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Hard Cider Today: 
Opportunities for Local Craft Producers 

 
Ben Watson 

 
I. Introduction 

 
A. Cider in America – entering its second wave or cycle of popularity in the past 10-20 

years. The first wave in the 1980s and early 1990s, not only with the rise of “draft ciders” 
but with the first artisanal producers (West County Winery, 1984). 

B. Current growth of cider in England with the success of Magners; a rising tide that is 
creating demand even among smaller craft producers. 

C. The Marketing Quandary: Cider is not exactly wine, and certainly not beer, but it is 
forced into one or the other marketing pigeonhole. Perry, anyone? 

D. Defining the Product. Six-pack draft ciders initially defined what consumers thought of 
cider, which was a double-edged sword; it made it more recognizable and accepted, but 
didn’t prepare people for the taste of “real cider.” 

E. Re-Defining the Product. An ongoing effort to promote small cideries and well-made 
artisanal ciders of many styles. We are seeing a renaissance of creativity and 
experimentation in cider that hasn’t existed for many years, perhaps since the 17th and 
18th centuries, which was probably the last time cider producers worked this hard to 
experiment with apple varieties and strive for quality and distinction. 

F. Maturation and the rise of new cider producers. After 10 years’ tasting, it’s evident that 
ciders have vastly improved across the board as producers have gained more experience. 
New regions like the Piedmont South coming on. Slow, sustainable growth characterizes 
the state of cider in the U.S. 

 
II. What Do Consumers Want? 

 
A. Sense Memory. It’s tempting to think we’ve lost our traditions, but many people, 

particularly in the country, still retain some memory of a relative making cider. Often this 
was rough, high-octane stuff (maybe even applejack) and it is the other extreme from 
people who think of cider as the carbonated six-pack stuff. 

B. Not everyone demands sweet and fizzy cider. A more commonly expressed desire is for 
discernible appley taste. Recent (10/7/06) Wall Street Journal article. Examples to 
compare and contrast: 

i. West County Cider – residual sweetness, fruitiness, lower abv., approachable 
ii. Farnum Hill Ciders – full malic acid; very sharp and range from off-dry to bone-

dry; complex aromas and flavors; graduate course. 
C. Product Range. Because there are different tastes and expectations, many producers try to 

broaden their range. Examples: 
i. Farnum Hill: Farmhouse, Semi Dry, Extra Dry, varietals; Summer Cider 

ii. Pup’s Cider: Monadnock Harvest, New England Heirloom, Houndstooth 
iii. Wandering Aengus: Medium Sweet, Semi Dry, Dry (new) 



 
D. Context/Story. Either about the apples or the producer/orchardist. As a small craft cidery, 

this is the most important marketing advantage you have over the industrial cidermakers. 
People like to be educated about apple varieties; most have no idea that there are 
thousands of named varieties. The rise of farmers’ markets and the CSA movement 
(know the grower) are important, as is the concept of terroir for some people – site-
specific details that can help attract wine buyers and get them to try well-made cider. 

 
III. Opportunities for Craft Producers 

 
A. With the current trend among informed consumers toward going “beyond organic,” 

people are looking to connect with their food producers and buy more local products. 
Many cideries have found it useful to partner with localvore and Slow Food groups, and 
to sell to less activist consumers at farmers’ markets. Slow Food has been a good friend 
to American artisan cider over the past five years, and has helped to raise its visibility 
nationally and internationally. 

B. Cider and Food. It’s important to connect cider and food, either through focused tastings 
(Cheese and Cider tastings at Cider Day and Slow Food events) or by giving consumers 
recipes for cooking with cider or pairing it with food. Experience of cider to broad cider 
tastings or competitions versus pairing a narrower range of ciders with specific foods – 
can make the difference between an indifferent or negative first taste experience and a 
positive one. 

