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X—mRIMAER AR K. ZHAEL
ADING THROUGH THE MURKY
ATERS OF CHERRY-BASED SPIRITS,
AND HOW THE CATEGORY CAN MOVE

FORWARD. BY JETHRO KANG.
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IT"S THE SWEET STUFF
THAT IS5 SO MEMORABLE
THE NEXT MORNING

BRANDY LIQUEUR?

Most of us probably nod to

the same beat when someone
mentions a cherry-based spirit:
some type of blood red liquid,
smelling sweetly of cherry and
sometimes other nuts and spices,
most commonly used in classic
cocktails like the Singapore
Sling, Blood and Sand and
Remember the Maine. But the
similarities stop there. To some,
it's a cherry brandy, to others, it's
a cherry liqueur. Or the kicker:

a cherry brandy liqueur. To add
to the confusion, the terms are
used interchangeably, even
though they don't always mean
the same thing. So how do you
dissect what is which?

The law provides a good place
to start. For the US, cherry
brandy is defined as a fruit
brandy and has to be “distilled
solely from the fermented juice
or mash of whole, sound, ripe
fruit or from standard fruit wine”.
Europe, however, doesn't call

it a brandy at all. It's a spirit to
them and has to be “produced
exclusively by the alcoholic
fermentation and distillation of
fleshy fruit or the must of such
fruit, with or without stones”.
Essentially, the term cherry
brandy is a misnomer; there's
no grape brandy involved,
only a fruit spirit that's made
completely from the flesh, skins,
seeds and juice of the cherry
fruit.

Ligueur, on the other hand, is clearer. It's
sweet - America dictates that two-and-
a-half per cent of its weight has to come
from sugar, while it's 100g per litre for
Europe - with a base of “any class or type
of spirits” for the US or an “ethyl alcohol
of agricultural origin or a distillate of
agricultural origin or one or more spirit”
for Europe. In real life, this usually means
a neutral grain or beet spirit that is heavily
sweetened with real cherries or cherry
flavour.

And then we have brandy liqueur. It's a
category only in the US - European law
has no definition of it — and it has to have
“the predominant characteristic flavour of
brandy made with brandy as the exclusive
distilled spirits base, bottled at not less
than 30 per cent alcohol by volume”. This
is where brandy finally comes into play. It's
made like a cherry liqueur but with brandy
as the base, and has to be at least 30 per
cent abwv.

So, cherry brandy, cherry liqueur and
cherry brandy liqueur: not the same thing,
but for the purpose of this story, we'll call

it all cherry ligqueur, which is probably the
closest to its true meaning.

HAT KIND OF CHERRY?|

In Amy Stewart’'s book The Drunken
Botanist: The Plants That Create The World's
Great Drinks, she notes that there are “at
least 120 species of cherry tree, many of
which are not grown for their fruit”. So
which types are turned into your favourite
cherry spirit? The most common is the
sweet cherry. They are "native to either
Asia or central Europe,” Stewart writes, and
“early archaeological evidence points to
both locations. By Roman times, at least ten
varieties were in cultivation”. Sour cherries
are next, and have been grown in Europe
for at least 2,000 years. Perhaps the most
familiar is the marasca cherry, which

most of us know as the bright red fruit that
tops off our ice cream. It's a “"dense, dark,
sour cherry” that originates from Zadar,
Croatia, and the region popularised the
practice of fermenting it with some sugar to
produce a clear spirit that we know today
as maraschino liqueur, made ubiquitous
by Luxardo.
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GIVE ME SOME SUGAR.

Another thing that's always
associated with cherry liqueur?
Sugar. Adam Frager, co-founder

of restaurant and bar Blood and
Sand in St Louis, Atlanta, says it's
the first thing he thinks about when
mixing with it. "They all have a
sweetness to them,” he says, “but
they vary from one product to the
next and can significantly alter a
cocktail.” So he balances it out with
rye, which “has a great dry body
with tons of spicy pepper notes”,

he says, or a citrusy London dry
gin that to “help cut through the
sweetness”. This is probably why
cherry liqueur works so well in the
rye-based Remember the Maine,
or sings with gin in the Singapore
Sling. Din Hassan, the Singaporean
bartender and category manager
at Singapore Beverages (they sell
Cherry Heering), takes a different
approach, choosing mezcal,
blended whisky, chocolate bitters
or even Tabasco. But these choices
are made in the same vein - spicy,
citrusy or smoky elements that
tame down the saccharine nature
of cherry liqueur.

TURN IT TIKI.

Despite the latest cocktail
renaissance highlighting many
obscure spirits that formerly
gathered dust on the back bar,
cherry liqueurs haven't exactly
benefitted from this attention.

“You see them more frequently in
classic recipes,” Frager says. “It's
unfortunate because products like

Heering and Luxardo are great ways to
import rich natural cherry flavours into
modern cocktails.” At his bar, Frager
used to do ten variations of Blood and
Sand, all using Cherry Heering. But
with tiki culture becoming popular, the
cloying flavours of cherry liqueurs are
slowly finding their way back in. "As
with all tiki-style cocktails, there’s heavy
use of booze, sugar, citrus and spice,
all with a tropical feel,” Frager adds.
‘I've found that the deep cherry notes of
both Luxardo and Heering are a great
complement and substitute for almond,
allspice and passionfruit syrups.”
Warren Bobrow, author of books such
as Apothecary Cocktails: Restorative
Drinks from Yesterday and Today,

also points to the sweet nature of tiki
cocktails as working in cherry liqueur’s
favour. "I'm from the mindset of dry,
and sometimes overproof rum over
sweet, caramel coloured and heavily
sugared rum in a tiki drink,” he says.
“It's the sweet stuff that is so memorable
the next morning.” So he layers cherry
flavours at the bottom of the glass and
serves it with a straw for guests to “pull
the sweet liqueur up from the bottom
through the drier elements of the rum”.

A CHERRY-SOAKED FUTURE.

Maybe the best way to update cherry
liqueurs for the future is the simplest
way: education. "I don't think enough
bartenders appreciate the true quality
of spirits like Heering and Luxardo,”
says Frager. "There aren't many liqueurs
that match that kind of quality and
craftsmanship.” Hassan adds: "More
masterclasses that allow bartenders

to taste cherry spirits with other spirits
and bitters and a great competition
that educate bartender how to prepare
for a competition.” Better yet, he says,

to “teach them to be ambassadors and
invite them to the distillery”. That way,
bartenders will still be term-swapping
cherry brandy, liqueur and brandy-
liqueur interchangeably for many
years to come. P
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