
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL-- -~ Getranke 

WAS TRINKEN DIE DEUTSCHEN? / 
WHAT BEVERAGES DO GERMANS DRINK? 

beverage: das Getrank, die Getranke 

fruit whiskey, liquer: der Schnaps, die Schnapse 

SCHNAPS AND COMPANY 

general term for most distilled spirits. In southern Ger
many, however, many distilled fruit spirits are also known 
as Wasser (waters, because they're clear), such as Black For
est Kirschwasser (made from cherries) and Zwetschgenwas
ser (made from blue plums). Others are labeled Mirabell 
(distilled from yellow plums), Williams-Birne (made from 
Williams pears), and Zibartle (distilled from a special kind 
of Black Forest wild plum). 

The fruit is picked at the peak of its ripeness, mashed, 
and then yeast is added to aid fermentation, which can take 
two to three weeks. The fermented mixture is then heat
ed and distilled, whereby the steam from the heated fruit 
mash is condensed into a strongly alcoholic clear liquid 
(about seventy percent alcohol), with highly concentrated 
flavors of the fruit from which it was made. This distillate is 
then aged (from a few months to several years), sometimes 
in ash-wood barrels, before finally being diluted with pure 
spring water to an alcohol content of forty percent. 

Berries and some other fruits don't have enough sugar 
to produce the necessary amount of alcohol as they fer
ment, so the berries are first macerated in pure, neutral
flavored alcohol for a certain period of time. Then the fruit 

or berry mash is heated, distilled, aged, and finally diluted 
with spring water to the desired amount of alcohol content 
(usually around forty-two percent). These clear distillates 
are often known as Geiste (spirits), such as Himbeergeist 
(raspberry), Heidelbeergeist (blueberry), and Johannesbeer
geist (black currant). 

Schladerer is a large commercial producer of these kinds 
of Schnaps, but the Black Forest region is full of small pro
ducers, too. Some are licensed to sell their products to the 
public, whereas others (several thousand, I've been told) 
are just small farmers who are allowed by the government 
to make a controlled amount of Schnaps at home, from 
their own fruits and solely for their own consumption. 
Just imagine the number of little copper stills that must be 
lurking in those Black Forest barns! 

Many vintners make Schnaps, too, since fruits and wine 
grapes often thrive in the same climate zones. Although 
the Black Forest and Baden wine regions are well known 
for their excellent Schnaps, the nearby region of the Pfalz 
is also a major Schnaps-producing area, as is the French re-

gion of Alsace just across the border from Germany. Alsace 
is justifiably famous for its fine fruit and berry distillates 
known as eaux-de-vie (waters of life). 

Human ingenuity seems to find a way to turn almost any 
organic material, wild or cultivated, into alcohol. I've visited 
artisanal producers of distilled spirits in Germany and Al
sace who make their Schnaps and eaux-de-vie out of apples, 
apricots, quince, tangerines, peaches, and potatoes; elder
berries, strawberries, holly berries, sloe berries, and rowan 
berries; chestnuts and hazelnuts; hops flowers, rose hips, 
wild roses, and evergreen tree buds; ginger roots and gen
tian roots; lovage, woodruff, caraway seeds, dill, and mint. 

Not surprisingly, you'll also find a number of other 
names for these distilled liquors, sometimes depending on 
the regional usage, other times referring to the ingredients 
used. For instance, Obstler, Obstbrand(t), and Obstwasser 
are all general terms for clear spirits distilled from fruits 
( Obst), although sometimes the definition is restricted only 
to those made from a mixture of apples and pears. Brand 
is also a general term for these "fruit brandies." Trester is 
distilled from the skins, seeds, and stems remaining after 
grapes have been crushed for making wine, and Hefebrand 
is distilled from the yeast remaining after the wine grapes 
have fermented. 

But wait: we haven't even gotten to North Germany 
yet. In that part of the country, the favorite firewater is 
Korn- a clear liquor distilled from grains such as wheat, 
barley, oats, and rye. Korn contains at least thirty-two per
cent alcohol by volume, and Doppelkorn has thirty-eight 
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