C. Growing your own fruit. Depending on the individual, can make things either easier or 
more difficult on balance. Opportunity for more control; retail fruit sales of heirloom, 
specialty, and regional varieties; flexibility, varietal experiments. Organic certification. 
Also possible to partner with growers. Examples: 

i. Steve Wood, Farnum Hill Ciders – estate winery model, like C. DrouinIV 
ii. Rich Stadnik, Pup’ Cider Co. and Terry Maloney, West County Cider 

iii. Tom Hoey, Sow’s Ear Winery 
D. Make a “real” draft cider. It is possible to compete with the nationals at the local level 

and develop a loyal following by placing kegged cider in highly visible bars or 
restaurants. Ethnic identity with European countries and cultures that have a cider 
tradition: England, Ireland, France, and Spain, but also others (Germany, Scandinavia). 
As much (or more) for promotion and introduction as for sales. Pros and conss of 
Cornelius kegs vs. UK real cider systems of polypins and pumps. Examples: 

i. Aeppel Treow Winery at Harvest Restaurant, Madison, WI 
ii. Farnum Hill Ciders in New Hampshire – Farmhouse Cider 

iii. West County Cider in Cambridge and Greenfield 
iv. Boston Beer Co. – Alan Tringham’s specialty batches in Irish pubs 

 



 
IV. Challenges to Cider’s Growth 
 

A. Cider is still widely perceived as six-pack alcopop. Craft producers need to emphasize 
quality and the virtues of well-made cider. Flexibility of pairing with food rather than just 
as a beverage. The goal is to change one mind at a time, and every positive taste 
experience benefits all cidermakers and the market in general. 

B. Difficult to appeal to both traditional beer drinkers and wine drinkers, though there is an 
increasing sophistication and more crossover drinkers than ever before. Offering different 
products for different contexts. Bottom line should be “real cider” – pure, honest, as 
unadulterated and straightforward as possible; but above all well-made, quality cider 
made from juice, not concentrate. 

C. Antediluvian and confusing liquor laws that vary from state to state. Obviously affects all 
small-scale wineries and brewers and restricts niche trade. Depending on the state and the 
market, it may or may not be worth getting listed. Another argument for focusing on local 
and regional markets. 

D. Lack of knowledge about apple varieties for cider. There is so much that we need to 
relearn, but this is starting through work of some commercial orchards/cideries and 
forums like the Cider Digest that feature amateur growers and cidermakers. Also through 
university research, events like GLExpo, and books, old and new. There is much promise 
for creating regional cider styles and cultures. What apples would make great cider in 
Georgia? Yates and Grimes Golden? Harrison and Graniwinkle? We are about to 
experience a renaissance of flavorful old varieties; cider can help revive these old types 
because value-added product makes them worth growing again. 

E. What is the American style of cider? Endlessly debated at Cider Day; consensus is that it 
doesn’t exist, at least not yet. One model: mixing traditional American apples with 
traditional European cider varieties. Many new producers, who are independent, 
entrepreneurial. Perhaps a “critical mass” will develop. The importance and the 
limitations of competitions like GLOWS, and why some people don’t want to play. 

 
V. Conclusion 
 
The future of American cider and cider culture is built on a strong foundation and is poised for 
continued strong and sustainable growth, based on growing consumer acceptance and the increasing 
quality of real cider. The ultimate success of cider will go hand in hand with the survival and 
resurgence of local orchards and the rise of natural/organic/local food consciousness and interest. 
 
Web Links and Resources 
 
Cider Day – www.ciderday.org 
Cider Digest – www.talisman.com/cider 
Slow Food USA – www.slowfoodusa.org 
 
Watson, Ben. Cider, Hard and Sweet (Countryman Press, 1999). New edition planned for 2008. 

 



 
 
 
 

Old Cider Varieties - An Update on Efforts in Michigan 
 

Dr. Nikki Rothwell, District Fruit IPM Agent 
Northwest Michigan Horticultural Research Station 

Traverse City, MI 49684 
 
Cider apples have been traditionally grown on the northern coast of France and the west counties of 
England where these regions are known for their apple orchards, cider mills, and cider pubs.  In 
Michigan, there has been a hard cider initiative to help the state’s apple growers produce a quality value-
added product.  Currently, most hard cider in the state is made from dessert-type apples, but there has 
been growing interest in using some of the more traditional cider apples in our hard ciders.   
 
