NAPA VALLEYV

,«—'W,
8 %y

H
[
e
A
/
‘/
f
Lo
(EE
NORTH 1f
CAROLINA iy
HARD i1} P
CIDER {I- ig e
w1 NORTH by
:‘ CAROLINA '-f
; ‘DRY ki
HARD i
CIDER iff
i
ol
<

Mﬂmumz u 4
.l o m

52 | NORTH CAROLINA WINE PRESS

cider revival

How one local winery is reintroducing a bygone beverage
BY CHRIS GIGLEY / PHOTOS BY J. SINCLAIR

hen Sean

McRitchie enjoys

a glass of his hard

cider, the owner of

McRitchie Winery
and Ciderworks in Thurmond often
recalls his childhood. Sean grew up in a
winemaking family in Oregon’s Wil-
lamette Valley, where he would pass a
vineyard or two on the walk home from
school every day. He always made a
point of stopping at one.

“Fred Atterberry used to make cider
like this,” says Sean, holding his glass of
glistening cider to the sunlight. “I always
liked hanging out at his winery because
he had a cool beard, smoked a pipe, and
told cool stories.”

Fred also ran a pristine operation and
produced a small line of simple, clean
wines and ciders that maintained the

character of the fruit. Sean never forgot
that experience.

Making cider was always part of the
plan when he and his wife, Patricia,
opened their own winery near Stone
Mountain State Park in 2007. Sean, who
had worked for wineries in Napa Valley,
Australia, and France, saw in the Yadkin
Valley a chance to do his own thing.

“It's beautiful here, but you have
to be on your toes,” he says. “It’s not
boring farming because of the volatile
weather we have. But to try to start my
own brand in Napa, you can’t even think
about it over there. Oregon has gotten
that way, too.”

In those wine-growing regions, a mini
Renaissance for hard cider has already
begun. Here in North Carolina, Sean is
still the only artisan hard cider producer
in the state.



Ups and Downs

Hard cider may be a niche drink in
the United States right now, but back
in the colonial era it was easily the most
popular beverage among settlers.

“There wasn’t any other way to make
alcohol and keep a beverage fresh back
then,” says Patricia, the historian and
apple expert of the McRitchie duo.
“Johnny Appleseed was so popular
because he was a facilitator for making
alcohol. He brought apples to everyone
so they could make cider.”

Johnny Appleseed wasn’t the only rea-
son cider became widespread in colonial
America. Apple trees grew just about
anywhere and in just about any kind of
climate. As anyone who's left out a bottle
of nonalcoholic cider knows, making the
hard stuff is pretty easy. Let it ferment for
a few days, and there you have it.

The European settlers of early
America were also familiar with cider. It
had been popular in the old country dat-
ing all the way back to Medieval times.
The largest cider-producing regions of
the world are still in Europe, where the
styles can be vastly different. Somg Eng-
lish ciders, Sean says, are barrel-aged,
which lends an earthy flavor. Apfelwein,
meanwhile, is a clear, pucker-inducing
cider prized by the locals in central
Germany.

“You go to Ireland or England or
France, and people are pretty tuned
into cider,” says Sean, who has traveled
Europe sampling the different varieties.
“The truth is the best way to drink cider
is like a beer. In fact, we discourage
people from swirling our cider in the

glass and sniffing it like a wine.”

This, despite the fact that Sean puts
his dry and semidry ciders in wine
bottles and sells it alongside his reds and
whites. “It’s very similar to beer to me,

especially in its carbonated form,” he
says. “It has the same alcohol volume as
beer, too. When I'm off work, I'll pour it
in a coffee cup and down it.”

The U.S. market still hasn’t caught
up with Europe, and it’s easy to see why.
Cider has had its ups and downs here.
Massive German immigration in the
19th century brought beer to America
and pushed cider to the background.
Then, prohibition in the 1930s virtually
killed the market. Unfiltered, nonalco-
holic apple juice filled the void, and its
producers decided to call it cider, too.
Now, America is the place where people
think cider is cloudy apple juice.

Patricia says popularity for cider has
exploded in other apple growing regions
of the country, such as Washington and
Vermont, home of Woodpecker Pre-
mium Cider, the country’s most popular
commercial brand of hard cider. In
those regions, artisan cider houses like
McRitchie are popping up everywhere.

“I think the future for cider is more
about educating people and making
them aware that this type of hard cider is
not the more commercial malt beverage
type of cider that they may have tasted
before,” Patricia explains.

“When people become more aware
and have the opportunity to taste it,
there will be more interest in cider.
There definitely are people who stop to
see us because they are curious when
they see ‘Ciderworks’ on our signs.”

What these customers taste when they
arrive is something different altogether.
In fact, it's something they've probably
never tasted before.

[f you go

McRitchie Winery & Ciderworks
315 Thurmond PO Road
Thurmond, N.C.28683
336-874-3003
www.mcritchiewine.com

Tastingsand Tours:

McRitchie Winery & Ciderworksis
openThursday through Sunday from
noonto5p.m.,orbyappointment. The
tastingroomisalso available for small
partiesand meetings. Contact Patricia
McRitchie forscheduling.
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aamad

8 |
& <o 3 A .m‘i“ il
Gourmet Shop - Garden Flags - Aromatique

Monday-Saturday
10 am - 6 pm

(336) 760-1717
Toll Free: (866) 760-1717
694 Hanes Mall Boulevard
Winston Salem, NC 27103
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Visit our boutique style, family-owned vineyard in the Yadkin Valley!

