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he Germans love their Schnapps, the
French cuddle their Brandy and Italians
prize their Grappa. However, herein
B.C., despite our blossoming wine and
fruit industries that offer no end of
possibilities, chances are your holiday
spirit of choice — or that special liquid
gift for the liquor lover in your life — will likely have
beenimported. Regardless of the political party in
power, whoever it is that dictates liquor legislation has
a thing about giving us access to anything remotely
resembling “hard” liquor.

Until recently, getting a licence was next to impossible.
Yo u used to have to be “grandfathered” to produce
liquor. At one time, only hotels could sell it; and for
years, bulk distillers (some founded, ironically, on the
lucrative proceeds of Prohibition) have maintained

a dubious stranglehold on all-too-often nondescript
production.

Signs indicate, however, that things are changing — be
it ever so slowly. I n the last few years the “eat local”
theme has spilled over to spawn a handful of Canadian
handcrafted producers, including Vernon’s O kanagan
Spirits. The B.C. distiller has already won a succession
of impressive international awards at the prestigious
World Spirits competition, held annually in Klagenfurt,
Austria. The man behind Okanagan Spirits, one-time
forester Frank Dieter is all too happy to share the spirit
as he encourages others to follow in his footsteps.

Every year, D ieter seemsto roll out another success,
from Canados (an Okanagan salute to France’s apple
brandy) to Ta boo, a must-have Absinthe that has tickled
the fancy of trendy tipplers. This season’s entry is a
heady, honest to goodness, pure fruit-tasting Cranberry
liqueur (one of four new flavours) that the distiller says
he’s been working on for years — “ searching high and
low for a good recipe; and even reading books, some as
old as Methusala!”

Dieter says he was tasting at the Austrian awards, when
he came across an old friend and highly regarded spirit
maker, whom he told of his quest.

“There are only two things to do,” said the sage. “First,
forget everything you've ever read about liqueurs.
Secondly, here is my recipe!”
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Dieter, struck dumb, couldn’t wait to gethome to try
out his good luck and the age-old process. The result is
a deliciously pure fruit liqueur that's not overpoweringly
sweet, with bright acidity and (made also in black
currant, blackberry and raspberry) very pure fruit
flavours. Perfect for sipping by the fire after dinner.

Now Dieter’'s protégés — other small distilleries he’s
helped to establish — are flexing their own muscles.
This year saw the unveiling of Vi ctoria Gin ($50 for
750 ml at BCLS), an 11-ingredient conundrum made
by Wi nchester Cellars on the Saanich Peninsular. Also
on theisland, Merridale Cider makes Pomme deVie, a
variation on Calvados, using its famous cider apples
and produced in a gleaming new Brandihouse. Look for
it — along with a blackberry eau de vie — in specialty
stores in mid-November. (Around $40, 375 ml.)

Closer to home, also in mid-November Langley’s Vista
d’Oro launches its inaugural bottle of d'Oro ($49.50 for
500 ml, from the winery). This curious but delightfully
powerful artisan blend — fashioned from winemaker
Jerome Dudicourt’s 1792 French family recipe — is
made of estate-grown green walnuts. They're macerated
in Okanagan Spirits brandy for eight months before
being blended with Okanagan Merlot, Cabernet Franc
and Marechal Foch. Vista d'Oro co-owner Lee Murphy
says the very dark elixir “tastes a little like a port or
sherry with walnut undertones.” Getting licensed was

a challenge, says Murphy, mainly because the liquor
control board had dealt only with grape or fruit wines
and felt that walnuts were neither — until she explained
that it's actually the fruit that eventually produces the
walnut that is used in the process.

Frank Dieter, meanwhile, is delighted that his plans for a
province-wide spirits industry are gradually taking root.

“Canada is so rich in raw materials — and fruit is one
of our best. But all too often we don't add value, as
(except for a few fruit wineries) there’s really no industry
beyond the fresh fruit market. So I like to think of
distilling as adding value...”

We'll drink to that!
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