Cider apples are distinguished from eating apples in a way that wine grapes are unlike their table grape 
counterparts:  both wine grapes and cider apples consist of qualities that are only noteworthy when they 
are made into wine or hard cider.  Unlike the pleasant taste of a freshly picked eating apple, cider apples 
have flavor characteristics that are only acquired during the fermentation process.  A quality hard cider 
contains apple juice with high tannin levels, which is one of the chief components in cider’s unique taste.  
The extremely bitter flavor of these tannins in cider apple juice is also the culprit that often makes fresh 
cider apples distasteful.   
 
However, hard cider is not made entirely of apples with high tannin content, as other juice qualities are 
desired for a superior end result.  Often hard cider is a combination of apple juices with different brix 
levels, tannin contents, acidities, and elemental complexes that are unique to each apple variety; these 
juices are blended to produce flavorful hard cider.  Different cider makers and drinkers prefer varied 
combinations of these qualities, which can fluctuate between brands, batches, and years.  Nonetheless, 
some apple varieties possess a natural equilibrium of all essential components necessary to complete 
fermentation as well as yield superior flavor, and these apples are used to produce a ‘vintage’ or single-
variety cider.  A cider variety classification system is used to categorize cider apple varieties when 
establishing their qualities for blending and fermentation.  Based on threshold levels of tannins and acid, 
cider apples are broken down into four types: 

1. Sweet (SW):  tannin < 0.2 g/ml, malic acid < 0.45 g/ml (low tannin, low acid) 
2. Bittersweet (BSW):  tannin > 0.2 g/ml, malic acid < 0.45 g/ml (high tannin, low acid)  
3. Sharps (SH):  tannin < 0.2 g/ml., malic acid > 0.45 g/ml (low tannin, high acid) 
4. Bittersharps (BSH):  tannin > 0.2 g/ml, malic acid > 0.45 g/ml (high tannin, high acid)  

Hard cider apple trees were planted at the Northwest Horticultural Research Station in 2002.  A 
partial list of the apple varieties at the NW site are classified into the four established categories 
(Table 1).  A basic evaluation of each bearing varieties was conducted in 2004 and 2006, and 
growers with an interested in the extensive information can contact the NWMHRS.  We will 
highlight some of the varieties that had produced fruit this season (Table 2).  As a part of the 
presentation at the 2006 EXPO, we will feature unfermented cider samples from the following 
apple varieties:  Macoun, Margil, Bulmer’s Norman, Stanbridge Cluster, Michelin, Court Royal, 
and Stoke Red. 



Hard Cider Apple Variety Classification        
 
Sweet (SW)    Bittersweet (BSW)    Sharp (SH)  Bittersharp (BSH)   
Neutral     Tannic, astringent    Acidic, tart  Tannic, Acidic   
T<0.2, A<0.45    T>0.2, A<0.45     T<0.2, A>0.45  T>0.2, A>0.45   
Binet Rouge    Bedan     Brown’s Apple Dufflin 
Sweet Coppin    Brown Snout     Cox Pippin*  Kingston Black** 
     Brown Thorn        Stoke Red 
     Bulmer’s Norman 
     Ellis Bitter 
     Harry Master’s Jersey 
     Major 
     Medaille D’or 
     Michelin 
     Nehou 
     Reinette de Pommes 
     Vilbrie 
     Yarlington Mills 
             
*Not specifically a cider apple, but used for particular cider-making qualities 
**Vintage variety 
Table 1.  Partial list of hard cider apple varieties at the NW Horticultural Station,  
Traverse City, MI. 
     
