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eattle’s Canon: 
Whiskey and 

Bitters Emporium claims to hold the 
largest spirit collection in the Western 
Hemisphere. Owner Jamie Boudreau, 
who also serves as a bartender, says 
it’s grown to around 4,000 bottles; in 
fact, he’s pretty sure it’s the largest 
collection at any bar in the world. In 
that context, any whiskey has to be 
amazingly good to find its way into 
Canon’s well. Which is exactly what 
Portland’s Eastside Distilling has 
achieved. Eastside’s Burnside 4 Year 
Barrel Aged Bourbon goes into every 
Canon cocktail that calls for bourbon. 
And all of their unflavored whiskies are 
kept in stock.

“As a bartender I want the best pos-
sible spirit, and as a businessman it has 
to be affordable,” Boudreau explains. 
“Finding a flavorful whiskey that’s going 
to be available all the time is difficult 
to do in Washington State. Burnside is 
affordable and delicious. It comes from 
a great distillery; it’s a good proof, and I 
can get it all the time.”

Canon opened in 2011 and ever since 
has racked up an impressive array 
of “Best Bar” awards from regional, 
national and international publications, 
including being named Outstanding 
Bar Program by the James Beard 
Awards and garnering the World’s 
Best Spirit Selection honor from Tales 
of the Cocktail. With the global rec-
ognition that this overachieving little 
(48-person capacity) bar has gained, 
it’s no surprise that a lot of people are 
paying attention to every spirit choice 
that Boudreau makes. “Pretty much any 
time we do anything it’s noticed,” he 
admits. Another selling point for the 
choice of Burnside was that no one else 
in the city, and few in the country, were 
pouring it. “This was a good whiskey 
to choose because we were the first to 
use it in the well,” he explains. “When 
we put it there I didn’t know anyone 
in the city even carrying it. Now that’s 
changed. When customers see us using 
it, it sparks a conversation.”

On a blustery March morning in 
Portland, Oregon, Mel Heim is sitting 
behind her cluttered desk in the only 
heated room in the Eastside Distilling 
warehouse. Outside her window, the 
41,000-square-foot space is mostly bare, 

EASTSIDE DISTILLING FINDS 
GREAT SUCCESS AND GROWTH 

IN PORTLAND AND BEYOND

by Paul Gregutt

A selection from Portland’s Eastside Distilling’s
portfolio: Portland Potato Vodka, Marionberry Whiskey, 

Below Deck Spiced Rum and Burnside Bourbon. 
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Commodore
by Jamie Boudreau, Canon, 

Seattle

◗	 1½ oz. Burnside 4 Year Barrel 
Aged Bourbon

◗	 ½ oz. Tempus Fugit Cacao
◗ ½ oz. fresh lemon
◗	 Dash grenadine

◗	 Shake and serve in a coupe.

 P
H

O
TO

S
: J

O
A

N
N

 A
R

R
U

D
A

Jamie Boudreau, owner of Canon in Seattle.

except for scattered clusters of barrels, 
case boxes of spirits and vats of finished 
blends. In June, all this will move to a 
much smaller space at MotherLode, a 
bottling and production services facility 
that was recently acquired.

Founded in 2008, Eastside has grown 
exponentially, yet the company owns 
but a single small still, used for its 
limited-production Eastside Labs series. 
The real magic is in the custom-blended 
product line, and Heim is the acknowl-
edged wizard who makes it all happen.

Her company bio touches briefly on 
her career. An English major in college, 
she apprenticed at Rogue Distillery and 
Public House in Portland before joining 
Eastside in 2012. Her recent promotion 
from Master Distiller to Executive Vice 
President of Operations puts her in 
charge of the company’s accelerating 
growth, while continuing to oversee its 
expanding spirits lineup.

A compact dynamo, she wears her 
blonde hair in a ponytail and dresses 
Portland casual—blue jeans and a gray 
t-shirt under black sweatshirt. A dedi-
cated soccer player (keeper and forward), 
she also lays claim to being the youngest 
person in the state (at age 9!) to win a 
black belt in tae kwon do. She has since 
added two more and is also a certified 
master in jiu jitsu and aikido.

“The discipline, focus and mental 
flexibility of the martial arts are 
applicable to the art of distillation,” 
she believes. Mental preparation is 
essential to both, she adds, for building 
a work ethic and for thinking through 
every possible contingency in advance, 
in order to avoid, or at least handle, any 
problems that may arise. 

Perhaps that is why she is relaxed, 
even breezy, about the upcoming move 
to the new space, which is significantly 
smaller. Eastside Distilling is publicly 
traded (OTCQB: ESDI) and, as Oregon 
Sales Manager Pat Roth confirms, its 
Oregon sales have catapulted it from 
seventh to third among artisan distillers 
in just the past two years. MotherLode, 
says Heim, was principally acquired 
for its bottling line, and she assures me 
that it’s big enough to accommodate 
Eastside’s ambitious growth plans. A 
new pneumatic bottling line will quintu-
ple the current bottling rate, providing 
large-volume spirit-handling capability. 
Eastside calculates these operations will 
be immediately accretive to earnings, 
with cost reductions associated with the 
acquisition and relocation exceeding 
$200,000 per annum.

