in very small quantities,
and it proves to be just
what we wanted. It’s the
project that took the most
creativity and is unlike any

single malt in the country
right now.”
What’s your favorite way
to enjoy it? “Neat—with
nothing but good company.”
What makes Breckenridge Distillery unique?
“For one, we chose to
open a distillery at the
right place and the right
time, with the right
people. We chose to be in
a growing tourism town,
in the middle of a state

1,280

blowing up in the craft
spirits industry. We got a
leg up before the big wave
of craft production, and
we started with a crew
of ambitious, creative
hooligans that helped the
distillery succeed unlike
anyone else could have.
Also, the altitude. We sit
at 9,600 feet above sea
level, which adds a few difficulties in the production
process, including bottling.
The altitude also helps us,
as the water up here is the
most pristine source of
snowmelt water we could
find. We tested water in
a few mountain towns
before settling on Breck,
because its water is rich in
all of the right minerals.”
How have you seen the
distillery industry change
in Colorado in recent
years? “In the past few
years, the number of
distilleries in Colorado

has nearly quadrupled.
The best part of it is that
most of these places
started with distillers who
were really just hobbyists with little experience.
Now, they have welldeservedly grown to be
nationally recognized
brands.” —Lesley Kennedy

HEY, BAR�NDER!

Billie Keithley, Breckenridge
Distillery’s “liquid chef,” shares one
of her favorite cocktails.
R�KY MOUNTA�N SUNSet
1 ½ ounces Breckenridge Vodka
2 ounces blood orange juice
1 ounce pomegranate juice
4 dashes cranberry bitters
Blood orange soda
Pomegranate seeds for garnish
Shake the first 4 ingredients with
ice. Pour into a glass and top with
soda and pomegranate seeds.

Active U.S. craft spirits producers in 2015. The number of production facilities has more than
tripled since 2007, with more than half of the nation’s craft distillers located in just 10 states.
California, Washington, New York, Texas and Colorado lead the charge. Source: American Craft Spirits Association

BOOZE & PERUSE

3 COCKTAIL BOOKS TO ADD TO YOUR BAR CART:
“DEATH & CO.: MODERN CLASSIC COCKTAILS,” by David Kaplan,
Nick Fauchald and Alex Day, $40, at amazon.com: From the influential
New York bar (a Denver location is slated for the forthcoming Ramble
Hotel, set to open late next year in RiNo), this book delivers more than
500 innovative cocktails, bartending techniques and much more.

BRECKENRIDGE DISTILLERY
LOCATION: Breckenridge
breckenridgedistillery.com
SPIRIT: Breckenridge Spiced Whiskey
CHEERS! Talk about a Rocky Mountain
high: From the world’s most elevated
distillery (at 9,600 feet!) comes this
award-winning bourbon, infused with
spices and brown sugar.

BEAR CREEK DISTILLERY
LOCATION: Denver
bearcreekdistillery.com
SPIRIT: Rye Whiskey
CHEERS! Grin and bear it: Each handsigned and batch-numbered delight is
produced grain to bottle in the Overland
neighborhood building. Be sure to order
it in an Old Fashioned at the tasting room.

V�DKA

“CRAFT SPIRITS: KNOW THE MAKERS, INFUSE YOUR OWN, CREATE NEW COCKTAILS,” by Eric Grossman, $22, at dk.com: Get the
skinny on more than 250 spirits, find cocktail recipes and learn to
infuse base spirits with artisan flavors in this jam-packed guide.
“PRETTY FLY FOR A MAI TAI: COCKTAILS WITH ROCK ’N’ ROLL
SPIRIT,” illustrations by Ben Tallon, $12.99, at amazon.com: Side A of
this perfect hostess gift offers an overview of the basics (think glassware, techniques, spirts), while Side B is filled with musically themed
cocktails. Our faves? It’s a toss-up between Southern Comfortably
Numb, Eggnoggin’ on Heaven’s Door and Sweet Child O’ Brine.

