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Stacked wood forms a rustic art piece that helps separate the entrance foyer from the tasting room. The cabinet is a leftover relic from the warehouse’s past.
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By Meda Kessler   Photos by Ralph Lauer

Two 500-gallon custom copper kettles 
are the showpieces in the distillery 

where Rob Arnold keeps a watch over 
the cooking process. 

The custom-designed bottle for Firestone & 
Robertson’s TX Blended Whiskey has just 

been released to retail outlets.

whiskey                      town

It’s been a labor of love and 
good taste as the founders of 

Firestone & Robertson Distilling Co. 
aim to put Fort Worth on the microdistillery 

map with their home-grown spirits.

t’s the aromas that hit you first. 
If the mash is cooking, there’s a distinct 

smell of creamed corn. Otherwise, it’s an 
intoxicating mix of tobacco, wood, hay 
and leather with a bit of cherry thrown in 
for good measure. Close your eyes and  
breathe it in. 

As far as taste? You now can purchase 
the Firestone & Robertson Distilling Co.’s 
premium blend 82-proof whiskey, the Fort 
Worth-based distillery’s first offering, as 
the bottles hit the shelves this month.

But the newly made bourbon sitting in 
53-gallon charred American white oak 
barrels won’t be ready for at least two or 
three years, so you’ll need to be patient.

Business partners, friends and fellow 
whiskey aficionados Leonard Firestone 
and Troy Robertson were quietly giddy a 
month ago as years of hard work finally 
were coming to fruition.

I
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pursuing the same dream unbeknownst to each other. Robertson called Firestone 
to talk whiskey, and soon they merged their ideas and passions.

Firestone, 45, was involved in cable television and, yes, he is part of that 
Firestone family, including the side that founded the Firestone Vineyard in 
California’s Santa Ynez Valley.

Three years ago, the two men began their research in earnest, traveling to 
Kentucky to learn about not only the brown liquid but the heritage and culture. 
“We wanted to use traditional equipment and honor the craft of whiskey 
making,” says Robertson. “We also made a lot of friends there.”

They hired Rob Arnold, a Kentucky native, as their head distiller. Arnold 
has family roots in the business as well as the science background needed to 
make something wonderful out of water, yeast, corn and malted barley. He was 
studying for his doctorate in biochemistry at Dallas’ UT Southwestern Medical 
Center before joining the Firestone & Robertson team.

Sporting a straw cowboy hat, he checks the dials on the fermenters and climbs 
up to take a look at the mash. Along with Firestone and Robertson, he’s been 

a fixture at the distillery on a 
daily basis as production gears 
up. Arnold’s desk is scattered 
with thick textbooks. Talking to 
him about the DNA sequencing 
and the farm-to-bottle process 
that, in this case, started with a 
yeast strain found in a Glen Rose 
pecan, definitely makes one look 
at the rows and rows of bottles 
at the liquor store a little more 
appreciatively.

Word about the new venture 
started to spread pretty quickly 
last summer as construction 
began on the 40,000-square-foot 
brick warehouse on West Vickery 
Boulevard near the Stage West 
theater. Much as the area has 
embraced the craft breweries 
— Fort Worth’s Rahr & Sons is 
not far away — there also was a 
low roar from the spirits crowd. 
A wooden barrel bearing F&R’s 
logo, subtle signage for now, 
hangs from the exterior, the only 
indication of the business within.

“It took us about eight months 
to find this building,” says 

While friends, investors and small groups had been 
getting sneak peeks (and tastes) at the F&R for the last 
year, the label only recently had been approved by the 
Texas Alcoholic Beverage Commission and the partners 
were ready to begin bottling.

Located in a handsomely renovated 1927 brick 
warehouse on the southern edge of downtown Fort 
Worth, F&R represents the duo’s common goal to put the 
small-batch distillery — and Fort Worth — on the radar 
of whiskey lovers everywhere.

“Craft beer is incredibly popular now, but there 
are only about 250 microdistillers in the U.S,” says 
Robertson, 34, who comes from Midland and the oil and 
gas industry. “Small-batch” remains a popular buzzword 
in the spirits industry, and it’s still a niche market — 
especially in Texas, where a few craft distilleries are 
operating. The two men, already friends, were both 

The walls were covered by drywall, which was peeled away to reveal beautiful old brick. A heavy vault door leads to an interior room, which someday could serve as a 
private tasting or dining room. Repurposed planks of wood, complete with various shades of peeling paint, were used to build cabinets, below left, and shelves.  

