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APPLE
DISTILLED
THE SPIRITS 
INDUSTRY TAKES 
A CUE FROM 
CIDER

J ust as the craft beer boom paved the way for 
a cider revival, so the rise of craft whiskey and 
other grain spirits has boosted interest in liquor 

from fruits other than grapes. For cidermakers, it’s a natural 
evolution—once you’re fermenting something, why not 
distill it too?—though not a simple one. Would-be fruit 
distillers need a new skill set and costly distilling equipment. 
Government regulations are more stringent for distillers 
than brewers (due in part to the higher tax on spirits) and 
rules vary from state to state. And as with all artisanal adult 
beverages, the market is increasingly competitive.

BY JEFF BOOK
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“We currently sell about 20,000 cases a year of apple 
spirits,” says Lisa Laird Dunn, the ninth generation of family 
distillers. “We’re the largest producer, and we’re running 
low on inventory. We plan to double capacity in the next 
couple of years.”

Laird’s best-selling apple product is their blended 
applejack—35 percent apple brandy and 65 percent neu-
tral grain spirits, aged in bourbon barrels. “You can call 
apple brandy applejack, but blended applejack is its own 
category,” Dunn says. “My grandfather got it approved and 
we’re the only producer making it. We make all our apple 
spirits the same way he did.”

She recalls the dark period from the mid-70s to the 
mid-80s, when the country shunned brown spirits in favor 
of clear ones like vodka, and Laird stopped production 
of apple spirits and sold from its inventory. Since then, 
the pendulum has swung back to brown, as consumers 
increasingly embrace traditional American products 
with an artisanal attitude. To compensate for fruit spirits’ 
smaller market and higher input cost (grain being cheaper 
than fruit), distillers of them often also make whiskey as 
well as vodka and gin to generate sufficient sales.

In the northern “Apple Belt,” several producers of farm-
to-flask fruit spirits are themselves growers. Mike Beck of 
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Uncle John’s Cider Mill and Uncle John’s Hard Cider uses apples from his 
fifth-generation Michigan orchard to make vodka, apple brandy and “a pom-
meau, which we call apple dessert wine,” he says. “We add apple spirits to 
slightly fermented musts, then barrel-age it. When you start with something 
so beautiful, it has to make a difference.”

Like Beck, Derek Grout of Harvest Spirits gets fruit directly from his 
family’s orchards in upstate New York. “We only have dessert apples, no 
cider varietals, so I’m not sure we’d be able to make a superior cider,” he 
says. Instead they yield Harvest’s appealing, triple-distilled Core vodka and 
twice-distilled Cornelius applejack, which is aged two years in old bourbon 
barrels and finished in medium-charred French oak. He macerates fruits in 
applejack, then adds their juice to it to make peach and cherry applejacks, and 
redistills black raspberry-infused vodka in the manner of French framboise. 
For his oak-aged Rare Pear brandy, he crushes the fruit instead of pressing it 
and ferments on the skins to “preserve more of the pear flavor,” he explains.

Apple Country Spirits (ACS) is another upstate New York producer with 
roots in a family fruit farm, four generations to be precise. “We kind of went 
at it backward,” says founder David DeFisher, who launched the company 
in 2012. “We started as a distillery, then introduced our Rootstock Cider in 
2015. But that allowed us to experiment with different fruits and yeast strains 
that may not make the best cider but will still make good vodka.”

Along with their apple-distilled Tree vodka, ACS makes a Calvados-style 
apple brandy aged in used red wine barrels, applejack aged in used bour-
bon barrels and unaged applejack that head distiller Collin McConville says 

“A really well-crafted fruit brandy layers into a cocktail beautifully,” 
says Lance Winters of St. George Spirits. Instead of flavored vodka, 
he suggests using one part eau de vie to three parts vodka to get 
a “full fruit note.” For a pleasing variation on a whiskey cocktail, 
substitute barrel-aged apple brandy, or try one of these sippers. 

But for cidermakers, consumers and mixologists, it can 
be well worth the effort. Distilling fruit yields potent elix-
irs with essential flavors and heady aromatics that delight 
the palate. Fine brandy (often barrel-aged) and eau de vie 
(unoaked) are delightful alone—say, sipped as a digestif. 
With the addition of fresh or fermented fruit juice, they 
become luscious liqueurs, cordials and pommeaus, all 
lower-alcohol alternatives to high-proof spirits. And all can 
elevate cocktails.

GENERATIONS OF SPIRITS
Like cider, apple brandy was very popular in colonial America. 
It was also known as applejack, which could be made by 
“jacking” cider—using freeze distillation to remove water and 
increase proof. But evaporative distillation was common and 
“applejack” and “apple brandy” were used interchangeably, 
and still are, though distillers tend to reserve the former term 
for brandy that nods to early America.

Scotsman William Laird began making apple brandy soon 
after immigrating to New Jersey in 1698. His great-grandson 
Robert Laird served in the revolutionary army under George 
Washington, with whom the family had earlier shared their 
recipe for “cyder spirits.” Incorporated in 1780 by Robert 
Laird, Laird & Company is America’s oldest distiller.