WOODY CREEK DISTILLERS

SO, WHAT ARE WE DRINKING?

37% 13% 12% 10% 9% 9% 6% 2%
WHISKEY

GIN

VODKA

RUM
BRANDY
LIQUEUR MOONSHINE SPECIALTY
MOST POPULAR AMERICAN CRAFT SPIRITS BY CATEGORY
Source: Exane BNP Paribas Research
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1%

ABSINTHE

1%
AGAVE

LOCATION: Basalt
woodycreekdistillers.com
SPIRIT: 100% Potato Vodka
CHEERS! This spud’s for you: The double
gold winner at the 2015 San Francisco
World Spirits Competition is made using
famed Stobrawa potatoes harvested
from its own Woody Creek farm.

3 Hundred Days of Shine
Mike Girard, owner, founder and distiller

STATE 38
LOCATION: Golden / state-38.com
SPIRIT: The Pious Queen Vodka
CHEERS! Long live the queen: Made with
100 percent organic raw blue agave, each
batch of this regal vodka is triple-distilled
in custom Colorado-built copper stills.

RISING SUN DISTILLERY
LOCATION: Denver / risingsundistillery.com
SPIRIT: Organic Vodka
CHEERS! Distilled from organic corn and
handmade in small batches using pure
Colorado water, the smooth Rising
Sun spirit might have been the ruin of
many a poor boy (kidding), but it garnered a silver medal at the 2016 Denver
International Spirit Competition.

COPPERMUSE DISTILLERY
LOCATION: Fort Collins / coppermuse.com
SPIRIT: Vicieux Black Vodka
CHEERS! FDA-certified coloring is used
to make this striking sable shade—perfect for Halloween fun (just sayin’). The
classic and infused vodkas (jalapeño or
bacon, anyone?) are tasty, too.

THE DISTILLER, DISTILLED: It was during his U.S. Army deployment in Afghanistan that
Mike Girard violated General Order No. 1: possessing, consuming, introducing, selling, transferring
or manufacturing any alcoholic beverage. He and a
buddy jury-rigged a still from an Afghan rice cooker, a couple of copper lines and a hot plate, “and
before you knew it, I’d made my first run of moonshine from fermented A&W root beer,” he recalls.
After nearly 23 years in the service, Girard decided
to turn his infraction into a hobby and, eventually,
a full-time profession. “After a lot of trial and error,
as well as a ton of research and reading, I discovered
a mash flavor I liked and starting making flavored
moonshine—apple pie, lemon drop, peach cobbler
and others—and bottling them in jars,” he says.
At first, Girard gave his moonshine away for free,
then (realizing that handing out freebies was not
a path to prosperity), began accepting donations.
Old
One day, his moonshine
Fashioned
wound up at a Denver
2½
 ounces 3 Hundred
Broncos tailgating party,
Days
of Shine Centenand it was so popular that
nial
Wheat
moonshine
the guys who brought
2
dashes
bitters
it decided to invest in
1 bar spoon brown sugar
Girard. Two years after
1 squeeze of orange
he opened a deliberately
Mix
all ingredients, pour over
ramshackle distillery and
ice
and
garnish with orange
tasting room in Monuzest
and
a cherry.
ment, 3 Hundred Days of
Shine moonshine is now
available in more than 260 liquor stores throughout the state and is the featured brand at the Colorado Springs Sky Sox baseball games.
The name of the distillery is a nod to Colorado’s
unofficial slogan. “As a ploy to influence settlers
to move out West, a newspaper columnist in the
1870s dubbed Colorado the state with 300 days
of sunshine, and since I was trying to re-create a
true Colorado moonshine, the name seemed to
fit,” says Girard, who insists that Colorado moonshine is every bit as noteworthy as its Tennessee and Kentucky counterparts. “Kentucky and
Tennessee may have made moonshine popular,
but you don’t have to be Southern to make good
moonshine; mine has a smooth, crisp cane flavor,
a mellow burn and a sweet finish that doesn’t
linger any longer than it should,” says Girard, who
makes all nine of his moonshines from scratch.
“Every drop of liquor, from grain to bottle, is produced in-house, and all the fermentation, distil-

