
Desperate times call for desperate mea-
sures. The proverb is apropos of how 
Fabio Martini and Joel Myers of The 

Woods Spirit Co. came to distill amaro, their 
first-ever spirit. Amaro is the Italian word for 
“bitter” and it describes an herbal liqueur made 
in the land of dolce vita.

The story isn’t exactly a tale of love and 
war, but close enough. The love interest: 
the Negroni cocktail. The war: BC’s Campari 
shortage last year. The hand-wringing was real 
and the news media ran half a dozen or more 
stories about bartenders lamenting the loss of 
this powerful bitter liqueur in their arsenal.

Martini says he and Myers decided to distill 
a replacement for the Italian amaro—with 
a West Coast twist. As fanciful as this bitter 
orange crush might sound, the pair came by 
distilling honestly. “We’re foragers,” Martini 
explains. He had run a small foraging tour com-
pany and one day, when hiking with Myers, the 
idea for starting a craft distillery came ‘out of 
the woods,’ he says. “We started out wanting 
to make a gin from the forest.” Instead, the 
Campari shortage spurred them to make “a 
modern liqueur with a deep respect for the 
Italian tradition of amaro.” 

The roots of bitter liqueurs wander far 
beyond the boot. According to Jim Meehan’s 
tome, The PDT Cocktail Book, the first bitter 
liqueurs distilled from herbal ingredients such 

as bark, herbs and spices were “made 
by medieval monks or apothecaries 
as elixirs and health tonics in Northern 
Europe, France, Italy and Spain.”

In fact, the “desper-
ate times” proverb 
has Latin origins that 
translate to “Desperate 
diseases must have 
desperate remedies.” 

It makes sense: the main bitter ingredient in 
herbal liqueurs is gentian root, which was used 
to battle ills such as malaria and parasites.

Today most bitter liqueurs are made in 
Italy, following time-honoured recipes that are 
virtually classified. Some are aperitivos, sipped 
before the meal to stimulate the appetite. 
Others are digestivos designed to settle the 
stomach. Many accomplish both tasks, whether 
sipped neat or on the rocks, in a cocktail or 
with a splash of soda.

By way of explanation for his bitter orange 
ardour, Martini references his Italian roots and 
his family’s fondness for the Spritz cocktail, 
which was introduced by Aperol, another 
amaro, in the 1950s.

Aperol has been around since 1919 when 
it was launched by the Barbieri brothers at 
the Padua International Fair. Interestingly, I 
met Martini and Myers at Vancouver’s annual 
BC Distilled festival where the pair debuted 
their amaro. Although they’re not fratelli, 
Martini and Myers describe their venture as 
“the combined curiosity of two friends whose 
lives have been enchanted and shaped by 
the West Coast…” Perhaps their amaro will 
endure for a century too.

My own enchantment with amari was simi-
larly sparked by a Spritz I sipped in Verona, the 
locale of another love and war story, starring 
Romeo and Juliet.

On the bitter spectrum, Aperol is sweeter 
and less bitter compared to Campari. The 
Woods Spirit Co.’s amaro starts off sweet and 
citrusy and has a pleasingly bitter finish, close 
to Campari in my mind. “We worked really hard 
to balance it,” says Martini. In keeping with 
tradition he stays mum on the “unconventional 
sweetener” they use. The bitter ingredients, 
however, include bitter orange, gentian and 
wormwood. The West Coast homage comes 

from the addition of grand fir needles, which 
impart nuances of grapefruit. 

“We also use a lot of rhubarb,” says Martini, 
which is a go-to bitter ingredient in most 
amari, including Aperol and Campari. The latter 
also includes ginseng and chinotto, an Italian 
bitter orange. For my taste, though, Amaro 
Nonino Quintessentia hits the bittersweet spot 
compared to Aperol (too sweet) and Campari 
(too bitter).

These orange-forward amari are typi-
cally lighter in colour and alcohol, with a few 
exceptions. Recently, I’ve started exploring 
their darker, higher-proof side, starting with 
Amaro Ramazzotti, which claims to be Italy’s 
first bitter liqueur. Introduced in 1815, it’s made 
with a secret blend of 33 herbs, roots and 
spices. A handful of ingredients include star 
anise, orange, cardamom, cloves, galangal and 
myrrh. It’s thick and reminds me of another 
herbal liqueur: Jägermeister. I like the level of 
bitters, but I prefer the more chocolate-y and 
citrusy taste of Averna Amaro (introduced in 
1868), though the bitters are definitely on the 
tame side.

Then there’s the legendary Fernet-Branca, 
which is toe-curlingly bitter, just the way San 
Franciscans and Argentinians like it.  It’s often 
reported that their lust for the liqueur drinks up 
a staggering portion of Fernet-Branca’s market 
share. Fernet-Branca has been made since 1845 
following a formula of 27 herbs (the ususal 
suspects, plus chamomile, aloe and saffron). Its 
minty aroma is alluring but it takes just a single 
sip to be hit with its boozy bitterness, finished 
with a rush of mint. I’m smitten already.

You never know what you’ll fall in love with, 
but exploring amari might be the start of a 
beautiful relationship. As for Martini and Myers, 
one thing is for sure. They’ll never be short of 
their beloved amaro. 

t h e  t h i r s t y  d e n t i s t  j a n e t  g y e n e s

bitter crush
Herbal liqueurs or Italian amari have seduced the cocktail crowd

Janet Gyenes is a magazine writer and editor who likes to dally in spirits, especially when 
discovering something like corenwyn jenever (a gin-like Dutch spirit)—straight or in cocktails 

like the “bramble.” Have a boozy idea or question? Send it to feedback@inprintpublications.com 
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Ramazzotti  
30% ABV 

Averna  
29% ABV
 

Fernet-Branca  
39% ABV
Hanky Panky

1.75 oz Gin
0.75 oz Sweet Vermouth 
0.25 oz Fernet-Branca

Stir with ice; strain  
into a chilled cocktail 
glass. Garnish with an 
orange twist.

Black Manhattan

2 oz Bourbon
1 oz Averna Amaro 
1 dash Angostura 
bitters

Stir with ice; strain into 
a chilled cocktail glass. 
Garnish with a cherry. 

Ragtime 

1 oz Rye whiskey 
1 oz  Amaro Ramazzotti 
1 oz Aperol
2 dashes Peychaud’s 
bitters 
Absinthe mist

Stir. Strain. Garnish  
with an orange twist. 

Aperol  
11% ABV
 

Nonino 
Quintessentia 
35% ABV 
  

Campari  
25% ABV 
 Aperol Spritz 

3 parts Prosecco 
2 parts Aperol
1 part soda

Pour all ingredients 
into a wine glass. 
Garnish with an 
orange slice.

Negroni

Stir together equal parts 
of each: Campari, gin, 
sweet Vermouth.  

Serve over ice. Garnish 
with an orange slice. 

Aperol Spritz 

1 oz Nonino 
Quintessentia  Amaro 
1 oz Aperol 
1 oz Bourbon 
1 oz Lemon juice

Shake together with 
ice. Strain and serve.

Less bitter More bitter Less bitter More bitter