Below right, you’ll know you are at the right place when you see this F&R barrel hanging outside.

Bourbon mash 
ferments in one 
of the stainless 

tanks. Depending 
on how long it’s 

been cooking, it can 
smell like oatmeal or 

creamed corn. Barrels 
of wheat, corn and 
malt barley are on 
view for visitors to 

see and touch. 

Whiskey used for the blend is filtered in a special stainless steel trough 
that helps screen out the char from the oak barrel. A drill, a special wood plug and a glass are keys to an 

impromptu sampling directly from the barrel. 

whiskey town
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THE DETAILS
Firestone & Robertson 
Distilling Co. Visit the website 
to sign up for distillery tours; 
the space also is available for 
private events and tastings. 
901 W. Vickery Blvd., Fort 
Worth; 817-840-9140 or  
www.frdistilling.com. 

What’s in a bottle
At the Firestone & Robertson 
offices, there’s a massive table 
laid out with every whiskey and 
bourbon bottle conceivable. 
Recognizing the importance 
of packaging and the limited 
space of the shelves of liquor 
stores and bars, principals 
Troy Robertson and Leonard 
Firestone took great care in 
the design of their bottle. “We 
wanted a clean look that was 
bold and simple and didn’t 
want to obscure the color 
of the whiskey, which is why 
we didn’t go with a big paper 
label,” says Robertson. The 
custom-designed wood-
and-cork caps are made 
in-house (Robertson has a 
background in woodworking), 
complete with an inlay of 
leather, everything from ostrich 
to calfskin. The scraps are 
donated from local boot 
makers. The canvas-wrapped 
neck and the narrow silver 
band around the bottom of 
the bottle are a nice yin-yang 
combination of ruggedness 
and elegance. And the bold 
“TX” definitely lets you know 
where the product comes 
from. The 750-ml bottle retails 
for around $40.

Robertson. “We looked 
everywhere, including out of 
town.”

While the structure’s 
historic bones were hidden 
by layers of drywall, they 
were immediately aware of 
its potential. “Once we saw 
it, the vision became a lot 
clearer,” says Firestone.

Part of the space holds 
a reception area, a tasting 
bar with a custom concrete 
countertop and a foot rail made of old plumbing pipe 
(the pipe also shows up in the exterior light sconces 
and cabinetry, as much of the old building materials 
were reused), offices and a conference room. Old 
doors with opaque glass windows and a rich patina 
of paint give the rooms an authentic look that can’t 
be replicated by an interior designer. There’s also 
a spacious bank vault that could serve as a private 
dining space.

The bulk of the warehouse is where the magic is 
made. As they planned to go big immediately with 
a pair of 500-gallon custom copper stills and five 
1,000-gallon stainless fermenting tanks, the distillery 
is the main attraction. The spacious room contains 
the cooking and storage area for both the stills and 
the stainless fermentation tanks, along with barrels 
and barrels of special blending whiskey from select 
Kentucky distillers. (Lest anyone get the idea to hijack 
either the copper or the whiskey, security includes 
a specially trained German shepherd who keeps a 
watchful eye on things, including the guys and Angela 
Weaver, the office manager.)

“We could have 
used smaller barrels, 
which speeds up the 
aging process, but 
again, we wanted 
to remain as true 
as possible to the 
heritage of making 
whiskey,” says 
Robertson.

Everything else — 
including the choice  
of wheat over 
rye for its taste 
characteristics, the 
custom-designed 
stills, the style of 
roller used to crush 
the grains and the 
amount of char on 

the inside of the American 
white oak barrels — is specific 
to Firestone & Robertson.

For the blend, they were 
aiming for something slightly 
sweet but still bold enough 
to be enjoyed neat or on 
the rocks. “We aspire to be 

the whiskey of Texas,” says Firestone. “There’s a 
responsibility that comes, too, with representing a city 
with a rich heritage such as Fort Worth.”

“We know — and our investors know — that this is 
a long-haul type of business. You can’t rush this,”  
says Robertson. 

The custom leather, wood and cork 
caps are made on site.  
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whiskey town
The char of an barrel plays an 
important role in the taste of the 
final product.
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