“All of our movement right now 
is based on the assumption that we 
are continuing on that same growth 

trajectory,” says Heim. “In our busi-
ness, you work and go up in gradual 
steps, until one day it’s a vertical line. 
We have such a good customer base, 
distribution and the right products. So 
we are moving to a smaller space, and 
lessening our footprint, but our output 
will quadruple in the first year.”

She’s particularly excited this morn-
ing about 15 brand new Oregon oak 
barrels that have just arrived. They 
are the essential ingredient in one of 
Eastside’s top sellers, Burnside Oregon 
Oaked Bourbon. Made by Oregon 
Barrel Works, the barrels are in high 
demand from wineries and very difficult 
to obtain. “If you make whiskey, you 
make friends,” says Heim, when asked 
how she manages to score so many.

It’s no secret that the spirits industry 
is both highly competitive and prone to 
fads. Heim avoids fads (she calls them 
gimmicks), instead working to discover 
innovative trends. “The food industry has 
a huge impact on trends” she explains. 
“They’re the ones who really launched 
organic, low sugar, gluten-free. So keep 
up with them and you’re in good shape.”

Roth notes that vodka is again in 
vogue in Oregon, and Eastside’s popu-
lar offering is distilled from heirloom 
Polish potatoes for a clean, gluten-free 
spirit. “The scene here for craft spirits 
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At Loyal Legion, set in a former police 
academy building in Portland’s Central 
East Side, we meet hyperkinetic 
bartender Adam Keefe. As he whips up 
a nouveau Old Fashioned, he keeps up a 
running commentary: “I like local things. 
There’s not that many good spirits com-
ing out of Oregon. The value in Eastside 
is they come out with a good product.”

Salty’s on the Columbia is right on 
the river, boasting a spectacular view 
from the big wrap-around bar upstairs. 
“We try to keep it fun and classy at 
the same time,” says Jesse Entwistle, 
Bar Manager. “We offer a little of 
everything. Customers ask for local 
products, and that’s where Eastside 
products fit. They have a pretty wide 
variety. The Barrel Hitch whiskey is a 
big one. We use it in one of our house 
cocktails—the Portlander, a sweet and 
savory play on a Manhattan.”

To further prove the broad appeal of 
Eastside’s portfolio, the next stop is E-San 
Thai. It’s been a popular downtown spot 
for Asian cuisine for the past 17 years. 
General Manager Rafael Rodriguez 
proudly notes, “We have families that 
have been coming here since day one. 
It’s very rewarding to see kids who were 
babies now going to college and still com-
ing.” His special cocktails were designed 
to accompany the ginger-inflected Phad 
King on the menu.

Touring the Bars
During a whirlwind tour of Portland bars with Mel Heim and Pat Roth, it became 
obvious that Eastside’s canny portfolio of bourbons, rums and vodka not only has 
broad appeal, but serves a spectacularly diverse clientele.

and craft beer is definitely leading the 
rest of the country,” he says, “and we’re 
in the forefront of that movement.”

Heim’s mastery of blending begins 
with a firm grasp of the competition, 
especially bourbons. “A lot of the fun 

part for me is doing reverse engineer-
ing,” she says, pointing to a table 
loaded with bottles of well-known 
national brands. “I enjoy sampling 
finished products and seeing if I can 
figure out how it was done.”

Distillation is science, she believes; 
blending and aging are where the art 
comes in. “The value is added after-
wards. The hardest part of this industry 
is that you need to predict trends while 
simultaneously trying to set a trend. It 

At Loyal 
Legion, Adam 
Keefe whips 
up a Smoked 
Marionberry 
Old Fashioned. 
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Smoked Marionberry 
Old Fashioned

◗	 1½ oz. Burnside Bourbon
◗	 ½ oz. Marionberry Whiskey
◗	 ¼ oz. smoked simple syrup
◗ ¼ oz. Lagavulin 8 Year Old
◗	 Walnut bitters
◗	 Aromatic bitters
◗	 Orange bitters

 Stirred, not shaken, and served in a bucket 
glass over a single cube. Garnish with a 
charred orange peel and an Amarna cherry.

Ginger Snap Martini
by Rafael Rodriguez, E-San Thai, Portland

◗	 1½ oz. Below Deck Ginger Rum
◗	 1 oz. Stoli Vanil Vodka
◗ 2 oz. white cranberry juice
◗	 Dash white crème de cocoa
◗	 Squeeze lime
◗	 Simple syrup

 Shake and pour into a Martini glass with 
Maraschino cherry garnish.