lation, blending of flavors, bottling, labeling and
packaging happens behind the big barn doors you
see in the tasting room.”
CARDINAL RULES OF DRINKING: Drink
moonshine often, but in moderation, Girard warns.
“It can sneak up on you, and you may wake up in
strange places,” he says. “That might be funny to
your friends, but I usually don’t advise it.” He has a
tip for first-timers, too: Sip, exhale, pause, then allow
the moonshine to rest on your palate and mix with
your saliva. Swallow before inhaling.

THE APPLE OF HIS EYE: Try the 40-proof
Apple Pie moonshine, scented with cinnamon and
made with natural apple juice. “It’s the best apple
pie ’shine on the shelf,” Girard says. He also fancies
the Colorado Honey moonshine. “It’s a little stronger
than the Apple Pie, but it’s blended with local honey,
and it helps with allergies … or so I’m told.” All of
Girard’s moonshines are distilled from 100 percent
cane sugar, and the beauty of his moonshine is its
drinkability. Ideal for camping, cookouts and prefootball bashes, his offerings don’t have the harsh
bite of a lot of moonshines, which makes drinking it
straight from the bottle as easy as … well, apple pie.
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HONEY HOUSE DISTILLERY

“It (moonshine) can sneak
up on you, and you may
wake up in strange places.”
—MIke Girard

LOCATION: Durango
honeyhousedistillery.com
SPIRIT: Hex Vodka
CHEERS! Distilled with real Honeyville
Colorado honey, this vodka (find
bourbon, whiskey and rum, too), has
definite hex appeal. (C’mon! It’s Halloween season. We had to say it.)

GIN

PEAKSPIRITS FARM DISTILLERY
LOCATION: Hotchkiss / peakspirits.com
SPIRIT: CapRock Colorado Organic Gin
CHEERS! Handcrafted at Jack Rabbit Hill
Farm in the North Fork Valley, CapRock
gins, vodkas and brandies are made
using certified locally grown organic
fruit and water from the CapRock formation on Grand Mesa.

WOOD’S HIGH MOUNTAIN
DISTILLERY

TAKE A TOUR

VISIT

Girard gives tours whenever he’s on site; just ask. And if you visit
the distillery, you’ll be rewarded with a variety of cocktails and
tasting room-only specials that he makes in one-gallon batches.

279 Beacon Lite Road, Monument
719.466.0023
3hundreddays.com
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LOCATION: Salida / woodsdistillery.com
SPIRIT: Treeline Gin
CHEERS! We admit it: We’re really into
the Wood’s. The company’s flagship
gin—made in the traditional dry style
by brothers PT and Lee Wood—is also
offered in a barrel-rested variety.

golden moon distillery

stePHen gould, proprietor, co-founder and distiller
THE DISTILLER, DISTILLED: Fifteen years

LEOPOLD BROS
LOCATION: Denver / leopoldbros.com
SPIRIT: Leopold’s American Small
Batch Gin
CHEERS! Flower power: Each botanical
used in this award-winning, smallbatch gin (juniper, coriander, pummelos, orris root, Valencia oranges and
more) is distilled separately for the
purest possible flavors.

JL DISTILLING COMPANY
LOCATION: Boulder / jldistilling.com
SPIRIT: Sno Gin
CHEERS! We’re totally sweet on this
spirit, handcrafted from sugar cane and
winner of multiple awards (including 2014
Colorado Distiller of the Year at the New
York International Spirits Competition).

