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Try this Scandinavian twist on 
a classic old fashioned.

1 ½ ounces matured aquavit
3–4 dashes Angostura bitters
1 tsp. raw or granulated sugar
1 dash of soda

Stir sugar, soda and bitters in 
a glass. Add ice and aquavit. 
Garnish with orange slice. 

BY TAYLOR HUGO
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On any given day, Ryan White estimates 
he answers this question 25 to 50 
times from patrons of his Devil’s Head 
Distillery in Englewood, Colo. It happens 
so frequently that many of his bartenders 
have suggested writing the definition 
of the spirit on their menu, but White 
doesn’t want to do that. “I love that we 
get to engage with almost everybody 
who walks through the door,” he says.  

Made from potato or grain, 
(Norwegian aqauvit is traditionally made 
with potatoes) and flavors of caraway 
or dill, aquavit is a distilled spirit. “If 
gin and whiskey were to have a baby, 
it would be aquavit,” explains Atle 
Minothi, an ambassador of Norwegian 
aquavit for Arcus, a leading liquor 
producer in Norway. 

When White opened Devil’s Head 
in 2015, he saw producing the liquor 
as a way to get his foot in the door 
of a heavily saturated gin and vodka 
market. At the time, there were no other 
distilleries making aquavit in Colorado, 
and only a handful across the U.S. 
“Liquor stores, bars and restaurants 
were being solicited all the time by 
distilleries that had a new vodka or gin, 
and they had no interest in looking at 
them because it was the same old, same 
old,” he says. “I wanted something that 
would distinguish us.”      

What he didn’t predict 
was how much of a hit his 
aquavits—one clear and 
unaged, the other an oak 
barrel reserve—would 
become, outselling his gin and 
vodka products combined, 
and netting awards like 
Aquavit Distillery of the Year 
at the Berlin International 
Spirits Competition in 2018.   

This surge in aquavit’s 
popularity isn’t limited to 

Devil’s Head. It’s only been five years 
since White opened his doors, but even 
in that short time, the aquavit landscape 
has dramatically changed, with dozens 
of aquavit producers popping up 
around the country. While the spirit is 
a relatively new ingredient on cocktail 
menus in the U.S., its roots can be traced 
back to 16th-century Norway. 

 
Aquavit translates to “water of life,” 
a fitting description for a liquor that 
was first thought to be a medicinal cure 
for illnesses when it arrived in Norway 
in 1531. While its healing properties 
may have been nothing more than 
myth, its rise to fame was undeniably 
legendary: By the 1830s, nearly every 
farm throughout the country—totaling 
upwards of 10,000—had its own small 
home distillery.  

That boom was short-lived, however. 
“Aquavit was drunk in excess, and the 
government figured out they needed to 
regulate it. They also found out they 
could make some money on it with 
taxes. By the 1850s, there were only 
a couple hundred potato distilleries 
left, and today there are just a few 
still operating [in Norway],” explains 
Minothi of Arcus.   

While Arcus produces many liquors—
ranging from aquavit to gin and 
cognac—one of its most well-known 
products is LINIE, the oldest aquavit 
brand in the world. LINIE’s traditional 
recipe and process involves making a 
distillate in small pot stills from spices 
(including caraway) and botanicals 
dissolved in a potato spirit. It’s then 
placed in sherry oak casks to develop its 
iconic golden color and unique flavors. 
The biggest key to its success, however, 
was actually discovered by accident. In 
1805, the Lysholm family shipped its 
aquavit to the East Indies to be traded, 
but when no one purchased the liquor 
because of its unfavorable taste, all of 
it was sent back to Norway. When it 
came home in 1807, they were shocked 
to discover the flavor profile had vastly 
improved during its journey, and quickly 
realized the sea was a key part of the 
maturation process.

