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PURPLE BRANDS’ REDWOOD EMPIRE WHISKEY AND 
D. GEORGE BENHAM’S GIN ARE A SUCCESS STORY 

FOR THE ON-PREMISE INDUSTRY

That’s The

 Lead bartender Ajaree “Mo” 
Chomchom of Brickhouse Bar & 

Grill in San Francisco, CA. 

by Eric Marsh
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ave you heard, said, or 
read the word “pivot” yet today? Prob-
ably—especially if you’re in the hospitality 
industry. Throughout the pandemic, res-
taurant and bar owners have had to pivot 
more than just about anyone—though at 
this point they may feel more like they’re 
being tossed about in a maelstrom in a 
rickety boat. Following temporary closures, 
most made the switch to takeout and de-
livery business; many also became markets 
and liquor stores. Some have reopened 
for dine-in service; others did so only to 
close again. It all amounts to a lot of diz-
zyingly hard work for owners and the few 
staff members they’ve been able to keep 
aboard. 

The new normal is, to say the least, 
capricious. In this time of volatility, it’s 
paramount that establishments maintain 
high quality standards so as to not only 
preserve their existing customer base but 
also attract new customers. In many cases, 
on-premise buyers have to scale back and 
be more discerning about what they buy, 
so it’s worth making note of what influ-
ences their decision-making. 

In that vein, we reached out to four 
beverage directors at establishments that 
carry Purple Brands’ Redwood Empire 
Whiskey and D. George Benham’s Gin to 
learn what they like about the spirits, why 
they feature them in their house cocktails, 
and what they value about their relation-
ship with the Sonoma County–based wine 
and spirits company.  

“Robert Carter from Purple brought us 
Mason jars when we could barely afford 
to keep the doors open,” explains Kim Ko-
basic, co-owner of Brickhouse Bar & Grill 
in San Francisco, of how Purple Brands is 
supporting businesses that carry its prod-

by Eric Marsh

Kim Kobasic is co-owner of Brickhouse Bar & Grill in San Francisco, CA.
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NOT ONLY DOES PURPLE BRANDS MAKE 
EXCEEDINGLY GOOD SPIRITS, IT GIVES BACK TO 
THE BAR COMMUNITY IN A TIME OF NEED AND  
THE ENVIRONMENT—ONE TREE AT A TIME.
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ucts. Five of Brickhouse’s current to-go 
cocktails showcase Redwood Empire and 
Benham’s. The signature Blueberry Muse, 
for example, contains Redwood Empire 
Pipe Dream Bourbon along with blueberry, 
lime, and mint. “The nutty, toasted nature 
of the bourbon grounds what would oth-
erwise be a very fruity summer concoc-
tion,” Kobasic explains. The Better Days 
cocktail, meanwhile, is made with Benham’s 
Sonoma Dry Gin, elderflower, grapefruit, 
and lime; Kobasic says that “the juniper 
and spice of the gin creates a wonderful 
balance with the floral liqueur and sour 
bitterness of the grapefruit.” 

As the establishment continues to 
weather the storm of the current crisis, 
Kobasic says she and her small staff are 
looking forward to celebrating Brickhouse’s 
20th anniversary later this year—at least in 
some capacity.

Just north of the Bay Area in Healds-
burg, California, Laura Sanfilippo of 
Duke’s Spirited Cocktails says that she 

Laura Sanfilippo is co-owner of Duke’s Spirited Cocktails in Healdsburg, CA.  

Purple Brands makes the spirits featured in many of Brickhouse’s to-go cocktails. 
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and co-owner Tara Heffernon have had 
a solid rapport with Purple for years and 
that they’ve carried both Benham’s and 
Redwood Empire—which are distilled in 
the neighboring town of Graton—since 
their inception in 2016 and 2017, respec-
tively. In fact, Sanfilippo remarks that when 
Benham’s was coming to fruition, she and 
Heffernon “consulted on the gin and were 
on blind-tasting panels when they were 
developing botanical percentages.” 

