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As was the case for most of the country, Prohibition 
marked the death knell for New York State’s once bur-
geoning alcohol distilling industry. In the century prior 
to that law’s 1920 passage, hundreds of farm distill-
eries had operated across the empire State, including 
New York city and brooklyn, thanks in large part to 
the 1802 repeal of the whiskey tax.

the passage in Albany of the 2007 Farm Distillery Act, 
which was updated in 2012 to also allow farm distillers 
to sell their own liquor, is responsible for the industry’s 
recent rebirth throughout New York, including on the 
east end. today, the state boasts more than 70 dis-
tilleries, with more coming on line 
almost monthly, according to the 
New York State Distillers Guild, a 
non-profit trade organization.

On the east end, richard Stabile, 
founder and head distiller at long 
island spirits in baiting Hollow, is 
credited as being the first distillery to 
open on Long Island since the 1800s. 
Founded in 2007, his company now 
distills and sells a full line of products, 
from its LiV potato vodka—the first 
product to be bottled—to its Deep-
wells line of botanical dry gin.

the company’s top sellers, accord-
ing to Mr. Stabile, are its rough 
rider bourbons and ryes. Long Island Spirits also 
works with a number of wineries on the east end, 
including Sherwood House Vineyards in Jamesport 
and Sparkling Pointe Vineyards in Southold, to create 
unique brandies. they are now working with Pindar 
Vineyards in Peconic to create an absinthe.

Long Island Spirits also has assisted other ambitious 
entrepreneurs looking to get into the specialty crafts 
spirits game, like those behind Sag Harbor rum, 
permitting not only access to distilling equipment but 
also allowing the utilization of old bourbon barrels for 
the finishing of the rum.

“the more people getting into the business kind of 
validates what we’re doing,” said Mr. Stabile, pointing 
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to the proliferation of smaller distilleries across the 
state in the past three years.

On the east end, the relaxed law has prompted the 
introduction of many new spirits, most of which are 
made with locally grown grains, vegetables and fruits. 
the building demand for small batch alcohol has also 
inspired others to market items that are made else-
where but are branded with familiar east end names 
to trick consumers into thinking they’re purchasing a 
locally produced item.

Sagaponacka Vodka, which only uses local potatoes 
and was first bottled in 2016, is distilled and bottled by 

the sagaponack farm distillery. Saga-
ponack potato farmer Dean Foster, 
with assistance from his main distiller, 
Matt beamer, have recently expanded 
their liquid inventory by barreling three 
different whiskeys, an empire State rye 
and two bourbons that boast slightly 
different mash bills. Plans are also in 
the work for a fourth, a malted whis-
key that will blend the lines between 
Scotch and American whiskey.

A potato-based alcohol, which is not 
a vodka and aged in American oak 
barrels like bourbon, will soon join 
Sagaponack Farm Distillery’s growing 
line of alcoholic offerings that, in short 

order, will also include a cucumber-flavored vodka and 
a rhubarb liquor.

“We’re trying to keep the very local aspect to all of 
this,” said Mr. Foster, who grows all of the grains used 
during distilling, a process that required several sea-
sons of trial and error.

twin stills moonshine of riverhead, another fami-
ly-run distilling operation, opened its doors in 2016, 
and today offers an assortment of flavors, including 
apple pie, strawberry and honey. Joseph cunha, who 
owns the business with his wife, Patricia, learned 
distilling from his late grandfather, who operated a 
distillery in Portugal for almost 80 years, according to 
the company website.
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Patrick caserta, winemaker at shinn estate 
vineyards in cutchogue, noted that they’ve been 
distilling their own brandy in a copper alembic 
pot still located at the winery since 2010. they 
now produce an alambic brandy that’s made with 
grapes, an apple brandy that features more than a 
dozen different kinds of locally grown apples, and 
a small amount of grappa.

“We’ve been distilling since 2010,” Mr. caserta said. 
“All of it is made on site.”

back on the South Fork, wölffer estate vineyard 
in Sagaponack is also taking advantage of the 
state’s relaxed distilling laws to expand its offerings. 
In addition to its traditional offerings of white, red, 
rosé and sparkling wines, Wölffer began selling its 
signature “pink gin” a few years back, according to 
Nicolette Diodati, the vineyard’s associate market-
ing manager.

She explained that their winemaker, roman roth, 
tapped the vineyard’s rosé stocks to create the gin, 
which is “primarily flavored with handpicked juniper 
berries from the bushes” located in front of the 
winery building.

“the gin is made right in our cellar, in a small [still] 
that belonged to roman’s father …” Ms. Diodati said. 
“roth jokes that everything he touches turns pink, like 
Wölffer’s celebrated line of top-selling rosés. the gin 
gets its pinkish hue from grape skins.”

She added that Wölffer plans to release a limited 
edition aged brandy later this year that is also 
being distilled at the vineyard.

Perhaps the one person not surprised by the local 
resurgence in alcohol distilling is Steve Abramson 
of Water Mill. He and his wife, Jane Nichols, 
launched Peconika Vodka in June 1999, long be-
fore the state permitted the distilling of hard liquor. 

because they were not legally allowed to distill 
in New York, the couple had their ingredients 
shipped to a Midwest facility for processing and 
later shipped to New Jersey, where the vodka 
mixed with distilled water to cut its proof to 80 
percent before bottling.

the vodka, made from a blend that was 80 per-
cent corn and 20 percent potato—and named after 
Peconic bay—went out of production in 2004 due 
to a number of factors, including the unwillingness 
of distributors to pick up their independent brand, 
Mr. Abramson said. the distributors did not want to 
risk taking away part of the market from established 
vodka brands, those owned by larger companies 
with multiple product lines.

He also has a warning for those looking to enter the 
spirits distilling game: “It takes perseverance and 
deep pockets to become a regionally or nationally 
recognized and desired brand. Advertising, public-
ity and promotion must be sustained over time to 
be effective. 

“And, of course, some good luck always helps!” ■
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