Romain Jourdan, Arcus’s category 
manager international premium spirits, 
likens the process to steeping a bag of 
tea. “When you put the tea bag in hot 
water, you can wait five minutes to get 
the tea, or you can press the tea bag. 
If you press the tea bag, the tea will 
be ready quicker,” he explains. “It’s 
the same as the casks. When you put 
aquavit in casks and they just sit in the 
warehouse, it will take years before it 
matures. But if you put it at sea, the 

rolling of the waves presses 
the aquavit to the sides of 
the casks, and extracts more 
of the vanilla and oak from 
the barrels. It accelerates the 
maturation.”

Since that first journey 
in 1805, every batch of 
LINIE aquavit has made a 
four-month journey from 
Oslo to Sydney, Australia. 
This crossing of the equator 
allows the spirit to be 
influenced by changing 

If you truly want to immerse yourself in the history and culture around 
aquavit on your next trip to Norway, there’s no better way than embarking 
on the Aquavit Trail, a combination of stunning scenery and plenty of 
opportunities to indulge in the Scandinavian spirit. Organizations like Visit 
Trondheim (visittrondheim.no) and Akevittruten (akevittruten.no) offer 
customized routes for various group sizes and travel destinations, so your 
itinerary options are countless, including a mix of distillery visits, behind-
the-scenes tours, aquavit tastings and food pairings. 

You could start in Trondheim, the birthplace of LINIE, where you can 
sip aquavit alongside dishes like beetroot salmon and sirloin at the 
restaurant To Rom Og Kjøkken (toromogkjokken.no). Then venture over to 
Steinvikholm Castle on a small island off the coast of Skatval. The fortress 
was built by the last archbishop of the Catholic Church in Norway, Olav 
Engelbrektsson, who is credited with introducing aquavit to the country in 
the 1500s, when a Danish lord told him it could cure all illnesses. Or, if you’d 
rather sip while at sea, hop on an aquavit cruise hosted by Akevittruten, 
during which a sail around the Oslo fjord is accompanied by aquavit lectures 
and tastings.   

For an extra dose of skol, align your trip to coincide with the Norsk Akevitt 
Festival (akevittfestivalen.no). Taking place in Gjøvik from Oct. 1–3, 2020, this 
year marks the 10th anniversary of celebrating the liquor with drinks, music, 
food, art and culture.

temperatures and humidity levels, and 
gives LINIE, which means “equator,”  
its name.  

 
 

Aquavit doesn’t always have to be 
aged—in fact, brands from Denmark 
and Sweden often aren’t, giving the spirit 
a clear color—but many U.S. distilleries 
have stuck to the Norwegian tradition of 
allowing the liquor to mature in barrels 
for that signature caramel hue. 

The Hardware Distillery Co. in 
Hoodsport, Wash., takes the production 
process further for one of their aquavits, 
sending barrels of its Dill Aquavit across 
the nearby Hood Canal in an annual 
event, Fjordin Crossin, an homage to 
the journey LINIE makes. “To make 
a good aquavit, I think you need to 
have confidence in what you like, and 
just enjoy experimenting with all the 
wonderful spices from Scandinavia,” 
says distillery owner Jan Morris, whose 
botanical infusions were inspired by her 
Swedish grandmother’s holiday baking.  

Making aquavit was a way for Emily 
Vikre to connect with her Norwegian 
roots. At her Vikre Distillery in Duluth, 
Minn., she calls on her memories of 
the spirit being a part of festivities, 
community building and song-singing to 
make her two aquavits: a cognac barrel–
aged version and an unaged one that’s 
light and aromatic.    

“My goal was to make something 
that was a lighter style. Maybe you grew 
up with a grandpa who would bring a 
(continued on page 21) 
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is a leafy 

green herb 
that has a 
distinctive 

bittersweet, 
herbal  

flavor and 
aroma 
similar  

to anise. 

 
is one of the most 
common flavors 

found in aquavit. It’s 
a spice in the ginger 
family with a warm,  

complex flavor. 

 
is a 

member of 
the parsley 
family that 

has an 
earthy 

flavor. It’s 
a main 
flavor in 

Norwegian 
aquavit. 

  
and other citrus  

flavors add brightness 
and make spicy notes 

pop. Orange peels  
are often used in  
holiday aquavits. 
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From fruits to flowers, today’s aquavit distilleries are being innovative with 

their botanical infusions. Translation: This is not your grandfather’s aquavit. 