Fri. 12-6pm, Sat. 12-6pm, Sun. 12-6pm, Mon.-Thur. by appointment
4201 Apperson Road, East Bend NC ¢ www.cellar4201.com

North Carolina’s Premier
Retirement Community

142 Bermuda Village Drive
Bermuda Run, NC 27006

800-843-5433
336-998-6539
www.BermudaVillage.net

. Recapture

Freedom!

Retirement takes on a new

meaning at Bermuda Village!

Home ownership (fee simple)

Affordable, no non-refundable entrance fee
Independent, active lifestyle

Many amenities from activities to fine dining
Security of gated country club community

Health care to meet your needs

Nationally recognized medical facilities within |5 min.

Culture, theater, arts, sports events for your pleasure
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An Ongoing Experiment

Before the McRitchies started making
cider, they drove every winding road in
the North Carolina mountains looking
for good apples. They found Perry Lowe
Orchards in Moravian Falls, where Ty
Lowe is the third generation to grow
apples on Brushy Mountain.

“He was one of the few growers
who had a lot of different varieties still
growing instead of just the common
varieties,” says Patricia. “Not every apple
grower could provide that. He was also
interested in cider, so he was a good
partner for us.”

The McRitchies say finding locally
grown apples was a big key, but so was
finding types of apples that haven’t been
tinkered with. “A lot of commercial
apples just don’t have enough charac-
ter,” says Patricia. “They’re missing a bit-
ter quality or a sweet quality that makes
a cider more interesting. We wanted
heirloom apples, which are not always
good for eating or making pies. It takes
a big commitment for someone to plant
these apple trees and maintain them.”

Sean says he’s had a lot of fun experi-
menting with different apples, although
he admits the differences in flavor are
subtle. People relatively new to the bev-
erage probably won'’t notice cider made
from one blend of apples versus another,
but he and other connoisseurs can.

“I'll try a big pile of Stamen apples
with some Granny Smith and see how
that goes,” he says. “I did one batch of
nothing but Pink Lady apples, and it was
delicious. I tried a Golden Delicious
apple and didn’t like it. It's a continual
batch process and seeing what does the
best, but it’s fun for me.”

The McRitchies have started a modest



orchard at the winery, although it will
never produce enough apples for cider.
“It will be more to let people try the
different apples to see what a bitter apple
tastes like or what a bittersweet apple

tastes like,” says Patricia.

The apples that are used for cider go
through a production process almost
identical to winemaking, with a few
exceptions. In addition to being pressed,
the apples must be ground up, and
carbonation means bottling is a bj} more
complicated.

Then there are the apples. “With
grapes, you pick them and have to get
them going within a day or two,” says
Sean. “Apples cold store well and stay
fresh much longer.”

Harvest runs from August through
December, and the McRitchies can
keep batches of apples for up to six
months before pressing them. Sean usu-
ally doesn’t have to wait long. He makes
batches of 200 cases at a time. It’s likely
a visitor who buys a bottle of cider one
month and returns a month later to buy
another will taste something made from
a different blend of apples.

Maybe one day, he says, he’ll find a
particular apple or blend and stick with
it. Then again, maybe not.

“Apples are low in sugar compared to
grapes, so they only produce so much
alcohol unless you manipulate them,”
Sean says. “Some producers add sugar.
Others actually add alcohol. T press the
apples, turn it into wine, filter it, and
bottle it. The style I go for is clean, not
earthy or barrelly. It’s just like the cider I
used to drink back in Oregon.”

Then Sean smiles, perhaps thinking
back to afternoons spent sipping cider
while his mentor told cool stories.

THE ARTIST’S VISION OF NORTH CAROLINA”S
WINE COUNTRY AS THE INDUSTRY GROWS
THROUGHOUT THE REGION... CALLED

“Blue Ridge a la Tuscany”

LIMITED EDITION PRINT PAPER EDITION LIMITED TO 450
$40 + $9.95 S&H

Canvas GICLEE LIMITED TO 99
$80 + $9.95 S&H
By KERNERSVILLE PORTRAIT ARTIST
Tricia Linville

Specializing in portraits of People and Pets by commission

FRrRAMED IMPRESSIONS

Custom PicTure FRAMING * UNIQUE GIFTS
TROPHIES & AWARDS OF DISTINCTION

336-992-6610
209 Century Blvd., Suite F, Kernersville, NC 27284

221 East Main St., Yadkinville, NC 2705
info@allisonoaksvineyards.com

336-677-1388
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NEVER MISS
AN ISSUE!

NORTH CAROLINA

Subscribe. Give a gifft.

Celebrate our state.

SUBSCRIBE. Each issue of North
Carolina Wine Press features
engaging articles and high-quality
photography that present the
best places to indulge in fine
food, travel, and wine — from our
mountains to our beaches, and

even in your own backyard.

GIVE A GIFT. For those of us
who call North Carolina home,
appreciating local wine is more

than just a hobby —it’s a lifestyle.
Share your love of all our state
has to offer with an annual

gift subscription.

WWW.NCWINEPress.com

NCWINEPRESS.COM | 55