MILE HIGH SPIRITS
LOCATION: Denver
drinkmilehighspirits.com
SPIRIT: Denver Dry Gin
CHEERS! London calling: Bottled and
distilled in LoDo (using rare all-glass
stills), this gin pays homage to London
dry gins—perfect for a citrus-inspired
cocktail. (Tip: Try a Gin Ricky in the
on-site tasting room and lounge.)

ago, while rummaging through trinkets at a junk
shop, Stephen Gould unearthed a full case of Spanish absinthe. Not long after, he uncovered another
gem: a rare 1855 edition of “Encyclopedie-Roret,
Manuel du Distillateur,” a distillery guide thick
with absinthe recipes.
After flipping through
the pages, Gould
thought, “I could
make this stuff!” It
took a while for that
declaration to come
true, but after years
of researching the
historic origins of
authentic absinthes
and tapping into the
brains of other absinthe adherents and
distillers, he knew
enough to distill
the complex, herbforward and intensely
potent spirit he calls
REDUX Absinthe.
Made the traditional way—in the style of
la fée verte—Gould’s
absinthe has amassed
a slew of awards,
including a silver outstanding medal at the
2013 International
Wine and Spirits
Competition in London.
Gould, a former saucier, bartender, cook, action
officer in the U.S. Marine Corps, congressional
staffer and supply chain manager of Ford Motor
Company (that’s the short list), says he’s known as a
botanical distiller, but his first foray into producing
spirits had nothing to do with botanicals.
“While I was in graduate school back in 1991,
I produced a really lousy malt whiskey,” he says.
It’s not so lousy now: This year, his Golden Moon
Single Malt Whiskey waltzed away with a double
gold medal at the Word Spirits Competition in
San Francisco. His gin, which Gould describes
as “herbaceous, nicely floral, slightly sweet and
full bodied with a huge amount of essential oil,”
triumphed with a gold medal at the 2013 American Distilling Institute’s Annual Judging of Craft

American Spirits. “My gin is inspired by the medicinal gins of the 1700s and 1800s, and there’s no
other gin in the world like it,” he says.
Golden Moon produces 18 spirits and liqueurs,
all of which, Gould says, march to a beat of their
own: “My approach to distilling is a little different. I tend to research
how each spirit was historically produced and,
rather than copying or
re-creating a spirit, I use
the techniques and ingredients in my research
to create spirits that are
uniquely mine.”

COCKTAIL HOUR:
Though the distillery features a small tasting room,
Gould’s speakeasy, in a
back alley in downtown
Golden, is where his spirits and liqueurs steal the
spotlight. The gorgeous
space, painted a dark navy,
is bedecked with strands of
white lights across the ceiling. A centerpiece butcher’s block, propped on the
pedestal of an antique
sewing machine, showcases more than 60 cocktails, all made from spirits
produced at the distillery.
Gould is notably proud of
the place: “I don’t know
of any other distillery that produces a product line
with the depth and breadth to run a world-class
cocktail program without bringing in other spirits
from the outside.”
EVERYTHING’S GOLDEN: Gould plans to
add more spirits and liqueurs to his collection.
Look for a couple of amaros in the near future,
including Golden Moon Amaro Vespetro, his take
on a “very old Southern European spirit” once
called “the golden elixir of the angels.” He’s also
finishing a second still house in Golden, which
will produce 100 percent Louisiana Black Strap
Molasses rum. “We’re working in partnership
with a 160-year-old, family-owned sugar factory
in Louisiana, and we’ll be producing a silver rum,
a gold rum and an extra-dark rum, all incredibly
tasty,” he says.
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RUM &
MOONSHINE

MONTANYA DISTILLERS
LOCATION: Crested Butte
montanyarum.com
SPIRIT: Montanya Exclusiva
CHEERS! This limited release is aged two
years in an American white oak barrel
that previously aged Colorado whiskey—
then moves to a French oak barrel that
once aged cabernet sauvignon and port.

the golden
eagle

1 ½ ounces Golden Moon
Gin
¾ ounce Golden Moon
Crème de Violette
1 egg white
1 ounce lemon juice (or
juice of 1 lemon)
1 bar spoon of sugar
Place all ingredients in a
cocktail shaker and shake
vigorously. Add ice and shake
again (about 1 minute). Strain
and serve.

