



    TROUBLESHOOTING YOUR HOMEMADE CIDER

    Fermentation plays by its own rules and sometimes things pop up that can’t be anticipated. Here are the most typical situations that can happen while making a batch of cider, and what to do about them.

    IF YOU FORGOT TO SANITIZE YOUR EQUIPMENT

    The number-one cause of a spoiled batch of cider is an infection introduced through poor sanitation practices. Get in the habit of sanitizing everything. Obsessively. Always. It’s better to be overly cautious about sanitation than to scrimp and wind up with an infection.

    This said, if your sanitation is generally good and you accidentally slip up one time, then your cider is probably fine. Yes, there’s a little risk that some nasty bacteria slipped in, but probably not. Until you actually see any signs of infection, continue making the cider as usual.

    IF YOU ADDED SULFITES, BUT CAN’T WAIT 24 HOURS FOR THEM TO DISSIPATE

    Sulfites take a full 24 hours to clear the cider of any wild yeast or bacteria and then dissipate. If you add the commercial yeast much before the 24 hours are up, any sulfites lingering around might interfere with the start of fermentation. If at all possible, wait a full 24 hours before adding the yeast or up to 36 hours. If you have to add the yeast early for any reason, go ahead and do so, but keep an eye on it. If fermentation doesn’t start within a day or two, add more yeast.

    IF YOU ADDED SULFITES, BUT FORGOT TO ADD THE YEAST

    If it’s been less than 36 hours, the juice is fine—go ahead and add the yeast. If it’s been more than 36 hours, check your juice for any signs of mold or aromas of spoilage. If it seems okay, you can continue. If you’re unsure, it might be a good idea to add another dose of sulfites to clear out anything that might have started growing (and then remember to add the yeast).

    The 36-hour maximum is a little arbitrary here. Sulfites preserve the juice up to a point, but not indefinitely. You’re usually safe within 36 hours, but beyond that, it can get chancy. Use your best judgment.

    IF YOU FORGOT TO PUT LIQUID IN YOUR AIR LOCK

    Add sanitizer, vodka, or water up to the “fill line” as soon as you remember. There’s a small chance that your cider picked up an infection while it was unprotected, but if you caught it within a day or two and fermentation seems to be going strong, you’re probably fine. Keep an eye out for signs of infections over the next few weeks (such as weird smells, weird tastes, weird fuzz growing on the surface of the liquid).

    IF YOU DON’T SEE ANY BUBBLES IN YOUR AIR LOCK AFTER 24 HOURS

    Did you remember to add the yeast? You’d be surprised how often this has happened to me, so don’t feel sheepish. Just go ahead and add the yeast as soon as you remember. Also, if you’re fermenting the cider with wild yeast, remember that fermentation can take a little longer to start. Wait a few more days before you panic.

    Is it chilly in your house? If it’s below 65°F, then the yeast can be a little sluggish and slow to get started. Move the cider somewhere warmer, if possible.

    If fermentation still hasn’t started, then the culprit might be a bad batch of yeast. Pick up some new yeast as soon as you can, double-check the expiration date, and add it to your cider.

    IF THE BUBBLING SLOWS DOWN OR STOPS SOONER THAN YOU EXPECTED

    This usually means that the active stage of fermentation is close to, or has already, finished. Congrats, you’ve made cider! If it’s warm in your house, this stage could happen in just a few days. Let the cider sit for a little longer to give the sediment time to settle, and then transfer it to the jug or carboy.

    IF YOU WERE GONE FOR A FEW DAYS AND AREN’T SURE IF FERMENTATION HAPPENED

    In all likelihood, fermentation did indeed happen and has now slowed or stopped. Check the specific gravity of your cider and give it a taste. If fermentation occurred, then the specific gravity will be significantly lower than when you started. The cider will also taste much less sweet and closer to hard cider.

    IF THE BUBBLING DOESN’T STOP

    Most ciders will finish fermenting within a few weeks and you’ll see no more bubbles in the air lock. But some ciders take a little longer, especially ones made with wild yeast or that have extra sugar added. If the cider still looks, smells, and tastes okay, then let it continue. Keep a close eye on it and take samples every week or so to check that everything is okay. Malolactic fermentation can also cause some renewed bubble action in the air lock.

