
Ah,brandy.
What a

fickle mistress.
To begin with,
she can be quite
confusing, espe-
cially for those
meeting her for
the first time.
What is she,
after all? Is she a
dark, biting spirit
like scotch? A
clear, summery
grain spirit like
gin? A wine?
A liquéur? A glo-
rified juice? The
answer is that
she is a little bit
of it all, and the
reason is as
etymological as
it is illogical. 

Even as late
as the 1800s, the
word “brandy”
was often used
to describe prac-
tically any spirit
(even ones as
wildly different
as, say, gin), but
this confused
universality of
phrase, while
misguided, is
understandable
in retrospect.
See, the origins
of the word can

be traced back
to both the
Dutch phrase
“brandewijn”
(“burnt wine”) as
well as the
French expres-
sion “eau de vie”
(“water of life”).
Since so many
other alcoholic

beverages also
vied for the
“water of life”
idiom (see:
whiskey and
vodka), the word
became grossly
(eh, hem)
watered down.
But let’s focus
on the “burnt

wine” angle. 
Brandy is a

distilled product
that can be
made from
almost any fruit,
although most
commonly con-
sumed brandies
in the United
States are made

from grapes. The
origins of the
spirit stem from
a 12th century
attempt to distill
wine and make
it easier for
merchant trans-
portation. The
idea was that
one could
extract the water
from the wine,
ship it overseas,
and then reintro-
duce water
again once it
was ready for
consumption.
Kind of like Tang
for the castle-
dwelling set. 

Well, half of
that idea turned
out to be pretty
dumb; but the
other half—the
half that yielded
deliciously dis-
tilled vino aged
in wooden
casks—is what
paved the way
for the brandies
of today. The
flavors and
derivations are
vast, but as after-
dinner drinks go,
brandy is still
unparalleled. �
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Remy Martin
Grand Cru:
A V.S. from the tiny
Champagne Cognac
region, the Grand Cru
($40) will most likely serve
you best in mixing or
cooking scenarios.
Sipped neat, this three-to-
four-year-old brandy has a
breezy vanilla nose with a
long finish of pears and
apples, which some may
find a little too aggressive
in the raw.

Courvoisier Exclusif:
This new gem of an addi-
tion to the Courvoisier
brand is clearly being
marketed as a rival to the
current vodka craze
sweeping the country,
both in the look of its
sexy, slender bottle and
the gingery zip of its fruity
flavor profile. Utilizing 12-
year-old cognac, Exclusif
($60) is mellow enough to
mix yet bountiful enough
to sip neat. Look out
Comrades!

Hennessy Privilege
V.S.O.P Cognac:
Some have theorized this
brand’s appearance in
dozens of hip-hop beats
over the last decade may
have single-handedly
revived American interest
in cognac. And for good
reason. Hennessy’s ($40)
complex, rich soul is thor-
oughly inspirational, even
if your name isn’t Snoop
D-O-Double-G.

Martell Cordon Bleu:
You can reach the upper
echelons of bourbon with
$35. A respectable 12-
year single malt scotch
can be procured for $65.
But when trying to really
impress with brandy, one
should prepare to spend
a handsome sum.
Savoring that first bold
and balanced sip of
Martell Cordon Bleu
($130) should adequately
illustrate why. To even
think of this one in any
fashion other than neat
would be a sin.

You can find each of
these bottles at Traino’s
Wine and Spirits in
Marlton.

Brandy,You’reAFineGirl

+ + +
One 12 oz New York strip 1/4c olive oil

2 Tbsp. crushed
black pepper
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Conyaking
Most brandy you will sample in your
lifetime will probably be a grape
brandy. Moreover, that grape brandy
will most likely be a cognac. But in
case you want to venture outside
the box a little, here is the basic

breakdown: The “type” of brandy
refers to its primary ingredient (e.g.,
grape, pomace, apple, etc.), and
that type is then categorized
regionally. Cognac, for example,
comes from the Cognac region in
France. Other regions can include

American, Armagnac, Lourinha,
or South African. With sensuous
concentration, we sampled four
elite cognacs. Each would make for
a classy addition to any romantic
evening you may have planned in
the coming weeks.

➔
BRANDY HAS A LONG tradition as a staple in
many fine recipes. Its dichotomous sweet and bit-
ing flavor profile makes it perfect for this purpose.
Here, try your hand at Beau Steak & Seafood
Executive Chef Scott Bergman’s au poive.



YOU’LL ALSO NEED
Salt, Worcestershire, and Tabasco to taste  

HOW TO MAKE
Dredge/coat the steak in the crushed black pepper. Take a
meat cleaver and actually pound the peppercorns into the
steak. In a medium heated sauté pan, sauté the steak in the
olive oil. For medium rare cook 5 minutes per side. Add the
shallots and sauté, then deglaze and flame the brandy. Add
beef stock and reduce. Then add the heavy cream and
reduce to sauce consistency, at least by half. Add seasoning
to taste.

+
1/4c brandy

+ =
1/4c beef stock 1/2c heavy cream

+
1 medium shallot,

minced fine
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THIS REALLY ISN’T
THE BEST WAY TO 

APPRECIATE
A FINE BRANDY.

“

”

Scratch and
Snift
The only thing that
may turn people off
to brandy more than
its snooty, smoking-
room reputation is
the glass one is
supposed to utilize
in its consumption.
The snifter is a short-
stemmed,
balloon-shaped
piece of glassware
with a narrow top.
An early 16th-century
innovation, this semi-
pretentious vessel of
imbibition is sup-
posed to trap and
concentrate brandy’s
rich aroma, thereby
enlivening the sip-
ping experience; but

not everyone is
ready to give
an endorsement.
Andrew Barrow,
editor of The Spirit
World, a blog con-
cerning all things
libational, writes,
“This really isn’t the
best way to appreci-
ate a fine brandy. Its
large bowl and
narrow chimney
concentrate things
far too much for my
liking…A far better
glass to use is one
with a medium-sized
bowl and just a slight
flair at the lip.” Paper
cups, water bottles,
and gravy boats may
also be acceptable
at certain gatherings.

A V.S. GUIDE TO THOSE
BLASTED ABBREVIATIONS

Since there are no age statements on cognacs,
the industry has adopted some generally
accepted terms to classify (some would argue,
qualify) the spirit. So, if you don’t know O.P. from
B.O., keep this guide handy. But keep in mind,
these terms have no legal status, and each
shipper uses them according to his own criteria.

A.C. You will find this label on brandies aged
for two years in a wooden cask. 

V.S. and V.S.P. These stand for “Very Superior”
or “Very Superior Pale.” A minimum of two
years aging in a cask is required, although the
industry standard is four to five years. 

V.S.O.P. or “Very Superior Old Pale”
A minimum of four years cask aging for
the youngest in the blend, with the industry
average falling between 10 and 15 years. 

X.O. or Luxury “Extra Old” A minimum
of six years aging with the average age
running 20 years or older.


