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By Frank S. Costanza

those unfamiliar with his lineage might confuse 
sixth-generation Sagaponack potato farmer Dean 
Foster for a scientist of sorts, with his laboratory split 
between the fields he tends almost daily and the former 
barn that now houses an assortment of distilling equip-
ment.
He still grows plenty of potatoes, which now are also 
used to produce his family’s signature Sagaponacka 
Vodka brand, but he has expanded his farming palette 
in recent seasons, experimenting with crops that are 
not traditionally sown on Long Island. Fields of white 
winter wheat, a hard red spring wheat and even tritica-
le, a hybrid of wheat and rye, can now be spotted on his 
farm, depending on the season. He has also been grow-
ing both two- and six-row barley, and three colorful 
and distinct varieties of corn: yellow dent number two, 
blood butcher and a Hopi blue.
Inside the converted barn, which houses a towering 
1,200-liter Bavarian Holstein copper still and a pair of 
enormous fermenter tanks, Mr. Foster and his main 
distiller, Matt Beamer, can often be found testing new 
concoctions at their “research and development” facil-
ity, a 30-liter still that allows them to experiment with 
new mash bills on a small scale. 
They’re also keeping close tabs on an assortment of 
different brown liquids—a pair of bourbons and an Em-
pire rye, to be exact—currently aging inside the barn, 
which also serves as the rickhouse for the Sagaponack 
Farm Distillery.
The three whiskies—Mr. Foster and Mr. Beamer are 
already working on a fourth, which they describe as 
an “American” Scotch-style whiskey that they hope to 
put in barrels before the start of fall—are being stored 
inside roughly 100 barrels, a mix that includes tradi-
tional 53-gallon drums and 30-gallon versions. All are 
made from new white American oak and charred for 
35 seconds, the industry standard to achieve char level 
number three. The charring is what opens up the wood, 
allowing its liquid contents to absorb aromatic flavors 
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that whiskey and bourbon connoisseurs often describe 
as vanilla, caramel and toffee.
“We actually have a whole wall of whiskey,” said Mr. 
Foster, who proudly describes his operation a “real farm 
distillery,” meaning that all of the ingredients featured 
in his products are planted, harvested and distilled in 
Sagaponack.
The only part of the production process not currently 
taking place on the South Fork is the malting of grains, 
which must be transported to a processing facility in 
Massachusetts before being returned to the East End. 
They intend to complete the malting process on-site in 
Sagaponack one day. They even found a local company, 
East Coast Wood Barrels Corp of Medford, to supply 
the oak-charred barrels.
Mr. Foster explained that while he’s been distilling vod-
ka since 2016, and plans to unveil a cucumber variety 
possibly later this year, along with a new rhubarb liquor, 
the long-term goal has always been to produce aged 
spirits, specifically bourbon and rye. The catch was that 
he had to accrue enough of the proper grains first—and 
that required some trial and error on his Sagaponack 
fields, over several springs, summers and falls, with the 
aforementioned new crops.
“Our commitment is to source 100 percent of our 
ingredients on the Foster farm,” said Mr. Beamer, who is 

married to Mr. Foster’s cousin, Stephanie Brown Beam-
er, and brought nearly two decades of beer brewing 
experience with him when he and his wife moved from 
Utah to Sagaponack in 2013 to help launch the distilling 
operation.
“He grew barley for the first time,” Mr. Beamer contin-
ued, referring to Mr. Foster. “Barley hasn’t been grown 
here in who knows how long.”
The first brown alcohol to enter the barrel was the dis-
tillery’s Empire rye, New York’s version of the alcohol, 
requiring that at least 85 percent of the rye used to cre-
ate it must be grown in the Empire State. Mr. Beamer 
said Sagaponack’s version was put in oak at 115 proof, 
as opposed to the more traditional 125 proof, and that 
the finished product likely will be bottled at 90 proof, 
though it most likely won’t be ready for at least a few 
more years.
As for the two new bourbons, Mr. Beamer said the 
mash bills—the mix of grains used to make bourbon—
are similar for both, meaning that around 81 percent is 
distiller’s grade corn; the mash bill must contain at least 
51 percent corn to be legally labeled as bourbon. One 
bourbon also uses rye, including a malted variety, while 
the other relies on two-row barley and triticale. 
Both bourbons were put in the barrel at 115 proof, 
same as the Empire rye, and will most likely be bottled 
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at 90 proof as well—though the first bottle of Sagap-
onack Farm Distillery bourbon won’t be available for 
purchase until 2021 at the earliest, according to Mr. 
Beamer.