    In some cases, nonstop bubbling can mean the cider has picked up an infection. This cider will start to smell and taste very disgusting and spoiled, and you might notice mold or oily residue on the surface of the cider. If this happens, it’s best to toss the batch and start again.

    IF THE TEMPERATURE IN YOUR HOUSE IS VERY HOT OR VERY COLD

    Yeast is a pretty tolerant organism and will generally do fine at temperatures ranging from 65° to 85°F. Above 85°F, the yeast will still work, but it gets stressed out and you’ll start to notice some unpleasant flavors in your cider. If possible, move the cider somewhere cooler, or wrap it in water-soaked towels. On extremely hot days, you can also tuck ice packs into the wet towels to keep the cider cool.

    If the temperature drops below 65°F, then move your cider to the warmest spot you can find. You can place it near a heater or furnace, or place the cider on a heating pad, but be careful the cider doesn’t get too hot. Homebrewing stores also sell special heating pads and wraps for buckets and carboys.

    IF YOU FORGOT YOUR CIDER IN THE PRIMARY FERMENTATION BUCKET AND HAVEN’T TRANSFERRED IT TO THE GLASS JUG OR CARBOY

    That’s fine! If it’s been over a month, fermentation seems complete, and the cider tastes good to you, then go ahead and bottle it. Otherwise, transfer it to a jug or carboy and let it age a little longer. If it’s been a few months or more in the primary, you might start to notice some odd vegetal flavors caused by the decomposing sediment at the bottom of the bucket or oxidized sherry-like flavors from air seeping through the plastic. If the taste is faint, you can carry on. If it’s strong, then unfortunately there’s not much to be done other than tossing the batch.

    IF SOME SEDIMENT GETS TRANSFERRED TO THE JUG OR CARBOY WHILE SIPHONING

    This is fine! The primary goal of transferring the cider from the bucket to the jug or carboy is to get it off most of the sediment. But if a little gets transferred as you’re siphoning, it’s no big deal. This sediment will quickly fall to the bottom of the jug or carboy in the next few days.

    IF THERE’S A LOT OF SEDIMENT FLOATING IN YOUR CIDER THAT DOESN’T SEEM TO SETTLE

    Try chilling the cider in a fridge or a very cold (but not freezing) part of your house. This is called “cold crashing,” and it can sometimes force those stubborn floating particles to settle on the bottom. Cold crashing won’t help if your problem is haziness in the cider, not solid particles, but it also won’t hurt.

    IF IT’S BEEN LONGER THAN 3 MONTHS BEFORE BOTTLING

    This is totally fine, and your cider probably tastes even better for the wait. If you want to make a sparkling cider, then be sure to add some new yeast when you bottle because any yeast from earlier in the process has died by now. Use the same yeast in the same amount as at the beginning of fermentation (or use champagne yeast if your cider was naturally fermented).

    IF THERE IS MOLD ON THE SURFACE OF YOUR CIDER

    This usually occurs only at the beginning of the cider-making process and happens when there is a problem with the yeast. Either you forgot to add the yeast, the yeast was expired, or, if it was a wild yeast fermentation, the yeast didn’t get going quick enough before spoilage-causing bacteria took over. In all these cases, you’ll need to throw away the juice and start over.

    The only time you might get mold on a cider that’s already gone through primary fermentation is if it has a very low alcohol content. Otherwise, the alcohol and the low pH of the cider keep it pretty well protected from molds and other spoilage bacteria.

    IF YOU NOTICE A WHITISH FILM ON THE SURFACE OF YOUR CIDER

    This is called “flower sickness,” and it’s typically due to a spoilage-causing film yeast that develops in the presence of oxygen. It most often affects ciders that have been left in the jug or carboy a little too long, especially when there’s a fair amount of head space at the top of the jug or if the air lock has gone dry. If left unattended, this yeast will eventually spoil the batch, making it taste watery and lifeless.

