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On the 17th July this year, just off St 
Stephen’s Green in Dublin, cider maker 
Simon Tyrell introduced a group of 
enthusiasts to a table sporting large 
wine glasses containing different Irish 
ciders. Not all of them were his and a 
few were cask samples. Rough and 
unsettled, these fledgling glasses of 
amber deliciousness displayed wildly 
different characteristics. 

Like wine, cider is made from the juice 
of one fruit and like grapes, apples 
grown in different soils and 
microclimates display differences; some 
more fruity, some more steely. The room 
was enthralled. We were tasting the 
terroir of Ireland. And the feeling was 
good. Simon Tyrell, who makes Craigies 
cider, talked us through the tasting: 
although distinctly different there was 
a certain thread running through all the 
samples. You felt at home.

Beer is somewhat less terroir-driven 
given the grain is mixed with hops and 
the process of brewing more dependent 
on the brewer, but there is a similar 
revolution going on in Irish beer. 

Ten years ago Ireland had no discernible 
craft brewing or cider making. Any pub 
was likely to sell the same beers and one 
cider so what exactly is happening. Why 
are we seeing such an explosion and 
how long can it continue?

 A month earlier and at the same venue 
Cameron Wallace of 8 Degrees stood 
up on a chair and explained how he and 
his business partner Scott Baigent had 
journeyed from New Zealand and 
Australia and were now making beer in 
Co Cork? “I love Ireland and I love 
brewing beer,” he said, while also 
admitting with a smile that the fact of 
his wife being Irish did indeed have 
something to do with it all. “Now like 
never before,” the climate is right for 
small operations like ours to launch, 
develop and in our case expand (they 
have recently enlarged the brewery).

The climate he was talking about has 
nothing to do with the weather, but 
rather the growing demand of 
consumers to ‘see a point of difference’ 

in what they eat and drink. An enthusiasm 
– and willingness to pay a little more – for 
something that speaks to them.

Why is this is happening now however? 
There are many artisan food producers 
who have seen a steady uptake in 
demand following the 2008 crash and 
who put the change down to a growing 
realisation of the sheer economics of 
food and drink. Buy what someone 
produces locally and you support their 
livelihood. This is allied with less reliance 
on a largely supermarket-dominated 
weekly shop as people have moved to 
shopping more frequently and locally. 

There is cause and effect here at play 
too however. You are likely these days, 
to find a beer or cider, or cheese that is 
made in or near the place you are in. The 
same is also true of jams, breads, eggs 
and meat. This doesn’t mean they are 
all necessary wonderful, but someone 
is often out there trying.

Bord Bia recently released a report 
pointing out that there are over 60 
microbreweries operating in Ireland, a 
50 per cent increase since 2014. In terms 
of the number of microbreweries per 
million population Ireland has half the 
number of the US, a third of Denmark’s 
and a quarter of the UK. There is clearly 
room for growth.

Modern craft brewing is generally seen 
as emerging on the west coast of 
America around San Francisco in the last 
30 years. The alternative culture there, 
searching for something less bland, more 
individual, had spawned generations of 
farmers growing crops and rearing 
animals that attempted to deliver ‘more’ 
to the diner and treated the land 
sympathetically.

At Simon Tyrell’s tasting the room 
worked its way, sniffing and swirling 
fermented apple juice, through all the 
samples and then sat down to eat, each 
armed with a glass of cider. Irish apples, 
Irish food and in an Irish Georgian building. 
Something is definitely changing.

Hugo Arnold is an award-winning food journalist, 
author and consultant.

IRELAND’S BREWERS AND CIDER MAKERS ARE 

A GROWING BAND OF FLEDGLING SUCCESSFUL 

BUSINESSES WITH A BRIGHT FUTURE. HUGO ARNOLD 

CHARTS THE GROWTH OF A PHENOMENA BUSY 

REINVENTING A RICH PAST. 
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