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In Good Spirits

TEXT BY CYNTHIA A, RAYMOND
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Pssst...someone s making gin in Lake Bluff....really. And they 're making some really incredible vodka, too.

t first, when Ron Hirasawa (proprietor at Holly’s Bistro) first told me about this, it sound-
ed like a secret....l imagined someone with a bathtub full of gin on Scranton. Maybe I was let in

Won an exciting undercover tip, I thought. “The couple making the best craft clear spirits I've ever tast-

ed are Sonja and Derek Kassebaum,” shared Ron. “The gin and vodka are so good (and local) that we've
decided to put them into our well drinks so everyone can enjoy — even though it costs more than other brands.”
Well, I found the “still.” Even though they like to keep things on the lowdown regarding their Lake Bluff loca-
tion, it turns out it’s a completely legitimate operation. And boy, what a still it is — gleaming, hand-hammered
copper, custom designed to Derek’s specifications by a renowned German maker. It looks like serious busi-
ness.
As the first and only artisanal distillery in the Chicago area, North Shore Distillery produces superior quality
spirits for the true connoisseur. Like the micro breweries and small wineries that are so popular these days, a
small group of boutique distilleries are redefining the spirit world by introducing world-class batch-made
products. At North Shore Distillery, their goal is to bring a discriminating personal touch and hands-on crafts-
manship to the spirits they produce.




Distilling spirits is far more than a scientific process — it is an art
form, according to the Kassebaums. Derek, the master distiller,
starts with the equivalent of a blank canvas. The “base™ alcohol for
his creations is actually produced by a partner in southern Illinois,
who takes a blend of wheat and corn and ferments it, adding yeast
— the yeast converts the sugar to alcohol. This process is considered
the first or “original” distillation. Due to Illinois law, the
Kassebaums cannot distill the base for their products if they also
want to serve as distributors. Sonya’s legal background comes in
handy to decipher the ever-changing and sometimes archaic rules
and regulations that come with the territory. (Sonya pointed out
that, for instance, if you don’t use grains for fermentation in
Illinois — and use potatoes instead, for instance, which are popu-
lar in other parts of the globe — you must call the product “imita-
tion™ gin or vodka.)

Once the base alcohol is received, it is put in that beautiful copper
still where Derek infuses it with top-quality botanicals (no “imita-
tions™ here). He selects from a palette of fruits and exotic botani-
cals to create one-of-a-kind spirits that reflect the unique flavors of
the ingredients. Indeed, shelves of “experiments” line the walls in
a couple of laboratory areas at the distillery — an Asian pear infu-
sion here, cinnamon there, apricot and vanilla bean in other jugs
and bottles waiting to be tested to see what tastes best.

The alcohol vaporizes in the still, pulling oils from the botanicals;
this is about a four-hour process. Temperature is key here, which
is why the still is equipped with fancy gauges and other scientific-
looking things. The resulting product consists of “heads, hearts and
tails” at this point — of which just the ‘hearts’ is of value, the
*heads” and ‘tails’ discarded. It is then put into a holding tank to
rest for a few days and allowed to mellow, so that the Kassebaum’s
can get a true measure of taste. Once deemed of excellent quality,
the alcohol is bottled in unusually shaped bottles from France,
hand-sealed, hand-labeled and numbered — ready for delivery to
discerning Chicago area retailers and restaurants (for a list of
retailers and restaurants that feature North Shore Distillery prod-
ucts, go to their website at www.northshoredistillery.com).
Distiller’s Gin No. 6 is the Distillery’s flagship product and first
truly artisinal creation. It is infused with ten carefully selected and
prepared botanicals to produce a smooth 90-proof gin with moder-
ate juniper flavor and a complex balance of citrus, spice and floral
notes: it makes a fantastic martini. They also make North Shore
Vodka, a premium product with a smooth taste and clean finish.
But since the Kassebaum’s have a passion for innovation, gin and
vodka is not where it ends....this summer they introduced two lim-
ited-release infused gins: No. 6 Tea Infusion flavored with Ceylon
black tea, perfect with a lemon twist and also No. 6 Date Infusion
featuring Medjool dates. This Fall they plan to release a Tahitian
vanilla vodka infused with actual imported vanilla beans (I got to
taste test this and the depth of vanilla flavor was outstanding. ...l
wanted more, but it was before noon). An Aquavit, popular in
Scandinavia, is also in the works — it tastes somewhat like gin but
provides a great opportunity for variety.

Derek and Sonja Kassebaum formed North Shore Distillery in
October 2004 after many months of research and paperwork,
launching their first vodka and gin products in November, 2005,
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At Lake Forest Dental Associates we
have been raising the bar on cosmetic dentistry
for the past 20 years. With thousands of beautiful
smiles to our credit, we can proudly
claim to being recognized as one of the leading
cosmetic practices on the Chicago North Shore.

Is your dentist an artist?

Smile, this is

[Lake Forest Dental Associates

Drs. Foertsch and Cottrell
Lake Forest Dental Associates
133 E. Laurel Avenue
Lake Forest, IL
1-847-234-6440
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Though they didn't have any family back-
ground in the business, Derek had taken a few
classes in distillation as a chemical engineering
student in college. Previously an experienced
engineer and entrepreneur, he was ready for a
change and wanted to work at something that

he could feel more passionate about. Sonja, an

attorney who was most recently the Director of

Human Resources at eLoyalty Corporation,
apparently was convinced that this was a good
idea. Derek combines old world techniques,

modern engineering and artistic vision to create

the distillery’s products and Sonja takes care of

the marketing and business end of things.
Originally from Colorado, they have been mar-
ried for over 14 years and live close by their
Lake Bluff Distillery in Gurnee.
“It’s very enjoyable for me,” explains Derek
“We try to be unique and creative in what we
do.” Truly, their ‘spirit” of enthusiasm is appar-
ent in just one sip of that Tahitian Vanilla Vodka
you better get a bottle before everyone else
does.
Martini’s are fun to make and enjoy. Here are
a few drink recipes from North Shore Distillery
which should be ‘shaken or stirred’ and strained

into a martini glass. ..

NO. 6 CLASSIC

8 PARTS DISTILLER’S GIN No. 6

1 PART DRY VERMOUTH

(SWIRL VERMOUTH IN GLASS AND DISCARD)

(GARNISH WITH BLUE CHEESE STUFFED OLIVE
OR A TWIST!

NORTH SHORE CLASSIC
SAME AS ABOVE EXCEPT SUBSTITUTE

8 PARTS NORTH SHORE VODKA FOR THE GIN

LADY No. 6

1 PART DISTILLER'S GIN NO. 6
1 PART COINTREAU

| PART LEMON JUICE

GARNISH WITH A LEMON TWIST!

SWEET & TARTINI

4 PARTS NORTH SHORE VODKA

2 PARTS ORANGE JUICE

| PART GRAPEFRUIT JUICE

| PART ORANGE LIQUEUR
GARNISH WITH AN ORANGE SLICE!
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