    Happily, if you catch it early enough, flower sickness can be forestalled just by adding sulfites to the cider. First, siphon the cider to a new container, trying to disturb the film yeast as little as possible. Leave an inch of cider behind—it’s a small sacrifice for clean cider. In the new container, add sulfites at a rate of one crushed Campden tablet per gallon of cider. Wait 24 hours, then either bottle or let the cider continue to age. If aging, top off the cider with some extra apple juice to reduce the head space and prevent a new flower sickness from taking hold. You may need to add more yeast to kick-start fermentation on the new juice.

    IF YOUR CIDER ISN’T SWEET ENOUGH

    Homemade ciders often finish very dry, meaning “not at all sweet.” If it’s a little too dry for your taste and you’d like to add a touch of sweetness, then back-sweeten using one of the methods described in “Step 6: Make Final Adjustments and Back-Sweeten Your Cider,” this page.

    IF YOUR CIDER TASTES TOO TART

    Try adding some malolactic bacteria (which you can buy at a homebrew store) and letting your cider go through malolactic fermentation. This converts the harsh malic acid in the cider into softer lactic acid, and will likely take the edge off of the tart flavor in your cider.

    You can also blend this cider with another, sweeter cider. This will give you a cider with a better overall balance of flavors.

    IF YOUR CIDER IS DISAPPOINTING—NOT AWFUL, BUT JUST NOT VERY EXCITING

    If you haven’t already done so, try adding some acid blend and/or some tannin to round out the flavors. Use a little at first, taste after a few days, and add more if needed. Often, this is all it takes to make a bland cider taste great.

    If you’ve already done that, the next step is to give your cider some time. I’ve had some batches that tasted “meh” at first, but then blossomed into amazing ciders once I gave them time to mellow. Put your jug or carboy, or your capped bottles of cider, in the back of a closet and forget about them for a few months. Then try the cider again.

    If the cider still doesn’t meet your standards for excellence, you have two options. First, you can blend it with another batch of cider, perhaps one with more acidity. You could even intentionally make a cider with stronger flavors with the intention of blending it with this one.

    Second, you can turn your cider into cider vinegar. Even a boring batch of cider makes great vinegar! Read about how to do this in Real Cider Vinegar on this page.

    The only reason to ever pour a cider down the drain is if it actually has become infected with spoilage-causing bacteria or yeast. At this point, it will not be merely “meh”—it will look, smell, and taste disgusting. There’s no saving a cider like this, so down the drain it goes.

    IF YOUR CIDER SMELLS OR TASTES LIKE VINEGAR

    Congratulations, you’ve made vinegar! That may not have been your intent, but that’s probably what you’ve got. The likely cause is Acetobactor, which is a genus of bacteria that can infect cider when it’s exposed to air, turning alcohol into acetic acid (that is, vinegar). The brief moments of exposure to air during transferring and bottling usually aren’t enough to trigger the reaction. Most likely, you left the cider for too long before bottling and either the air lock ran out of liquid or there was too much headroom in the jug or carboy.

    You can’t stop the conversion to vinegar once it’s started, unfortunately. If there’s only a slight vinegar flavor and the cider is still palatable, then drink it as soon as you can. If it’s well on its way to vinegar, just embrace it and surprise your family with bottles of homemade cider vinegar this holiday season.

    IF YOUR CIDER SMELLS LIKE SULFUR OR ROTTEN EGGS

    The most likely cause for this unpleasant aroma is the yeast you used, a lack of yeast nutrients at the start of fermentation, or (occasionally) warm fermentation temperatures. Some types of wine yeast seem to be particular offenders.

    When this has happened to me, I’ve found that the aroma dissipates on its own after a few weeks, even if the cider is already in bottles. If it persists after this time, you may be stuck with it. Either hold your nose while you drink or turn your cider into vinegar (see Real Cider Vinegar, this page).

    In future batches, you may want to try a different type or brand of yeast. Pay close attention to the amount of yeast nutrients you add and try to ferment the cider at cooler temperatures.

