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Gin trickled out the 
condenser, filling a 5-gallon 
glass carboy. 

Matt Howell, co-owner 
and distiller at Chuckanut 
Bay Distillery, held a snifter 
under the thin ribbon.

He swirled it and ducked 
his nose into it. 

He said the high, bright 
spice notes were really 
coming through in this third 
carboy. 

He splashed water into 
the snifter and tasted it. He 
handed it to Tony Vernon, 
his distilling partner.

Howell was quiet, but 
his eyes gave away his 
pleasure.

Vernon was less quiet.
“These tastes (straight 

from the still) are snap-
shots,” he said. “They’re 
moments in time.”

This batch will give 
them about five carboys. 
Each carboy will taste a 
little different because 
the flavor profile changes 
throughout the process. On 
an even more micro level, 
the spirit smells and tastes 
a little different each time 
Matt fills his snifter. 

Eventually, the carboys 
will be blended together, 

diluted with water to the ap-
propriate proof and bottled. 
In the end, each bottle from 
the batch will taste the same.

“The end product is far 
removed in time,” Vernon 
said. “The end goal, which 
only exists in your mind un-
til it’s bottled, is a delayed 
realization.”

Chuckanut Bay Dis-
tillery is idealistic. On 
purpose. They don’t make 
spirits in big batches and 
they don’t take shortcuts. 

Many “craft” distilleries 
buy mass-produced grain 
neutral spirits to use as a 
base. Howell buys grain 
and corn. Enormous sacks 
of them. Or truckloads of 
potatoes for Yukon Gold 
vodka and gin. All his 
base ingredients are from 
Washington state, and most 
come from within a 30-mile 
radius.

In the distillery, down an 
alley in downtown Belling-
ham, the grain and pota-
toes are milled, mashed, 
fermented and distilled.

“We’re engaging in 
something people have 
been doing for thousands of 
years,” Howell said. 

The finished product 
isn’t meant to merely fit a 
category — vodka or gin or 
bourbon.

What Howell and Ver-
non are trying to do is distill 
a taste of place. This vodka, 
made from grains grown 
in this corner of the Pacific 
Northwest and distilled in 
this room, in this still, by 
these men, tastes a certain 
way.

Recently, they started 
selling distillery tours 
paired with tastings. 

“I think the tours have 
made people aware that our 
spirits taste this way be-
cause of who we are,” Ver-
non said. “Their interaction 
with the product becomes 
personal. It’s gratifying 
when people realize they’re 
drinking something unique 
and well done.”

“What’s the saying? 
‘Beer is dear but liquor is 
quicker,’” he said. “We’re 
fighting that. Wine, a long 
time ago, reached that. Spir-
its aren’t there yet.”

Howell said the craft 
cocktail movement is help-
ing.

“There’s an old-phar-
macy feel to it,” he said. 
“Some alcohol consump-
tion, while not medical, is 
therapeutic and won’t harm 
you. I really enjoy a drink 
as a reward on a tough day. 
It’s the thing that tells me 
it’s acceptable to unplug. 

‘Slow-crafting’ spirits
A conversation about Chuckanut Bay Distillery 
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Tony Vernon of Chuckanut Bay Distillery samples gin from the still.

Chuckanut Bay distillery “slow crafts” nine spir-
its, including a bourbon. Bourbon is a U.S. style of 
whiskey and must meet certain guidelines.
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When I do, I want drinks 
that are well made, that 
make me happy, that are 
contemplative.”

“A meal and what you 
drink with it is more than 
calories and inebriation,” 
he said. “Food and drink 
can be very cerebral if 
you want them to be. It’s a 
dialogue of educating one’s 
self.”

“There will come a 
day when people say they 
won’t drink Smirnoff 
because it’s mass pro-
duced, like they say about 
Bud(weiser) now,” Vernon 
said. “People with these 
mindsets are the people 
on whom we rely. They’re 
not looking for economy 
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or scale, but for quality. 
They’re making an effort 
to associate with something 

more carefully created.”
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“Personally, I want (a 
spirit) to show me some-
thing,” he said. “A place, 
a skillset, an aspiration. I 
want a spirit that’s expres-
sive, not of a category, 
but of something more 
particular.”