No wonder, then, that Benham’s So-
noma Dry Gin and Duke’s housemade 
tonic water are, in her words, “a match 
made in heaven.” They’re featured in the 
Benham’s Gin & Tonic, which is one of 
eight drinks Duke’s offers on tap. The bar’s 
reliance on its draft system meant it was 
ahead of the curve when it came to devel-
oping a to-go beverage list, and Sanfilippo 
and her partners had large batches of 
cocktails ready-made for efficient portion-
ing, not to mention access to refrigerated 
storage space. The only question was 

how to package them, so they obtained a 
canner that they now use to can carbon-
ated cocktails and began implementing 
Purple’s jars to send off their still libations, 
including the house Manhattan featur-
ing both Redwood Empire Pipe Dream 
Bourbon and Redwood Empire Emerald 
Giant Rye. 

Ling & Louie’s Asian Bar and Grill has 
two locations in Arizona as well as one 
each in Texas and Idaho. Of the Scottsdale 
location, says Ling & Louie’s President and 
CEO John Banquil, “Before the pandemic 
we averaged about 18% in takeout and 
delivery sales. Today . . . over half of our 
sales are derived from takeout and 
delivery.” The restaurant uses Redwood 
Empire’s bourbon-rye blend, Lost Mon-
arch, in two of its most popular to-go 
cocktails: the Louie’s Old Fashioned with 
blood orange liqueur and five spice and 
the Elvis Manhattan, which also contains 
peanut butter whiskey, crème de banana, 
and bitters. 

A more recent addition to the Scottsdale 
Ling & Louie’s cocktail list is the Monk’s 
Tea Time, which mixes Benham’s So-
noma Dry Gin with Yellow Chartreuse, 
green tea syrup, and fresh citrus. “Ben-

ham’s Gin accentuates the herbal notes 
of the Yellow Chartreuse and the green 
tea for a light [yet] complex drink,” he 
says, adding that its juniper note is not 
overbearing, “which allows for a greater 
diversity of gin-based cocktails that will 
appeal to a broader audience.” 

In the midst of the pandemic, some 
restaurants are actually managing to attract 
new clientele as internet searches lead 
people in search of open establishments 
to new haunts. In Sarasota, Florida, Made 
Restaurant Beverage Director Spencer 
Taliaferro says that “we’ve had a lot of 
people coming in who we had never met, 
who had never dined with us or had our 
drinks before.” He gives an example of a 
couple from Vail, Colorado, who recently 
purchased a second home in Sarasota. 
“They started coming in two or three 
times a week,” following Taliaferro on social 
media, and before they returned to Colo-
rado, they picked up three large-format 
cocktails from Made. 

When Florida ordered bars and res-
taurants to close for dine-in service on 
March 30, Taliaferro says that he opted to 
“view it as an opportunity” and set about 
creating cocktails that would not only 
travel well but keep well. Two that have 
become staples contain Purple spirits: the 
Smoked Old Fashioned with Redwood 
Empire Pipe Dream Bourbon, dandelion 
root–cane syrup, and root bitters and the 
Bee’s Knees, which showcases Benham’s 
Sonoma Dry Gin. 

In keeping with Made’s from-scratch, 
sustainable ethos, Taliaferro says that he 
seeks to stock the bar with “brands that 
have purpose.” That’s what drew his atten-
tion to Redwood Empire: “[It’s] an amazing 
company given the fact that they plant 
a tree for every bottle they sell.” At the 
time of this writing, Redwood Empire has 
planted 185,343 trees in partnership with 
the nonprofit organization Trees for the 
Future. What’s more, using a program set 
up by ServiceIndustry.tips, Redwood Empire 
has donated $7,000 to furloughed service-
industry workers in the Bay Area.

So, not only does Purple Brands make 
exceedingly good spirits, it gives back to the 
bar community in a time of need and the 
environment—one tree at a time.  

 Ling & Louie’s President and 
CEO John Banquil.

Made Restaurant’s Smoked Old 
Fashioned is made with Redwood 
Empire Pipe Dream Bourbon. 
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