    IF YOUR CIDER SMELLS LIKE GERANIUMS

    Cider sometimes picks up a geranium aroma if it went through malolactic fermentation and then you later added potassium sorbate. The sorbic acid in the potassium sorbate reacts with the lactic acid left from the malolactic fermentation to create this odd aroma. Once this reaction happens, there’s no going back.

    You can drink your cider if the aroma isn’t too distasteful to you, or you can turn your cider into vinegar (see Real Cider Vinegar, this page). In future batches, avoid adding potassium sorbate if the cider went through MLF.

    IF YOUR CIDER TASTES OR SMELLS LIKE OLD COOKING SHERRY OR DAMP CARDBOARD

    A little sherry-like flavor isn’t necessarily a bad thing, but if it starts to taste like something that’s been in your grandma’s cupboard for a few years, that means it has become oxidized. You’re most likely to find this flavor or aroma in older, forgotten bottles of ciders and apple wines rather than fresh cider, but it can still sometimes happen if your cider is exposed to too much oxygen.

    Drink all bottles as soon as you can once you discover this flavor or aroma. If the cider was still relatively young, this means your technique needs refining. In future batches, be careful of too much splashing during siphoning or leaving the cider exposed to air.

    IF YOUR CIDER LOOKS HAZY

    Did you make your cider with pasteurized juice? This juice will become lighter and more transparent over time, but sometimes won’t become totally crystal clear. Your cider might also simply need more time. It will become clearer the longer it sits.

    When pouring your cider, be careful not to disturb the thin layer of sediment at the bottom of the bottle and stop short of pouring it into your glass. This sediment isn’t harmful to drink (in fact, it contains some good vitamins!), but it will make your cider hazy and give it a slightly yeasty flavor.

    IF YOUR CIDER ISN’T FIZZY WHEN YOU OPEN THE BOTTLE

    Did you remember to add the priming sugar when you bottled? The yeast needs this last bit of sugar in order to carbonate the cider in the bottle. Was your cider more than 3 months old when you bottled? Then it’s likely there wasn’t enough yeast left in the cider to carbonate it. If you think either of these is the case, you can either chalk it up to a learning experience and drink your cider as it is, or you can try uncapping all the bottles, adding a pinch of the missing ingredient, and then recapping.

    Another possible reason for flat cider is storing your bottles somewhere a little too cool. Move them to a storage space that’s around 70°F and let them sit for another two weeks to see if that helps them get fizzy.

    IF YOUR CIDER WAS TOO FIZZY AND GUSHED OUT OF THE BOTTLE WHEN YOU OPENED IT

    The most likely culprit here is that there was too much sugar in the cider when you bottled it, either because you added a little too much priming sugar or because the cider wasn’t done fermenting. Refrigerate all bottles immediately to avoid the risk of exploding and be careful when opening them.

    IF SOME OF YOUR BOTTLES EXPLODE

    This is probably the same problem as above, just to a greater degree. Too much sugar means the yeast creates more carbonation, which creates too much pressure in the bottles and eventually causes them to explode. Refrigerate all unexploded bottles immediately and be very careful when opening.

    Occasionally, gushing or exploding bottles are caused by an infection in the cider. If this is the case, you’ll notice some pretty raunchy smells, tastes, or textures. This cider is best poured down the drain.
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    RESOURCES

    supplies

    CIDER SUPPLY (CIDERSUPPLY.COM): If you’d like to try your hand at the keeving process to make a true French-style cidre doux (see this page), this site sells the necessary pectic methyl esterase (PME) and calcium chloride to home cider makers.

    KING ARTHUR FLOUR (KINGARTHURFLOUR.COM): Check out this online baking supply store for ingredients like coconut flakes, vanilla beans, dried fruit, and boiled cider, if you’re having trouble finding them elsewhere.

    MOREBEER (MOREBEER.COM): This is a great online source for 1-gallon and 5-gallon fermentation equipment, as well as ingredients like yeast, powdered wine tannin, and acid blend. If you’re in California, MoreBeer! has stores in Concord, Los Altos, Riverside, and San Leandro. See the website for details.