WET MOUNTAIN
LOCATION: Westcliffe
sangredistilleries.com
SPIRIT: Blackberry Flavored Rum
CHEERS! White rum from this award-winning distillery is paired with homemade
blackberry syrup— fab with lemonade.

TAKE A TOUR

VISIT THE DISTILLERY

Hosted tours of Golden Moon Distillery are available from 9 a.m.
to 4 p.m. Monday through Friday and by special appointment.
The tour covers all of the products produced at the Golden facility,
along with nuggets about their history.

412 Violet St., Golden
303.993.7174 / goldenmoondistillery.com

VISIT THE SPEAKEASY
1111 Miner’s Alley, Golden
720.638.1155 / goldenmoonspeak.com
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808 DISTILLERY
LOCATION: Eagle / 808distill.com
SPIRIT: Red Canyon Spice Rum
CHEERS! Taking home a silver medal
in the 2016 Denver International Spirits
Competition, this rum is aged and distilled with spices in one-gallon batches.

distillery 291

michael myers, owner, founder and distiller
THE DISTILLER, DISTILLED: While most of

COLORADO SUN’SHINE
LOCATION: Englewood / cosunshine.com
SPIRIT: Colorado Sun’Shine
CHEERS! Whiskey business: This unaged blend of distilled corn spirits
and Rocky Mountain water, the official
whiskey of Big Head Todd and Monsters, scored a gold medal at the 2015
MicroLiquor Spirit Awards.

us stared in disbelief at our TVs on the morning of
September 11, 2001, Michael Myers and his youngest
son were just blocks from the World Trade Center, on
their way to school. An accomplished fashion photographer who shot for Vanity Fair, GQ and Glamour,
Myers fled to Colorado with his family after the terrorist attacks, seeking refuge in Monument. But he
continued to fly to New York for photo assignments,
and, on one trip, flipped open The New York Times
and saw an article about the creators of Hendrick’s
gin and Sailor Jerry rum. “I read the story, and
thought, hey, I can do that,” Meyers remembers.
But instead of gin or rum, Myers found his muse
distilling whiskey, originally in a 339-square-foot
basement, where he traded product shots for beers.
“I also had a little capital from an ad campaign I’d
created, and things got off to a smooth start,” he
says. But there were hurdles, too. Whiskey, unlike
gin, vodka and liqueurs,
requires barrel aging, so it
1 ½ ounces 291 Fresh
demands patience.
Colorado Whiskey
“As a photographer, I was
¾ ounce Triple Sec
a trained problem solver,
1 ¼ ounce lime juice
so I see things that need to
¾ ounce simple syrup
be solved and go about fixShake all ingredients with ice.
ing them,” says Myers, who
Pour over ice in a glass and
resigned himself to grueling
garnish with lime and freshly
18-hour shifts, every day,
cracked pink Himalayan
for three years. “I want to
sea salt.
make the best spirits possible, and while I don’t have
a formal education in distilling, I knew I wanted to do
it my own way and experiment.”
Myers isn’t afraid to be “unconventional.” For proof,
consider his distilling process, which involves an original 45-gallon still made of seven photogravure copper
plates whose surfaces are chemically etched with inked
photographic images; another etching in the kettle’s
interior column “gives more surface area for the distillate,” which cleans his whiskey, thereby coaxing out
more flavor. His mash-in technique—he dubs it the “El
Paso County Process”—is equally unorthodox. “We take
a finished IPA beer and boil the alcohol off and then
take a percentage of the stillage and mash it back into
our whiskey bill,” Myers says.
The result: “a unique depth and character.” If that
weren’t enough, this is the only distiller in the world
to finish its whiskey on toasted aspen leaves. Distillery
291’s spirits—small-batch whiskey, bourbon and a
spectacular liqueur called “the Decc”—have captured

the attention of serious spirit hounds, including whiskey scholar Jim Murray, whose book, “The Whiskey
Bible,” gave its Colorado Rye whiskey Liquid Gold
status, meaning it scored 94 points or higher. The
Decc also received a gold medal from the International Review of Spirits.
ALL DECKED OUT: On a snowy morning in
2011, Myers was attending a tasting in Breckenridge
where he planned to make margaritas with his 291
Fresh white whiskey, an un-aged corn whiskey mellowed with Aspen charcoal. But a blanket of fresh pow-