“Aging big barrels in New York, near the ocean, in a 
completely different climate than Kentucky, is chal-
lenging,” he said, explaining one of the issues with aging 
bourbon in a non-traditional region of the country. 
“Sensory testing over time will tell me when they’re 
ready. Realistically, we’re looking at three to five years.”

Mr. Foster recently harvested his hard red spring wheat, 
noting that the grain will be shipped to Valley Malt in 
Hadley, Massachusetts, for malting. Once that pro-
cess is completed, in roughly three to four weeks, the 
finished product will be shipped back to Sagaponack 
and used to make their fourth brown water creation: a 
single malt that will blend the lines between Scotch and 
American whiskey.

Mr. Foster expects the malted whiskey, which they 
previously experimented with in their smaller still, to be 
placed in barrels by mid-September.
Traditionalists who remain skeptical of bourbons that 
are born in New York will be pleasantly surprised by the 
final product, according to Mr. Foster and Mr. Beamer.

“I will tell you already that the Empire rye is really 
starting to come around, and it has only been in the 
casks now for six months or so,” Mr. Foster said, adding 
that it will most likely be his first barrel-aged item to be 
finished. “It’s already tasting like an older bourbon. It’s 
going to be spectacular stuff.”

Both said it was too early to discuss pricing, but Mr. Beam-
er advises that “it’s not going to be inexpensive,” pointing 
to the investment of time required to produce aged spirits. 
“The business model of making a ton of stuff and not sell-
ing it for years is crazy, when you think about it.”

The decision to start producing bourbon and rye does 
not mean Sagaponack Farm Distillery has any plans 
to stop manufacturing potato vodka—it will remain 
its main revenue producer until the rye and bourbons 
are ready for bottling. In fact, their latest experiment 
prompted them to create a potato liquor, dubbed Single 
Spud, that they are now aging in new charred oak bar-
rels like their bourbons and rye.

Both Mr. Foster and Mr. Beamer say that Single Spud, 
which they stressed is not a vodka, can trick even the 
most seasoned palate into incorrectly thinking it’s 
enjoying a whiskey.
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“I’ve given tastes to people who are usually single malt 
fans, or huge bourbon fans, and they’re, like, ‘So what 
distillery did you get this from? Who makes this bour-
bon?’” Mr. Beamer said. “I tell them, no, and that it’s 
made from potatoes—and they don’t believe me.”

Unlike vodka, which is normally distilled at 190 proof, 
Single Spud is distilled at only 150 proof when it enters 
the barrel. But the barreling allows the potato-based 
alcohol to absorb notes of vanilla, cinnamon and brown 
sugar, flavors normally reserved for bourbons and whis-
keys. “It’s more like a ‘potato whiskey,’ but we can’t call 
it that,” Mr. Beamer said. “In terms of production, I’m 
distilling it like a whiskey.”

Mr. Foster, who is still awaiting final approval from 
Southampton Town to open his on-site tasting room, 
had been debating starting his own distillery for about 
a decade, shortly after the 2007 Farm Distillery Act be-
came law in New York State. The law permits distilleries 
to produce, sell and offer samples of their products, so 
long as the products are made with local ingredients. 
But it wasn’t until 2012 that Governor Andrew Cuomo 
signed legislation permitting farm distillers to sell their 
own liquor.

It was around the same time when Mr. Foster, who 
would visit Mr. Beamer every year in Utah, convinced 
his relative to join him in his newest business venture.

“Dean would come out to go snowboarding every year, 
and I would give him the business about ‘Why aren’t 

you doing something fun with your potatoes?’” Mr. 
Beamer recalled. “It was always a long-running joke.”

The 2012 legislation completely changed the field in 
New York. The next year, he and his wife had moved 
to Sagaponack, with Mr. Beamer applying the brewing 
skills he accrued from his many years with the Wasatch 
Brewery in Park City, Utah, to the new Sagaponack 
Farm Distillery. The company’s vodka was rolled out a 
short time later.

Mr. Foster is not only pleased with the results but 
expects the quality to continue to rise as he and Mr. 
Beamer take on new challenges. “We are trying to 
develop a very high-end whiskey, and I think that, so 
far, we’ve made a pretty good stab at it,” said Mr. Foster, 
a converted Scotch drinker who now identifies E.H. 
Taylor’s Small Batch as his favorite brown spirit.

At least until his growing line of products is ready for 
consumption.

“There are so many people just trying to use marketing 
schemes to make them, and that’s not what I’m about,” 
said Mr. Foster, pointing to the proliferation of new spir-
its branding local names but being distilled in different 
states, using products not grown on the East End. “If I 
cannot make it locally, I don’t want anything to do with it.

“That’s my main objective here: to make sure that  
when they’re drinking these spirits, they’re drinking 
Sagaponack.” ■
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