    NORTHERN BREWER (NORTHERNBREWER.COM): This is another excellent online source for 1-gallon and 5-gallon fermentation equipment and cider-making ingredients.

    PENZEYS SPICES (PENZEYS.COM): I’ve purchased all my spices for my homebrew projects from this online store for years. Their spices are dependably fresh, fragrant, and flavorful.

    WESTON SUPPLY (WESTONSUPPLY.COM): I highly recommend Weston’s fruit grinder and fruit press if you’re thinking of investing in either piece of equipment. Both are very well made and easy for hobby cider makers to use.

    
    books and publications

    BREW YOUR OWN MAGAZINE (BYO.COM): Although primarily a magazine for beer brewers, it occasionally covers cider making and other topics that can be of interest to cider makers.

    CIDERCRAFT MAGAZINE (CIDERCRAFTMAG.COM): This biannual publication primarily covers cider culture and cider industry news with the occasional piece on cider making, but there’s plenty to inspire and educate an eager cider maker.

    CIDER, HARD & SWEET: HISTORY, TRADITIONS, AND MAKING YOUR OWN BY BEN WATSON: Read this one for the history lesson. Watson goes all the way back to the BC era and shows how cider making evolved alongside empires and agriculture. This book also has incredibly comprehensive guides to North American, English, and European apple varieties.

    CIDER MADE SIMPLE: ALL ABOUT YOUR FAVORITE DRINK BY JEFF ALWORTH: Here is an excellent introduction to the history, flavors, and fermentation methods of ciders from around the world. It’s geared more toward drinking and appreciating cider than making it, but this is a great resource for new cider lovers or anyone attempting to make traditional ciders.

    CIDER: MAKING, USING & ENJOYING SWEET & HARD CIDER BY LEW NICHOLS AND ANNIE PROULX: This book was originally published in 1980 and has become a classic for home cider makers in recent years. I found it a good resource for learning about cider apples and orchard practices.

    CRAFT CIDER: HOW TO TURN APPLES INTO ALCOHOL BY JEFF SMITH: This is a straightforward and accessible introduction to making cider at home from the cider maker behind Bushwhacker Ciders in Portland, Oregon.

    CRAFT CIDER MAKING BY ANDREW LEA: Lea provides a good overall introduction to cider making, but I keep it on my shelf for its chapter (a whole chapter!) on cider-making problems. From slimy pulp to mousey flavors, this book has an explanation for everything.

    THE EVERYTHING HARD CIDER BOOK: ALL YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT MAKING HARD CIDER AT HOME BY DREW BEECHUM: I really appreciated Beechum’s practical approach to present-day cider making when I first started experimenting with cider myself. His sense of humor and lack of pretention make the process feel accessible to anyone.

    THE NEW CIDER MAKER’S HANDBOOK: A COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE FOR CRAFT PRODUCERS BY CLAUDE JOLICOEUR: This book is an essential resource for anyone wanting to refine their home cider-making skills or thinking of opening a commercial business. It goes into great detail on the technical aspects of cider making and has one of the most comprehensive descriptions of the French keeving process that I’ve come across.

    
    community

    AMERICAN HOMEBREWERS ASSOCIATION (HOMEBREWERSASSOCIATION.ORG): An organization and website dedicated to the promotion and education of American homebrewers, home mead makers, and home cider makers. They organize the National Homebrew Competition, which includes a section of homemade ciders.

    CAMRA (CAMPAIGN FOR REAL ALE, CAMRA.ORG.UK): UK-based organization promoting traditional craft beer and cider.

    HOME BREW TALK (HOMEBREWTALK.COM): Chat forum for homebrewers and cider makers of all levels to gather, ask questions, and share ideas.

    UNITED STATES ASSOCIATION OF CIDER MAKERS (CIDERASSOCIATION.ORG): Organization for professional cider makers in the United States and organizers of the annual CiderCon.

    
    events

    CIDERCON (CIDERASSOCIATION.ORG): This annual conference is geared primarily toward professional cider makers, but should be on your radar if you’re thinking of going pro.

