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L as Vegas pretty much has it all. And, now, we have our first artisan distiller, 
thanks to the vision and fortitude of George Racz and his wife, Katalin.

Growing up as a child in Transylvania, the thought of distilling spirits in 
Las Vegas was likely the furthest thing from George’s mind. He studied filmmaking 
while his wife was an art major. The road to Vegas took them through Hungary, 
New York City, and finally, our humble valley.

George and Katalin are a true contemporary couple. “We met on the Internet 
and were married atop the Empire State Building,” said Racz. “The last two years 
have been very difficult trying to get the company going in a brand new city, but 
it’s all worth it. 

“The idea for a distillery came to me in the summer of 2008,” said Racz.  
“I was living with my wife and son in New York. Her parents had moved there, too, 
so we had family nearby. Still, in January of 2009, we moved to Las Vegas to start 
our business. 

by cindi r. maciolek
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– A Taste of Artisan Distillers

Las Vegas' first artisan distiller is located in Henderson. And just in time 
for Nevada's 150th birthday in 2014, Las Vegas Distillery will release 
their Nevada Straight Bourbon.

Katalin and George Racz 
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“We had an idea but we had to deal with 
the laws,” continued Racz. “We can distill 
because it falls under manufacturing in 
Nevada. Still, we want to do more but we 
have to wait until the legislation passes. We’re 
licensed as a wholesaler and importer because 
the state doesn’t have a distiller category. We’d 

like to be able to give tastings and sell a small 
amount directly to our customers. We want to 
be part of the community. About 95 percent 
of what we produce will be sourced locally. 
But, until this legislative session is over, we 
won’t know what we’ll be allowed to do.

“In the meantime, we are set to power up 
our equipment and start bottling. We’ll have 
vodka and gin that we can sell to distributors -- 
so many wonderful things to come in the next 
few months. It’s really incredible to think that in 
the beginning, no one believed in us. Now we’re 
trailblazers! Banks wouldn’t loan us money, but 
after we were here for a year and they saw how 
passionate we were about it, they started to 
listen to us. When you are a newcomer, it takes 
time to figure out who can help you.”

Artisan distilling is becoming the latest 
industry to see a resurgence. Prior to 
Prohibition, there were thousands of distillers 
across the country. Now, the numbers 
total about 240 according to the American 
Distilling Institute. They expect that number 
to double across the U.S. and Canada in the 
next few years.

The first local product will be Nevada 
Vodka. One hundred percent of the grains 
come from Winnemucca.

Vodka, gin and rum are the fastest to 
produce. The entire process from grain to 
bottling takes about two weeks. The cooking 
is about five hours, fermentation about five 
days, followed by distillation and bottling. 

Whiskey, on the other hand, requires an 
ageing process. It only takes about seven days 
to make but it has to age a minimum of seven 
months in smaller barrels. “We plan to come 
out with our first whiskey around Thanksgiving 
of 2011. In time, we want to do a rye, wheat 
and a single malt whiskey, as well as the first 
seven grain whiskey and bourbon in the world.”

As Nevada celebrates its 150th birthday 
in 2014, the Las Vegas Distillery will release 
their Nevada Straight Bourbon. “It has to age 
at least two years to be named straight.”

When you walk into the facility in 
Henderson, you are met with racks of small 
barrels. These are part of the Las Vegas Whiskey 
Founders Club. In all, there are 111 barrels, at 
seven gallons each, totaling 777 gallons. For 
just $777, you can sponsor your own barrel. 
Once the whiskey is bottled, the barrel is yours 
to keep. And, depending on what finally makes 
it through the legislature, you might even be 
able to track, taste and have four to five bottles 
of whiskey from your own barrel.

Racz has so many different ideas, and he’s 
open to suggestions from the community. “If 
someone wants a special liquor, let me know. We’d 
love to work with clubs and restaurants in town to 
develop something special for them that you could 
only get in Las Vegas. We can do small quantities 
and we’re willing to try new things. And, every 
Saturday morning at 10 a.m. anyone can come by 
to help us with the bottling and sign the label.

“We believed in this and now we see the 
possibilities,” said Racz. “It sometimes seems so 
surreal. We risked so many things. When you are 
on the path, you don’t have time to be scared 
but when I look back I think I was really crazy. 
We moved to a brand new city where we didn’t 
know anyone. We already had our life in New 
York and thought we would live there for 100 
years, but in less than seven months we were 
already here in Las Vegas. You have to make these 
big changes, you can’t do it in small steps. Now, 
hopefully, we have found our home.”

You can find out more by visiting  
www.lasvegasdistillery.com or www.facebook.com/
LasVegasDistillery. 

IT’S a Small WoRld
Racz’s first investor in the Las Vegas Whiskey 

Founders Club is Terry Masikewich from 
Canada. He met Racz a few months ago, and 
found a kindred spirit.