WESTERN 
JACK ROSE
k COURTESY OF SANTA FE SPIRITS
3 ounces Santa Fe Spirits apple brandy
½ ounce fresh lime or lemon juice
½ ounce pomegranate juice

Pour ingredients into mixing glass with 
ice and shake. Strain into a Martini glass 
and garnish with an apple slice and 
Maraschino cherry.

SERVED UP

21 GUN SALUTE
k COURTESY OF ST. GEORGE SPIRITS
1 ounce St. George Spirits pear brandy
1 ½ ounces apple cider
Angostura bitters 
1 sugar cube

Soak sugar cube in bitters. Shake other 
ingredients with ice and strain into a 
cocktail glass. Flame sugar cube and 
drop into drink.

JERSEY GIRL
k COURTESY OF LAIRD & COMPANY 
1 ½ ounces Laird & Company applejack
1 ounce Cointreau
½ ounce fresh lime juice
2 dashes of cranberry juice

Shake well with ice and strain into a 
chilled Martini glass. Garnish with a lime 
wedge.

“We add 
apple spirits 

to slightly 
fermented 

musts, then 
barrel-age 

it. When you 
start with 

something so 
beautiful, it 
has to make 

a difference," 
says Mike 

Beck of Uncle 
John's.
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“You get a better cider by blending 
varieties, and the same is true of spirits, 
especially if you’re going to barrel age it,” 
says Lee Lutes of Black Star Farms.

It generally 
takes 20-25 

gallons of 
cider to distill 
one gallon of 

brandy.
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“is like moonshine made with apples.” Their gold med-
al-winning pear brandy rests for several months in used 
applejack barrels, adding character while preserving 
the more delicate pear qualities.

It generally takes 20-25 gallons of cider to distill 
one gallon of brandy, which is worth more but sells 
less. The payoff in added value varies, but spirits have 
clear benefits. According to DeFisher and McConville, 
there is an advantage to offering both cider and apple 
brandy as they appeal to different markets and the fruit 
spirits last indefinitely, gaining complexity with age. In 
addition, producers that grow their own fruit can reap a 
greater return on investment—especially in states that 
allow on-site sales.

“You want visitors to be able to visit, taste product 
and cocktails, and buy a bottle,” notes Ted Huber of 
Huber Winery in Borden, Indiana. “Not till we got all 
three in Indiana in 2001 would we open a distillery… 
If you’re an apple grower and you have a huge crop or 
storm damage that downgrades your apples, you can 
retain more value by turning them into brandy.”

Huber’s first spirit was applejack, made from a rec-
ipe handed down in the family, which has farmed in the 
area since 1843. “We distill a mix of our apples, includ-
ing Jonathan, Stayman and Winesap,” he says. “We use 
the same distillate for applejack and apple brandy, but 
the aging makes all the difference.” The former is in 
bourbon barrels for at least three years, the latter in 
larger French oak barrels for five to 10 years.

Huber also makes a variety of infusions, blending 
blueberry, peach, raspberry and strawberry spirits 
with fresh juice, then filtering out the pulp. “We prefer 
to bottle them as dessert wines rather than liqueurs,” 
he explains. “In Indiana that label lets us take them to 
wine festivals and tastings and they can be served in 
restaurants that only have a wine license. Also, wine is 
taxed at a lower level than spirits.”

FARM-BASED INNOVATION
Wineries and tourism thrive on Michigan’s Leelanau 
Peninsula, with its long summer days and maritime 
climate. Reaping the benefits of the area, Black Star 
Farms began making wine and spirits in the late 
1990s. Made from Jonagold, Jonathan, Rhode Island 
Greening, Northern Spy and other cider-centric vari-
eties, its brandy is barrel-aged for three to five years 
in French and American oak. “You get a better cider 
by blending varieties, and the same is true of spirits, 
especially if you’re going to barrel age it,” says wine-
maker Lee Lutes.

In a stuffed spirits market, Black Star also pro-
duces other unique offerings like plum and apricot 
eaux de vie to set itself apart. “With the European-
style eaux de vie, we’ve developed a nice niche where 
we’re not competing with the glut of vodka and whis-
key makers,” Lutes adds.

Jeff and Laurie Quint launched Cedar Ridge, Iowa’s 
only winery-distillery in 2005. For the first time since 
Prohibition, every state in the country now has at least 
one licensed distillery, and theirs was the first in Iowa. 
Their biggest seller is whiskey made from Iowa corn, 
but they also make apple and pear brandy and Howdy’s 
Apple Pie, a liqueur made with neutral grain spirits, 
apple juice and spices. With an 80-gallon pot still, 
Cedar Ridge has the option of making both brandies 
and liqueurs.

In 2008 Robert and Sonat Birnecker opened 
KOVAL Distillery—the first in Chicago since the mid-
1800s. Drawing on the distilling traditions of Robert’s 
Austrian family, KOVAL focuses on organic grain spir-
its but also produces apple and pear brandy and a 
brandy made from Carolina peaches to be released 
this summer. “Our hybrid pot-column still has sen-
sors on every part of it for precise control,” Sonat 

Birnecker says. “We believe in tradition but also in technology. We also do 
consulting and have helped set up more than 100 distilleries in the U.S. and 
Canada.”