Warm Me Up

◗ 1½ oz. Below Deck Ginger Rum
◗	 1 oz. gin
◗	 2 oz. white cranberry juice
◗	 Splash ginger beer
◗	 Squeeze lime juice

 Garnish with a slice of kiwi and serve in a 
pint glass.

The Portlander
by Jesse Entwistle, Salty’s, Portland

◗	 1½ oz. Barrel Hitch whiskey
◗	 ½ oz. sweet vermouth
◗	 ¼ oz. Bing cherry juice
◗ ¼ oz. Triple sec

 Shaken and strained; then garnished with 
Bing cherry.
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Salty’s Bar Manager Jesse Entwistle 
mixes up The Portlander with Barrel 
Hitch Whiskey.

At E-San Thai, GM Rafael Rodriguez 
serves up his Ginger Snap Martini.
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The Rookery Bar occupies the former
hayloft of a historic 1883 carriage 
house built by one of Portland’s found-
ing fathers—William Sargent Ladd. 
The expansive bar, atop the Raven 
& Rose was inspired by the sort of 
whiskey bar that you might have 
visited back then, explains Operations 
Manager/Bartender David Shenaut. 
“We want to support the local stuff,” 
says Shenaut, “but it needs to be 
delicious. We pay attention to the 
where and why behind every bottle. 
Every bottle counts when you only 
have room for 100 on your backbar.”

Rounding up a thirst-quenching 
afternoon, we visit clarklewis 
restaurant, a hiply lowercase farm-to-
table establishment in the Eastside 
Industrial District. Here both the 
menu and many of the cocktails are 
based on local produce from the 
Farmers Market. 

Eastside’s Top
Sellers
Here is how Mel Heim assesses the company 
best-selling products.

Portland Potato Vodka “This is our fastest 
growing SKU right now. To me it’s all about the 
ingredients. There are only two: potatoes and 
water. The starchiness creates a very low-octane 
flavor. It’s minerally and ferments out in a differ-
ent way than grain. It’s a very clean taste. We 
use the water from Bull Run reservoir, from the 
base of Mt. Hood. It’s surface water that flows 
down the mountain on a bed of basalt rock.”

Burnside 4 Year Barrel Aged Bourbon “We 
choose from excellent finished goods and do our 
own blending, which also allows the flexibility 
to play with different ages. Four years is the 
minimum, and recent barrels are closer to nine. 
This is our namesake, it’s what we are known 
for, it’s high proof and it’s really the South-meets-
West treatment. Again Bull Run water is a key 
ingredient. It’s aged in new American oak barrels. 
They are a tight-grain oak, with spicy flavors 
(char, barbecue, clove) and some more subtle 
stuff like honeycomb and vanilla.”

Burnside Oregon Oaked Bourbon “This is
the premium version. It starts in new American 
oak; then we take that wonderful, complex 
finished good and age it again in Oregon oak as 
a finishing cask. The flavors are on the dessert 
side—you’re now adding large amounts of 
tannins, caramel, maple, honeycomb, vanilla, 
toffee . . . it’s so good!”

Below Deck Coffee Rum “A top seller and 
customer favorite. We start with our premium 
silver rum base and then I source ground Fair 
Trade organic Guatemalan coffee from Portland 
Roasting. We do our own cold press on it, and 
add it to the rum directly. The key is finding 
that balance. We add about four grams of raw 
sugar per liter so it’s not very sweet, unlike most 
others that are cloyingly sweet. This is a simple, 
balanced, exquisite flavor.”  
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can be very risky. Any time you open 
the door to a new category you can be 
the original but . . . somebody’s going 
to do it better, and somebody’s going 
to do it worse. The challenge is picking 
the innovative trends that will stick.”

Portland’s extensive, exploratory 
bar scene is a great place to see what 
some of the better mixologists are 
up to—which is exactly what we 
did next, as the following custom 
cocktails confirm.
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The Rookery Bar’s David Shenaut
says “every bottle counts when you 
only have room for 100.”

Bartender Lucy Brennan from 
clarklewis recreates a concoction 
she calls Farm to Glass.

The Mile High
by Zak Moreno, 

The Rookery Bar, Portland

◗	 1 oz. Barrel Hitch Oregon Oak 
American Whiskey

◗	 ¾ oz. Aperol
◗	 ¾ oz. Amaro Nonino
◗ Squeeze lemon juice

 Shake and top with 
a splash of Prosecco; 
then garnish with a lemon 
peel bird.

Farm to Glass
by Lucy Brennan, clarklewis, Portland

◗ 1½ oz. Four Times Distilled Portland
Potato Vodka

◗	 Fresh citrus
◗	 1 oz. fresh mix (this changes every 

day—today it’s blended orange, 
blood orange, radish and celery 
purée)

 Pour over ice and top with Prosecco. 
Garnish with orange.
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