291
Whiskarita

10TH MOUNTAIN WHISKEY &
SPIRIT COMPANY
LOCATION: Vail / 10thwhiskey.com
SPIRIT: Colorado Clear Mountain
Moonshine
CHEERS! Besides the cool Mason jar
packaging (complete with the Colorado
flag and the label “All drank some,
some drank all”) this 100 percent
Olathe corn-based whiskey has a crisp
finish—even at 80 proof.

OTHER

DEVIL’S HEAD DISTILLERY
LOCATION: Englewood
devilsheaddistillery.com
SPIRIT: Aquavit
CHEERS! You’ll be carried away by this
modern take on the Scandinavian
staple (similar to gin), which uses
caraway and anise—and tastes great in
a twist on the bloody mary.

der gave him pause. “I couldn’t make a whiskarita on a
snowy day, so I bought some Everclear, clove powder,
lemons and sugar, went back to my hotel room, busted
out the Mr. Coffee machine and made a clove liqueur
and a citrus liqueur and mixed them with my white
whiskey,” he recalls. Turns out, the liqueur is a perfect
sip when Jack Frost is nipping at your nose. “You can
drink it on a snowy deck, but if you drink too much,
you’ll hit the deck,” warns Myers, who offered it at the
Breckenridge tasting. (It was a hit.)
BE BAD—BE VERY BAD: In October, Myers
unleashed his 291 Bad Guy bourbon—a special
release, and the second in a series—in an extremely limited supply. The four-grain spirit had
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808 DISTILLERY
LOCATION: Eagle / 808distill.com
SPIRIT: Leo’s Limoncello
CHEERS! This lemon liqueur is zest in
class, winning a gold medal at the 2015
Denver International Spirits Competition,
plus gold medals in 2014 and 2015 at the
Breckenridge Craft Spirits Festival. Tip:
Store it in the freezer and serve ice cold.

ARTA TEQUILA
LOCATION: Englewood / artatequila.com
SPIRIT: Silver Tequila
CHEERS! Triple-distilled from 100 percent
blue weber agave—and housed in way
cool triangular-shaped bottles—this
tequila earned a 92 rating from tequila.
net and has racked up a slew of spirits
competition awards, too.

been introduced in 2013, and Murray awarded
the 2013 Bad Guy bourbon 95.5 points, saying that despite the spirit’s youth—it was just
a year old—it was “arguably the best for its age
worldwide.” Murray also called it “obscene,” as in
obscenely good.

TAKE A TOUR
Hosted tours of Distillery 291 are available Saturdays by reservation
only. The tour covers the creation of all products, plus samples, and
follows the distillery process from mash-in to bottling.

VISIT THE DISTILLERY
1647 S. Tejon St., Colorado Springs / 719.323.8010
distillery291.com
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PEACH STREET DISTILLERS
LOCATION: Palisade
peachstreetdistillers.com
SPIRIT: Grappa of Gewürztraminer
CHEERS! Distilled from locally grown
Gewürztraminer grapes, this is an American Distilling Institute award winner.

Q&A: ROB DIETRICH, HEAD DISTILLER, STRANAHAN’S

go R�GIONAL

WYOMING WHISKEY
LOCATION: Kirby, Wyoming
wyomingwhiskey.com
SPIRIT: Small Batch Bourbon Whiskey
CHEERS! With all the kick of a bucking
bronco, this flagship, award-winning
bourbon uses only local ingredients and
comes from the state’s first legal distillery.