West of the Rockies, an enduring pioneer spirit yields innovative distillers—
none more so than St. George Spirits in Alameda, California, which launched 
the modern craft distillery movement with its founding in 1982. “We adhere to 
the eau de vie tradition where you try to create an olfactory snapshot of the 
fruit,” says Lance Winters, master distiller and show-runner of the stills. “It starts 
with finding great quality fruit.”

There’s ample demand for St. George’s highly praised pear, raspberry and 
barrel-aged apple brandies and raspberry and spiced-pear liqueurs (40 percent 
ABV), made by adding fruit juice to 90 percent ABV brandy.

Another pioneer, Clear Creek Distillery, from Portland, Oregon, started 
making its flagship pear brandy in 1985. It’s made like a European Poire Williams 
eau de vie (made from Bartlett pears and unoaked), just as Calvados inspired 
their apple brandy, “made entirely with Golden Delicious apples because 
they’re high in sugar and the price is right,” says operations manager Rachel 
Inman. “We age it in a combination of new and old Cognac barrels.”

CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT: COURTESY OF ST. GEORGE SPIRITS; ST. GEORGE SPIRITS; CLEAR CREEK; BY JIM LOMMASSON; 
BY JIM LOMMASSON; APPLE COUNTY SPIRITS; COURTESY OF SAN JUAN ISLAND DISTILLERY 



CIDERCRAFTMAG.COM 5352 CIDERCRAFTMAG.COM

Benefiting from first-rate Northwest fruit, Clear 
Creek’s esteemed range includes ethereal cherry, 
raspberry, Mirabelle plum, Slivovitz (blue plum) and 
Douglas fir eaux de vie, as well as cranberry, marion-
berry, cassis, raspberry, cherry and pear liqueurs. For 
an additional layer, the latter two are macerated in 
brandy of the same fruit for extra flavor.

REGIONAL TASTES
When Colin Keegan of Santa Fe Spirits acquired an 
apple orchard near Santa Fe, he started making cider. 
“Then I decided to distill it, in part to reduce the vol-
ume,” he recalls. “Now we only make cider for distilling.”

His orchards are at 7,000 feet in elevation and he 
draws from other high-country orchards, supplement-
ing Jonathan, Gala and Golden Delicious with tart apples 
such as Castleton and Bramley. “It’s dry here, high desert, 
so we lose more to evaporation but get faster aging,” he 
notes. “The more volatile elements can escape sooner so 
we get to the desired flavor profile sooner.”

Keegan’s mellow apple brandy, aged in new, medi-
um-char American oak or old bourbon barrels, imparts 
a sense of place, as does his gin, infused with cholla 
cactus, desert sage and other local flora.

Local flavors also prevail at San Juan Island 
Distillery, an offshoot of Westcott Bay, Washington 
State’s second-oldest craft cidery. “Our business 
now is about two-third spirits, one-third cider,” says 
co-owner Hawk Pingree. Their much-lauded apple 
brandy is made with “eating apples, which supply aro-
matics you want,” he says. “The tannins in cider apples 
don’t translate into spirits very well.”

Their 50-gallon Adolf Adrian pot still enables 
small-batch runs and diverse offerings. Among them 
are various Spy Hop gins—some made from apples 
and supplementing traditional botanicals with island-
sourced ones such as lavender, Madrone bark, nettles 
and elderflowers—and apple spirits infused with black-
berry, thimbleberry and tangerine peel, along with a 
lavender and wild-rose liqueur.

While San Juan Island’s apple eau de vie goes into 
their cidery’s pommeau, cidermakers across North 
America can also obtain spirits from unaffiliated 
distillers they supply with juice. In Canada, Michel 
Jodoin supplies spirits to most of Québec’s cider-
makers, while British Columbia’s Sea Cider Farm & 
Ciderhouse fortifies its pommeau and applejack 
with eau de vie from Victoria Spirits. In Washington 
State, The Ellensburg Distillery fuels Tieton Cider 
Works’ pommeau, while Finnriver Farm & Cidery 
relies on nearby Admiralty Distillers for eau de vie to 
create its port-style apple, blackberry and pear wines 
and “brandy dessert wines” (fruit wines with brandy 
added), both with an 18.5 percent ABV.

For cidermakers interested in taking their product 
to a higher alcohol level, Lutes of Black Star Farms 
says to trust your taste buds. “Your most important 
tool is your palate,” he says. “I tell people interested in 
distilling to educate their palate by putting together a 
library of spirits and tasting them critically.”

With critical analysis, a cultured palate and the 
means and ability to master fruit alchemy, the results 
from cider to apple spirits can be magical. l

“We adhere 
to the eau de 
vie tradition 

where you 
try to create 
an olfactory 
snapshot of 

the fruit,” says 
Lance Winters 

of St. George 
Spirits. “It 

starts with 
finding great 
quality fruit.”
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