    CIDER GUIDE (CIDERGUIDE.COM): Hosted by Eric West, this site has a comprehensive guide to local cider festivals as well as an interactive map of cideries worldwide.

    CIDER SUMMIT (CIDERSUMMITNW.COM): Sample your way through hundreds of craft ciders offered by producers from around the world at this festival. It’s hosted in a few different cities each year; take a look at the website to find the nearest one to you.

    GREAT LAKES INTERNATIONAL CIDER AND PERRY COMPETITION (GLINTCAP.ORG): This annual competition is open to both commercial and noncommercial (home) cider makers. The website is also a good resource for learning the particular style guidelines for different ciders.

    PACIFIC NORTHWEST CIDER AWARDS (PNWCA.COM): The competition is open to commercial cider makers only, but is accompanied by a festival that is open to the public.








    CIDER MAKER’S LINGO // A GLOSSARY

    ACETIC ACID: The primary acid in vinegar, caused by Acetobactor conversion of alcohol to acetic acid. Its presence in cider is a major flaw and a sign that the cider is on its way to becoming vinegar.

    ACIDIC APPLES: Apples with a high acid content.

    ACIDITY: A primary flavor component in a good cider. The flavor should be tart or sour, not acetic.

    ALCOHOL BY VOLUME (ABV): A measure of the alcohol content of cider.

    BITTER APPLES: Apples with high levels of tannin.

    CIDER APPLES: Historically, cider apples are bitter, tannic, astringent apples primarily used to make cider. Bittersharp apples also have a high acid content, and bittersweet apples also have a low acid content.

    CYSER: A cider made with honey.

    DRY HOPPING: Adding hops to a cider after primary fermentation is finished.

    FERMENTABLE SUGARS: Sugars consumable by yeast to create alcohol and carbon dioxide. Examples are table sugar, honey, maple syrup, and agave nectar.

    FINAL GRAVITY (FG): The specific gravity of the cider once all the fermentable sugars have been converted into alcohol and carbon dioxide.

    KEEVING: A French method for producing a naturally sweet and low-alcohol cider by systematically depriving the yeast of nutrients.

    LACTIC ACID: Malic acid is converted to lactic acid through malolactic fermentation. It has a softer, mellower flavor in the cider than malic acid.

    MALIC ACID: The primary acid present in apples and apple juice. It has a sharp, tart flavor that is fine in balanced amounts, but can overwhelm a finished cider in larger quantities. 

    MALOLACTIC FERMENTATION (MLF): The process by which harsh malic acid is converted into milder lactic acid, giving you a cider with a more tempered acidity.

    NATURAL FERMENTATION: Fermenting the cider using only the wild yeasts naturally present in raw, unpasteurized juice.

    ORIGINAL GRAVITY (OG): The specific gravity of the cider before fermentation begins and before any sugars have been fermented into alcohol or carbon dioxide.

    PASTEURIZATION: The process by which apple juice or cider is sterilized by heating the liquid to a specific temperature for a specific period of time.

    PECTIN: A naturally occurring compound in apple flesh that can cause haziness in the finished cider unless removed. Pectin will not affect flavor.

    PERRY: A cider made with pear juice

    POMACE: Ground apple pulp before pressing.

    PRIMING: Adding a small amount of fermentable sugar to a finished batch of cider in order to carbonate it in the bottle.

    PRIMING SUGAR: Any fermentable sugar added to cider in order to cause carbonation in the bottle.

    SPECIFIC GRAVITY: A measure of the density of liquid. In the case of cider, the gravity indicates the amount of dissolved sugar in the liquid.

    SWEET APPLES: Apples with a high sugar content.

    TANNIN: A naturally occurring compound that causes a sensation of bitterness, dryness, or astringency in the mouth. They are present in some apple skins and flesh, but can also be added as an extra ingredient.

    UNFERMENTABLE SUGARS: Sugars that cannot be consumed by yeast or used to make alcohol or carbon dioxide. Examples include sucralose (Splenda), aspartame (Equal), and stevia.

    WILD YEAST: The natural, native yeast living on apple skins and in raw, unpasteurized apple juice. The most common strain is Saccharomyces.
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