HIGH WEST DISTILLEY
LOCATION: Park City, Utah
highwest.com
SPIRIT: Double Rye!
CHEERS! A blend of two ryes—one aged
two years and one aged 16—this cowboy
sipper (great in a Manhattan) comes from
Utah’s first distillery (since 1870) and the
world’s only ski-in gastro-distillery.

How did you get into the
distilling biz? I met the
original head distiller of
Stranahan’s over a mutual
love of vintage motorcycles and alternative fuel.
He was building a bike to
run off the heads (highproof waste product from
the distilling process)
and I was working with
a friend building a diesel
motorcycle that ran on
vegetable oil. We would
work on the motorcycles
at the distillery and I immediately fell in love with
distilling and began training how to distill shortly
after I met him.
What changes have you
seen in the industry? The
craft spirits industry has
exploded in the 10 years
that we’ve been producing Stranahan’s whiskey.
In the early days it was
just three of us, making
three barrels of whiskey
a week and no one really

our field, but we also got
to be settlers. Historically,
most pioneers get killed
off by the elements and
wild animals, and the settlers name a street after
them. We pioneered the
craft distilling boom in
Colorado and got to settle
in as the state’s first successful whiskey distillery.

STRANAHAN’S
LOCATION: Denver / stranahans.com
SPIRIT: Original Whiskey
CHEERS! They’re No. 1: Colorado’s first
modern distillery makes this singlemalt, small-batch whiskey from grain
to bottle in Denver with just three
ingredients: 100 percent malt barley,
water and yeast.

knew we existed. The
craft boom wasn’t even a
blip on the radar, people
were still used to drinking
their large, name-brand
whiskey and they were
slightly suspicious about
trying anything new. As
Colorado’s first distillery
and first whiskey, we’ve
always been pioneers in

What’s your favorite
drink/cocktail? I really
do love just drinking a
glass of Stranahan’s neat,
but my favorite mixer is
ice! I am a bit of a purist
when it comes to drinking
whiskey, as I love to nose
and taste the nuances of a
great whiskey. However,
I am learning to embrace
the cocktail. I’d say my
favorite is the classic Old
Fashioned, with a Luxardo cherry, orange wheel,
simple syrup, muddled
with Stranahan’s whiskey
and (this is key!) black
walnut bitters. Pretty
tasty stuff. —Lesley Kennedy

“I f�l bad �or p�op� who don’t drink. When �ey wake
up in �e morning, �at’s as good as �ey’re going to
f�l all day.” —Frank Sina�ra
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ROB DIETRICH, COURTESY STRANAHAN’S

JL DISTILLING COMPANY
LOCATION: Boulder / jldistilling.com
SPIRIT: Fyr Liqueur
CHEERS! Let it Sno: A take on European
tradition, Sno Vodka is used to make a
liqueur with cinnamon top notes that, our
tasters say, is like “Christmas in a bottle.”

What was your ﬁrst
experience drinking
whiskey? Drinking well
bourbon and Coke while
I was in the Army at Fort
Sill, Oklahoma during
Advanced Individual
Training (AIT) school;
it was a knee-jerk reaction to the bartender’s
question of “What can I
get you?” I usually only
drank beer, but when I
started to foray into the
world of spirits, whiskey
was a natural choice for
me. My days at the Gunners Inn were studying
for target acquisition (my
job in the Army) and
drinking bourbon and
Coke (my other job in the
Army). I was deployed to
Mogadishu, Somalia in
December of 1992, and
as we were in a combat
zone, we weren’t allowed
to drink. I did attempt
to make wine out of the
Kool-Aid packets we got
in our MREs, with horrible results. When we did
go on R&R in Mombasa,
Kenya, I went back to
drinking bourbon and
Coke if I could find it. I
eventually had the epiphany that I didn’t actually
like what I was drinking
and that began my journey on the discovery of
different whiskies. From
there, it was a whiskey
love affair that became an
amateur hobby, seeking
out unusual bourbons
and Scotches and tasting
the multitude of ways
whiskey can be made.

