
 

  
Day-to-Day Life in a Craft Distillery 

By Raphael Germain-Robin 
 

I learned and gained experience in an internship with American Distilling Institute, working 
as an apprentice distiller at Stillwater Spirits in Petaluma, CA, along with three years 
experience working as an assistant distiller at Alambic Inc. (Germain-Robin Brandy).  I found 
that there are many things that go into operating a distillery that you might not think about, 
whether you are involved in the production side or not.  
 
If you want to start a distillery, or are in the process of starting one, many factors come into 
play that don’t always come to mind. In distilleries across the world, there are many small 
procedures that have a large impact on one’s operations and product. Monitoring and 
operating the still is of crucial importance because, in the end, this is how we spread a certain 
type of joy to the masses and, of course, earn a profit.  
 
Many things that go into the distillery operations other than making delicious spirits, 
controlling the still and making the cuts on the second distillation. Yes, you've ordered your 
next grains, fruits and wines, and responded to emails and phone calls, but some very 
important things need to be done while the still is on autopilot to create an efficient and 
profitable distillery.  
 
The cleanliness of a facility is an important part that plays a huge role and helps, remarkably, 
in quality control. Organization will make everybody's life better because it improves on 
efficiency in every way possible. The barrels need to be checked for leaks and for potential 
problems and maintained because nobody wants to see a half-barrel of spirit on the ground as 
they arrive work. The importance of cleaning and rinsing is a major factor in the alcohol 
industry and many other industries, since neglecting proper cleaning can destroy a product. 
Thus, correct cleaning can help make a top quality product.  
 
Sometimes, in rushing around, you might neglect to rinse the tank. This will only cause 
problems or defects down the line. For example, say you just pumped some whiskey from a 
small tank to a 55-gallon American oak barrel and now you need to pump some 
vodka. Perhaps the facility you’re working in has only one pump and a few hoses (lines). You 
might not remember or just plain neglect to walk out the lines (walking out the lines is lifting 
the hose towards your destination while walking, lifting, and moving with the line to simply 
drain it). This is done to obtain the entire product that was just pumped out of the lines and 
pump. You might think that this is sufficient, and that it’s fine to go ahead and hook up your 
lines to the vodka now to start pumping. That is an incorrect assumption because that is how 
defects in aromas and tastes can arise in your product. 



After you have pumped the whiskey into the barrel(s) and walked the lines, you must 
disconnect both sides and put one into a drain and get some clean water (without chlorine), 
and then spray it into the other side of the line for a minute; then, start the pump to rid it of 
the other product that was lingering inside. This is done to keep your product as pure as 
possible and to not have strange abnormalities and defects. 
 
 An organized facility is a much more efficient place to work.  For the distiller and his or her 
team, knowing where certain things go after each use will make a distillery run much 
smoother. Frustration can arise when you are going back and forth looking for that one tool 
you need because it wasn't put back where it was supposed to be! Organizing and labeling 
tanks, totes, or racked barrels will help all employees in the end. Any place that isn't properly 
organized will bring down the productivity and efficiency of a company. Organization saves 
time and will drastically make it a better and safer working environment. 
 
 Maintaining barrels is of the utmost importance for any distillery doing barrel aging. Barrels 
can be expensive, so it’s important to keep your assets in their ideal conditions. Where a 
company organizes and keeps their barrels – new, empty, or filled – it can save them time and 
money. Of course, you don't want to leave the barrels out in the sun or near the hot still, which 
will cause the wooden staves to shift and the rings to move, thus creating leaks and lost 
products. Organizing, arranging, and keeping the barrels in an ideal place can prevent this 
from happening. A cellar with low temperatures and high humidity is supreme, which will 
cause less alcohol evaporation in the empty and filled barrels. 
 
 Another way to stay productive when the still is running would be to proof down some 
alcohol if the situation arises. When proofing down, always remember to mix the alcohol and 
clean water with a sterile paddle. The rate of adding the clean water is important, as well.  If it 
is a darker product, slow and steady over time is far better; but for clear alcohol products, a bit 
quicker can be fine. Never dump it in aggressively, because the product may become cloudy 
and not homogenous.  
 
Another important item is, when you have to transfer to-and-from tanks or barrels, do 
tastings and take samples for your own records while taking proof readings. 
 
 From the in-between tasks of running a still, all around cleanliness, maintenance, and 
organization will make for a better distillery and higher quality product. These are all things 
we don't necessarily think about when operating or assisting in a distillery, yet all of these 
tasks are essential! Even if we may not think of every single one of them on a routine basis, try 
to be logical, with a keen attention to detail. 
 
NOTE: I am seeking employment as an assistant distiller and can work anywhere in the US. 
Thank you for any leads. I can be reached at: rgermainerobin@gmail.com. 
 