“Just like George, I’ve been researching 
micro-distilling for several years and I plan to 
open my own in Canada,” said Masikewich. “The 
U.S. has really opened up its laws for micro-
distilleries. In Canada, laws are still tough, but 
they’re getting better. My father-in-law and I are 
interested in starting a farm-based distillery in 
Canada where we’ll grow our own grains and also 
start everything from scratch as George is doing. 

“I think George is another great American 
success story,” continued Masikewich. “Here’s this 
guy from Transylvania who started with nothing, 
and now he will be the first distillery in Nevada to 
produce whiskey in Las Vegas. I feel similar to him 
with what I’m planning to do in Canada. I know 
where he’s at and what he’s going through. 

“At Christmastime, we were planning to be 
in Vegas. We found George’s website and met 
him for the first time. The whole family went to 
Vegas again a couple of months later, and we all 
went to see George. He was telling us about his 
plans for his 777 whiskey and we knew we had 
to buy a barrel. His jaw dropped to the ground, 
he was so surprised that we wanted to invest. 
He’s such a nice guy, so personable. We are all so 
excited to be part of this great endeavor!

(Continued on page 112)

The racks of small barrels at Las Vegas Distillery are part of the Las Vegas Whiskey 
Founders Club. In all, there are 111 barrels, at seven gallons each, totaling 777 gallons. 
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“Distilling is so much fun because there are 
so many variables. You know what you put in 
but you’re not always sure what will come 
out. The grains, the water, the ageing all 
play a role. The Nevada desert could have an 
incredible effect on his ageing process and 
therefore create new and exciting whiskeys.” 

Vodka on The hoRIzon
Alan Hughes, owner of Red Shoes 

Distillery LLC, is waiting patiently for 
Nevada to pass the final legislation before 
he moves forward with his business. 

“I could have been licensed like George 
already, but I really want to hold my business 
model until I see what passes through the 
state legislature,” said Hughes. “I’d really 
like a place where I could potentially mix 
food and entertainment with distilling in 
the back. I’d like it to be a place where 
locals could go on the weekends. 

“It’s also critical to be able to have 
a tasting room so people have a venue 
where they can find you, interact with 
you and buy product at the distillery. We’d 
like to be downtown or near the Strip so 
it will be great if the distiller category 
in the legislation is something less than 
heavy industrial. We hope the legislation 
is modeled after that in Oregon because  
that means lots of good things will be 
coming out of it.

“We’re ready to get started,” continued 
Hughes. “We already have our label, and 
we’ve selected our equipment and bottle 
design. Once we know what we can do, 
we’ll find a location and get the ball rolling. 

“These small distilleries won’t 
cannibalize from one another. Instead, we’ll 
all be competing against the big guys. We 
might have some niche products that will 
compete, but for the most part, we’re all 
approaching it differently. For instance, I’m 
planning to find a West Coast distributor 
who will take on an artisan distiller so I 
can reach beyond Nevada and penetrate 
the west before moving nationally and 
internationally.  

“I also don’t want to be all things to all 
people. I plan to concentrate on vodka and 
do it really, really well. Twenty-nine percent 
of all spirits consumed is vodka and that’s 
the heart of it. I’ve also been approached 
by someone in England who would like to 
do a co-branded gin product produced here 

in America. I may produce a Canadian-style 
whiskey in the future, but that’s about it.

“Nevada is one of the later states to get 
into the distilling game,” said Hughes. “Yet, 
to get national and international attention 
for your product, Vegas is the place to 
be. Thirty-six million people come here 
every year and the state with the highest 
consumption of spirits is California. So, 
the proximity to California and access to 
tourists is key to getting noticed.”

LeaRnIng The CRafT
Two Las Vegas residents caught the 

distilling bug and will be apprenticing with 
Racz for the next several months, with plans 
to move back to their native Kentucky to 
open their own.

“The two of us are childhood friends,” 
said the apprentice. “We met Hugh Hefner 
and we know he’s living every guy’s dream. 
It got me thinking, what would be my 
dream? I realized it would be great to start a 
company with my best friend that we could 
keep going into our old age. We did a lot 
of research. That led to an event called the 
Great American Distillers Festival where we 
heard about George. We set up an interview 
with him, and we were hooked!

“The craft distilling industry is unique,” 
continued the apprentice. “People are very 
kind to each other and there’s a free flow of 
information. You have to show you’re serious 
about it, and they won’t share all their secrets, 
but they will be respectful and supportive.

“Both of us have engineering backgrounds, 
so we offered to help George with some 
technical issues at his site. We offered to 
invest in him and as a result, he agreed to 
invest in us by training us so we could get our 
company off and running more easily.

“We want people to have an awareness of 
what they’re drinking, where it comes from, 
who makes it. It’s just like fast food versus 
gourmet food. We get so used to the fast food 
we forget about quality, taste and origin. 

“We’re going to start with rums and gin 
because Kentucky is bourbon and whiskey 
country,” continued the apprentice. “It will  
be unique and new and a taste of the  
area because we’ll use local grains and water 
sources. It will also give the community a 
taste of what it was like before Prohibition. 
It’s a big education process to teach people 
where the spirits come from.” q
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