 
 
Hard Cider Evaluation        
           
Date Tested Apple Variety     Firmness Starch  Brix  
*9/14  Brown Thorn  20.2  2.25  14.2 
**9/14  Bulmer’s Norman  
**9/7  Burgundy   
9/14  Claygate Pearmain 22.6  4.3  17.9 
9/7  Court Royal  19.4  3.75  12.5 
9/14  Cox Pippen  20.6  3.3  16.4 
*9/14  Crimson King  20.8  8  16.4 
9/7  Domains  19.6  2.25  12.5 
9/14  Domains  17.3  2.25  12.4 
9/7  Frequin Rouge  23  3.25  16.5 
9/7  Golden Hornet    1.2  13.6 
*9/14  King of Pippen  21.9  1.25  15 
*9/7  Macoun  17.1  3  12.8 
9/14  Margil   22  2.25  16.3 
9/14  Stanbridge Cluster 21  2.25  14.4 
9/14  Stoke Red  10.8  7.75  14 
*9/7  Sweet Coppin  23  1.7  16.6 
*Picked too early 
**Picked too late 
Table 2.  2006 Hard cider apple evaluation, NW Michigan Horticultural Research Station,  
Traverse City, MI. 
   



 
 
 

 
 
 

CRAFTING MARKETING & MEDIA IDEAS 
 

Dianna Stampfler, Promote Michigan 
www.PromoteMichigan.com 

Dianna@PromoteMichigan.com  
269.330.4228 (cell) or 269.685.9785 (phone/fax) 

 
A quick introduction to Michigan’s tourism industry: Tourism is the #2 industry in Michigan, with 
agri-tourism being one of the fastest growing sectors of this industry. 

• $17.5 billion industry 
• 182,000+ tourism-specific jobs 
• $4 billion paid in wages for these jobs 
• 70% of travel is done by Michigan residents 
• #1 destination state in the Great Lakes region.  
• A “tourist” is defined as anyone who travels at least 50 miles to a specific destination or for a 

particular activity.  
 

It’s not just about the act of traveling…people travel are looking for a positive experience! 
 
You…are in the “tourism” industry! 
 
If you are not linked up at www.Michigan.org, you’re missing out on a FREE opportunity for a business 
profile, website link and event promotion.  
 
To learn more about Michigan tourism, consider attending the 2007 Michigan Lodging & Tourism 
Conference next week (March 26-27) at Grand Traverse Casino & Resort, hosted by the Michigan Hotel, 
Motel & Resort Association, Travel Michigan and the Michigan State University. Details will be 
available online at www.michiganhotels.org. 
 
Other websites of interest:  
www.travelmichigannews.com (free industry e-newsletter) 
www.absolutemichigan.com 
www.milifemitimes.com 
www.tourism.msu.edu  
 
Crafting Marketing & Media Ideas… 

1. Find YOUR story and tell it 
2. Toot your own horn 
3. Become an expert in the field & get involved 
4. Tap in to university culinary/hospitality departments 
5. Develop partnerships & packages 
6. Seek out special events 
7. Become media savvy 
8. Utilize the internet 
9. Networking 
10. Be passionate about what you do! 

 



1) Find YOUR story and tell it 
• What is unique about you? 
• What is unique about your product? 
• What’s unique about your property? 
• Educate the local media, trade associations, restaurant owners, hotel managers, chambers/visitor 

bureaus, festivals/events and service clubs about you and your product. 
• Then, find a unique way to share this information. 

 
2) Toot your own horn 

• If you win an award, let everyone know. Then hang that award prominently in a common area for 
everyone to see.  

• If you get appointed to a board, let everyone know. 
• If you join an organization, let everyone know. 
• When you introduce a new product, let everyone know. 
• If you create a new package or event, let everyone know.  
• Keep a scrapbook of your clippings in a binder in the lobby and also online in your media center 

if possible. 
• If the clipping is of major significance, mat and frame it to hang in your lobby. If it’s a national 

recognition, let your local media know.  
 