That is what Chuckanut 
Bay Distillery is trying 
to craft. Something very 
particular. And then they 
let it go.

“Ultimately, the only 
thing I can hope is that 
someone derives pleasure 
or enjoyment (from our 
spirits),” Howell said. 
“That someone thinks, 
‘This is really well made. 
These flavors are well 
structured and layered, 
and make drinks I enjoy.’”

Staff Reporter Jeremi-
ah O’Hagan: johagan@
scnews.com or 360-629-
8066 ext. 125.

Compiled by SC News staff

The Stillaguamish and Skagit river valleys are 
home to a number of distilleries; a few are listed 
here.

ChuCkanut Bay Distillery
1115 Railroad Ave., Bellingham
Tasting hours: Monday through Saturday, 11 
a.m. to 5 p.m. chuckanutbaydistillery.com or 
360-738-7179.

BaD Dog Distillery
19109 63rd Ave. NE, Arlington
A custom distillery in Arlington, Bad Dog Dis-
tillery creates whiskey, vodka and moonshine 
using traditional methods and high quality in-
gredients. They also do fun stuff like seasonal 
berry infusions, old-fashioned apple pie and a 
cinnamon whiskey that’s not too sweet. bad-
dogdistillery.com or 360-435-3981.

Valley shine Distillery
22648 Chestnut Place, Clear Lake
A craft distillery a few miles east of Mount 
Vernon produce a range of spirits — vodka, 
gin, bourbon, limocello, and black licorice and 
toffee liqueurs. Facility tours and sampling are 

available by request. valleyshinedistillery.com 
or 360-853-6702.

DeCeption Distilling
9946 Padilla Heights Road, Anacortes
Harold Christenson has developed a distilling 
process over time that delivers exceptional 
mellowness and taste in the vodka, moonshine 
(and an apple pie version) and bourbon pro-
duced in his small-batch distillery. deception-
distilling.com or 360-588-1000.

Dry County Distillery 
521 Delta Ave., Marysville
A former beer and winemaker, Howard John-
son took his libation-crafting skills to the next 
level by opening a distillery with wife Jennifer 
two years ago, at 521 Delta Avenue in Marys-
ville. Open 11-3 Sunday, 11-5 Monday through 
Thursday, 11-4 Friday and closed Saturday. 
drycountydistillery.com or 425-343-8021.

the reD Door Distillery 
5626 Evergreen Way Ste. 2, Everett
For the county’s newest craft distillery, own-
ers Aaron and Andrea Wadsworth invoke an 
early American tradition of welcome with their 
red-painted door. Inspired by wife Andrea’s pas-
sion for sipping vodkas, Aaron uses soft winter 

wheat from nearby Skagit Valley to craft a light, 
creamy vodka. In the works are a corn-based 
whiskey, a gin and several flavor-infused vod-
kas, all showcasing Washington-grown prod-
ucts. reddoordistillery.com or 425-330-6628.

Bluewater organiC Distilling
1205 Craftsman Way Ste. 109, Everett
Owners John and Jessica Lundin handcraft a 
smooth sipping vodka, a 100-proof vodka, and 
a citrus-forward dry gin using USDA-certified 
organic wheat, alpine Cascade water, and 
copper kettle distilling techniques. The tasting 
room and distillery offer flights and cocktails 
on the Everett waterfront. bluewaterdistilling.
com or 425-404-1408.

skip roCk Distillers
104 Ave. C, Snohomish
In a 19th-century brick warehouse, master 
distiller Ryan Hembree and his wife Julie craft 
their creamy, full-flavored vodkas from Skagit 
Valley Yukon gold potatoes. The black pepper-
corn-flavored vodka is warm and peppery but 
without the bite. Two elegant and flavorful rye-
based whiskies are perfect for sipping. Other 
products include a white whiskey, fruit liqueurs 
and aged bourbon. skiprockdistillers.com or 
360-862-0272.

Spirits and more