To be considered a true version of the Scandinavian classic, it must be 

flavored predominantly with caraway or dill, but “from there, there’s room 

to experiment and get creative,” says Emily Vikre of Vikre Distillery in Duluth, 

Minn. “It’s all about the quality of ingredients and balancing that spice 

profile.” Here are just some of the flavors you might find in your next glass.

bottle of aquavit out of the freezer at 
Christmas, and you thought it tasted 
horrible, but it never has to be that 
way,” she says. Her aim is to make  
the liquor as approachable as possible 
for the current generation, which  
she demonstrates with recipes in  
her book coming out this month, 
“Camp Cocktails.”  

Building interest in and awareness of 
aquavit is the mission of Aquavit Week, 
a celebration that started in Portland, 
Ore. Every November, Aquavit Week 
asks participating restaurants and bars 
to offer food and aquavit pairings, 
or mix up aquavit cocktails “just to 
get people who might not have had 
it before to try it,” says the event’s 
founder Jacob Grier. Since it began 
in 2012, Aquavit Week has grown 
to include events in Minneapolis; 
Washington, D.C.; Denver; New York 
and even Germany.     

Distilleries in the U.S. agree that 
aquavit’s ascent to spirit stardom is 

due to factors like the craft cocktail  
movement and increased exposure. 
This is creating optimism back in 
Norway. “It’s positive that there’s 
an interest in aquavit, but at the 
same time, it’s a challenge because it 
creates more competition for us,” says 
Jourdan. “Also, we are guardians of 
aquavit, and we want to make sure that  
the category is being preserved the  
right way.”

By that, he means using the proper 
ingredients to be able to call your 
product a true “aquavit”—“a caraway-
flavoured and/or dillseed-flavoured 
spirit drink produced by using ethyl 
alcohol of agricultural origin, flavoured 
with a distillate of plants or spices,” 
according to a European Union law. But 
even within that definition, there’s room 
for interpretation. “Even though it’s a 
very traditional product, there’s a lot 
of innovation,” says Minothi. “We’re 
doing a lot of cool stuff with aquavit, 
trying to put it into new times.” 

 
 

Aquavit brings people 
together over food and 

celebrations. But how it’s 
made and drunk varies 

depending on the region. 

Danish and Swedish 
aquavits are distilled from 
grain. Danish is heavier on 
dill, coriander and caraway,  

while Swedish has more 
anise and fennel flavors. 

Norwegian aquavit is 
traditionally made from 

potatoes and leans toward 
cumin and citrus peels. 

 

Depending on the aging 
and flavoring, aquavit 

can range from clear to 
brown. Swedish and Danish 
aquavits are similar in style 

in color. They are light in 
color (almost clear) and have 

forward flavors of fennel, 
anise and citrus. In Norway, 

most aquavit is aged in 
oak barrels, which gives  
the liquid a golden color 
plus a sweet and nutty 

vanilla flavor. 

Scandinavians take their 
aquavit straight up in 

tulip-shaped glasses. Danes 
and Swedes enjoy it as a 
chilled shot followed by a 

beer. Norwegians drink their 
barrel-aged aquavit slowly at 

room temperature. 

1 ½ ounces aquavit 
3 ½ ounces ginger beer 
The juice from ½ lime

Mix all ingredients and pour 
over ice. Serve with a slice of 
fresh ginger or lime. 

CO
U

RT
ES

Y 
AR

CU
S

 
A member of the 

carrot family, caraway 
is the base flavor most 
often found in aquavit. 

It’s similar to fennel 
or cumin, delivering 

an earthy, slightly 
licorice-like taste and 

aromatic punch.

 

If an aquavit 
 isn’t infused with 
caraway, dill  
will be its  
predominant flavor.  
The feathery, green 
herb is known for 
imparting a lemony, 
bitter taste.    