3) Become an expert in the field & get involved 

• Volunteer to share your expertise by speaking at conferences, conventions, seminars and to 
service clubs (they’re ALWAYS looking for speakers) 

• Offer property tours for VIP groups 
• Invite the media any time you give a program or offer a VIP tour  
• Learn as much as you can about the role that the tourism industry plays in your community or 

region and make sure the media knows they can contact you for comments 
• Join organizations and serve on boards that are directly affect your business (Chamber of 

Commerce, CVB, RTA) 
 
4) Tap in to university culinary/hospitality departments 
Several Michigan universities operate hospitality/tourism/culinary programs: 
(CMU, FSU, GVSU, GRCC, GLCI, MSU, WMU).  
 
Getting in front of these students and their instructors is a great way to: 

• practice your public speaking skills 
• educate the students and faculty on hard cider’s role in the industry 
• reach a prime demographic of potential customers 
• seek out potential interns and future employees 

 
Some classes may even host hard cider tastings or “field trips” to your place. 
 
5) Develop partnerships & packages 

• Work with your local chamber of commerce and/or CVB to create a package including hotel 
accommodations, meals, tour of your place and a goody bag. 

• “Hands On” activities are increasing in popularity. Remember…it’s about the EXPERIENCE! 
• Create a “Cider Tour” route and plan events around it.  
• Showcase local artists (hanging their art throughout your building, utilizing them for label 

artwork) 



• Promote packages/partnerships with a news release and on your website, as well as the websites 
for the hotel, restaurant, chamber, CVB, RTA, Travel Michigan and other industry sites. 

• Also consider a “Tourist in Your Own Town” program which will educate area businesses and 
community leaders, setting up an “open house” for the locals.  

 
6) Seek out special events 

• There are countless food/wine festivals throughout Michigan and the Midwest that you can get 
involved with. 

• Don’t forget the locals at your community festival/event.  
• Offer to host a 5:01 or Business After Hours event.  
• Look for non-traditional events that will allow you to showcase your products 
• If there isn’t an event in your area, create one! Look to partners and packages already established 

to create a “signature event” to host each year. 
• Whatever event you get involved with, make sure to include this information on your website and 

send out a release to local and regional media.  
 
7) Become media savvy 

• Create and maintain media lists (local, regional, national), looking beyond just the travel 
department. Prioritize and categories media sources (print vs. broadcast vs. web-based, daily vs. 
weekly vs. monthly vs. annual). 

• Stay in close contact with your “A” list media. 
• Send a link to your online media center to your media contact list. 
• Maintain a file of editorial calendars (online searches). 
• When to send a media release: New business, new products, awards, recognitions, appointments, 

special events.  
• Alert media to photo/video opportunities when you host significant groups.  
• All releases should include 5W/H (Who, What, Where, When, Why, How).  
• Releases should also include: catchy headline, contact information and quotes. Also, a personal 

invitation for media to visit your facilities. And, “Photos Available Upon Request” (just be sure 
you have them in high resolution, 300 dpi jpeg, 5x7).  

• Email vs. Fax vs. Snail Mail (ask the individual media sources). Think of a creative and original 
way to send the release to VIPS (message in a bottle).  

• Include industry contacts: Travel Michigan, Absolute Michigan, GRNow, 
RTA, Chamber/CVBs, Michigan Beer Guide, Michigan Grape & Wine Industry Council. Others 
of interest: association newsletters, alumni associations.  

• Send thank you notes any time you’re written up (use postcards or notecards with your property 
photo).  

 
8) Utilize the internet 

• Create a classy-looking, easy to navigate website with coupons, events calendar. 
• Create an online media center (FAQ, photos, recipes, bios, quotes from owners/customers, 

products, coupons, timeline, media releases) 
• Create an e-mail signature 
• Include links to other related sites, package partners, local visitor information 
• Search engine optimization 
• Post events on Michigan.org, GRNow.com, AbsoluteMichigan.com and other FREE sites 
• If you have an on-site restaurant/bar area where customers congregate, provide FREE wireless 

internet (and promote that in your brochure, on your website and in your advertisements).  
 



