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There’s a hard cider explosion going 
on—literally. During late summer, 
news media outlets across North 

America reported on bursting bottles of 
Angry Orchard cider, which the Ohio-based 
company recalled. The blow-up was caused 
by re-fermentation in the bottle, which 
causes carbonation levels to increase. And 
when that extra pressure builds up, some-
thing’s gotta give! 

The news put hard cider in the spotlight, 
which can’t hurt, since the fermented apple 
juice doesn’t get much appreciation outside 
of Europe. And that’s surprising, considering 
it was the first boozy beverage produced 
and consumed in North America, according 
to the Ontario Craft Cider Association. 

Back then, everyone knew how to make 
it—and did. But cider faced stiff competi-
tion from an influx of German immigrants 
who preferred making beer. And during 
Prohibition, cider trees were cut down. But 
now craft cider is finally making a come-
back. In Canada, the industry is expected to 
increase to $263 million annually in 2016, up 
from $90 million in 2006. 

What took so long? Maybe mass-market 
overly sweet or too-tart ciders have coloured 
our understanding of how traditional cider 
should taste. Or maybe it’s because of the 
craft movement that’s seen breweries and 
distilleries cropping up across the country.

In the Pacific Northwest, there’s a profu-
sion of small-batch producers on both sides 
of the border growing their own apples 
and making artisanal ciders. During a recent 
trip to Port Townsend, a Victorian village on 
Washington’s Olympic Peninsula, I visited 
Alpenfire Cider,  home of Washington’s first-
ever organic cider apple orchard and the first 

organic cider processor in the state’s history.
Alpenfire is owned by Nancy and Steve 

“Bear” Bishop, an affable couple who got 
serious about cider-making after wrapping 
up other careers in the early 2000s. 

“We started with Red Delicious [apples] 
because that’s all we were growing in 
Western Washington,” says Bear. But now 
he knows better. In 2003, Bear and Nancy 
travelled to England, France and Spain to 
learn about European cider-making. Nancy 
focused on production; Bear spent his time 
studying the fruit. Planting a proper cider 
apple orchard wasn’t in the initial plans, but 
after their education abroad, Nancy and Bear 
knew it was an essential step. 

Why? Cider apples are classified based 
on their tannin and acid content, ranging 
from bittersweet and bittersharp to sharp 
and sweet. It’s these characteristics that set 
European-style cider apart from many North 
Amercan varieties. Standard apples tend to 
produce one-dimensional ciders, says Nancy.

Fortuitously, Washington State 
University’s Mount Vernon research centre 
had a 20-year-old block of European varieties 
of cider fruit it had planned to discard. These 
were used to propagate the espaliered trees 
in the Alpenfire orchard. Nancy points out 
some of the 14 varieties of apples—half 
bittersweets, half bittersharps—that go into 
the seven ciders Alpenfire produces. There’s 
Foxwhelp, which “get huge,” compared to 
other cider apples, and Muscadet de Dieppe, 
which grows in clusters. Both are blended 
into Flame, a French-style cider made in the 
méthode champenoise. They also get mixed 
with others to make Pirate’s Plank Bone Dry, a 
“scrumpy-style” cider. Scrumpy, a British term, 
refers to rough-and-ready farmhouse cider.

Once apples are harvested, typically in 
late autumn, they’re washed twice, pressed 
and left to sit and “sweat” for four to six 
weeks, which concentrates sugars and soft-
ens apples. “The cider fruit has all the tannins 
in it so it preserves the fruit. They don’t break 
down like a grocery store apple,” says Nancy.

Like wine, cider vintages vary from year 
to year depending on how much acid is in 
the fruit, and blending the varieties brings 
balance. Alpenfire’s ciders are unfiltered 
and aged in neutral oak barrels for a couple 
of months, then bottle conditioned. That 
means a bit of sugar is added to the cider 
before bottling, which works with the yeast 
to produce natural bubbles—no carbon-
ation required. 

The Dungeness Orchard blend, however, 
is an example of yet another way Alpenfire 
is challenging the cider status quo. It’s made 
from a blend of more than 200 varieties 
grown by an apple pioneer in neighbour-
ing Sequim. And unlike its effervescent 
counterparts, Dungeness Orchard is flat—no 
bubbles—something unexpected in a cider, 
says Nancy. It’s reminiscent of white wine 
and representative of the complexity of cider 
that’s taken for granted in North America. 

Another unintended benefit of such a 
cider? It won’t explode.  
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craft cider comeback
European-style apples are getting pressed into service

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 

         drink up! Sample Pacific Northwestcider at these two autumn events

NW Ciderfest | October 10, 2015
Pioneer Courthouse Square, Portland, Oregon
More than 30 cider producers will be on hand at this 
event that will feature food trucks and live music. 
Fundraising efforts on behalf of NW Ciderfest are 
in support the Muscular Dystrophy Association’s 
Summer Camp. nwciderfest.org

BC Cider Week | October 17–25, 2015
Various locations in BC 
The first annual B.C. Cider Week welcomes members 
of the NorthWest Cider Association to join B.C. 
cider producers in a week-long event throughout 
the province. It kicks off with an opening festival. 
bcciderweek.com

From left Dungeness still cider; Pirate’s Plank “Scrumpy” 
cider; Flame cider, made in the  méthode champenoise