9) Network, network, network 
• Conferences, conventions & meetings 
• 5:01, Business After Hours, GRYP, Ad Club 
• Groundbreakings, ribbon cuttings & open houses 
• Join organizations relevant to your business 
• Sign up for as many e-newsletters as you can find (marketing, hospitality, food/wine,). You’d be 

surprised how many opportunities you’ll find. 
• Look for an opportunity everywhere you go 
• Be seen…always have business cards 
• Networking and referrals are key business strategies! 

 
10) Be passionate about what you do… 

• Find a way to make money at what you have a passion for… 
it makes the job less like “work” and definitely more fun! 

• Go above and beyond…your customers will remember it and tell others.  
Their referrals are GOLDEN (these are walking advertisements for you!) 

• Remember, it’s all about the customer’s EXPERIENCE! 
• Be positive…surround yourself with other positive people. 
• Be creative…surround yourself with other creative people. 
• Love what you do…your energy, passion, pride, energy, dedication 

and enthusiasm will show and it is contagious!  
 
 



 
 
 
 

Michigan Hard Cider Club: 
Where Are We Headed in the Future? 

 
Patrick O`Connor, O'Connor & Associates Consulting 

Rex Halfpenny, Michigan Beer Guide 
 

Where Have We Been? 
  
Background on Michigan Hard Cider Initiative 

 
Why Hard Cider for Michigan?  The Competitive Advantages 
• Michigan Hard Cider – Not Wyoming Hard Cider! 
• People – Fresh Cider Industry, Brewers, Wine Makers, Homebrew & Hobbyists  
• Astute Consumers – Large Populations & Tourism, Tourism, Tourism!   
• Enthusiasm & Desire 
• Resources – Apples, Processing, etc.  
• Success of Michigan Wine & Beer Industries: Cider, Perry, Mead All Fit 

 
Past Grants and Support – Good Ideas Get Attention 
• USDA & MDA Grants – Secured for Michigan Hard Cider 
• Additional Grants to Individuals 
• Additional Support to Individuals from Other Sources 
• Establishment of these Expo Sessions 

 
Media Interest in Michigan Hard Cider & Michigan Producers 
• The Detroit News 
• Chicago Tribune 
• Michigan Beer Guide  
• The Wall Street Journal  
• Lake Magazine 
• Blue Magazine 
• Fruit Growers News  
• The Grower 
• Michigan Wine Country Magazine 
• More (AP Wire…) 

 
Great Lakes Olde World Syder Competition  
• The Nation’s Premier Competition for Apple/Pear Fermentations 

 
Website:  
• MichiganHardCider.org 

 
 



Why A Club?  
• To Share and Learn 
• Exchange of Ideas 
• Complex Product Line –Production, Marketing, Legal Issues! 
• Many Interested: Apple, Beer, Wine Folks & Homebrew, Retailers, Consumers 

 
Past Activities 
• Three Years of Meetings 

o At Wineries, Microbreweries, Past Expos, Michigan Wine Industry Meeting 
o Fruit House Winery, Kalamazoo Brewing Company/Bell’s Beer, Roundbarn Winery, 

Dragonmead Brewery, etc. 
• Attendance - From 20 to 80 
• No Summer ’06 Meeting 

 
Club Structure 
• Informal – Loose-knit  
• A Less “Threatening” Approach  
• Competitors Sharing  

 
Positives of this Informal Structure  
• Low Pressure  
• “Fluid”  
• Friendly  

 
Negatives of this Informal Structure 
• Centralized Communications 
• Risk of Losing Momentum  
• No Summer ’06 Meeting 

 
Opportunities 
• More Educational Programs  
• New Areas Beyond Just Education 
• Input to Expo 
• Other Functions – i.e. Hard Cider School 
• Grant Seeking to Underwrite These Things 

 
Examples of Other Organizations 
• Fresh Michigan Cider Makers’ Guild 
• Michigan Brewers Guild  

 
Challenge To You 
• Formalize the Club 

o Establishing By-Laws 
o Establishing Legal Standing 

• Keep Informal 
o Assume More Guidance/Direction/Activity 

 
• Keep the Momentum Going! 




