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IN THE SPIRIT OF THE HOLIDAY
LIQUOR & LIQUEUR FOR PESACH (AND YEAR-ROUND)
Rabbi Nachum Rabinowitz

Senior Rabbinic Coordinator, Alcohol and Europe

When

enjoyed responsibly, liquor and liqueur
products can enhance the Purim (Shulchan Aruch
O”C 695:2) and Yom Tov “spirit” (O”C 529:3).
While it is certainly preferable to consume alcoholic
beverages with a reliable hechsher, during Pesach
it is essential to use only such reliably certified
drinks. Let us examine this a bit further.

Liquor is defined as an unsweetened distilled alcoholic
beverage, while liqueur is the aforementioned
liquid, with added sweeteners and other flavoring
agents. The common denominator between
liquor and liqueur is that the major ingredient,
and arguably most important component, is the
alcohol.
HOW IS ALCOHOL MANUFACTURED?
The starter material for alcohol is carbohydrates. As
one might imagine (and as many on low-carb diets
keenly know) the list of carbohydrates is seemingly
endless. For alcohol production the primary
source of carbohydrates are sugars - cane, beet
and fruit (most prominently grape). Additionally,
grain starches can be converted to sugar, often

with addition of enzymes. In some countries with
an abundance of dairy products, alcohol is also
derived from milk lactose (the sugar found in milk).
It is important to note is that this lactose-derived
alcohol is considered a dairy product.
The sugars then undergo a natural fermentation
process with yeast that converts them into alcohol.
The fermentation will normally stop when the
alcohol reaches the level of about 14% (though
it can sometimes go slightly higher), at which
point the alcohol sterilizes the alcohol-producing
bacteria. Wine and beer are the direct result of
this fermentation process.
To produce a higher-proof (a measure of alcohol by
volume) liquor there is an additional step: the
distillation of the fermented material. Distillation
occurs in a metal still which boils off the alcohol,
separating it from the other components to
achieve a higher alcohol content in the liquid.
Products like vodka, or neutral spirits, are distilled to
almost complete alcohol purity (96%). Whiskeys
and others are distilled to lower alcohol levels
leaving non-alcohol “impurities.” The different
flavor profiles of various liquor products are
primarily due to the residual components that did
not separate from the alcohol during distillation.
continued on page 2
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Other contributing factors are the
aging process and flavors that may be
added. Sometimes, colors are added
to enhance the appearance of the
finished product.
PESACH ALCOHOL
The first and most important criterion
for Pesach alcohol is the source of
the sugar. Grains like wheat, barley
and rye are actual chametz and can
never be Pesach-approved. While the
Mishkenos Yaakov (Y”D 34) argues
that distilled alcohol is only vapor
from chametz and not actual chametz,
this position is not accepted by many
poskim (see Aruch HaShulchan O”C
442:20). Corn, rice, and buckwheat
are considered legumes from which
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Whiskey stills

kitniyot-approved liquor can be produced. Sugar (both cane
and beet), fruits (e.g. grapes, apples, plums, agave etc.) and
potatoes can be converted into Pesach-approved alcohol
as well.
Certain additives often used in the manufacture of alcohol
may prove problematic for Pesach consumption. Enzymes
are frequently added to aid in the processing for optimum
sugar yield. Laboratory yeast may also be added to enhance
and standardize the fermentation process. While the yeast
may be batul (nullified), a chametz davar hamaamid, that
causes a significant chemical change to a product, would not
be batul even when used at less than a 1:60 ratio (see O”C
442:5). Therefore, each additive requires Pesach approval to
insure against the use of chametz in its cultivation.

PESACH-KASHERED EQUIPMENT
Alcohol and other fermented products are subject to additional halachic
stringencies because of their strong taste and smell. Although the
laws of kashering utensils for Pesach are fairly strict, those regarding
equipment that process alcohol are that much more so. Not only must
the equipment be completely cleaned in advance of any kashering,
but the smell must be completely purged as well (see Mishna Berura
451:120 & 122). To accomplish this, the tanks must be boiled with
a caustic or strong detergent as many times as necessary until
deodorized.
Under normal circumstances, if cold liquid chametz is stored in a tank
for less than 24 hours, the tank does not become chamatzdik. While,
the tank must be thoroughly cleaned, there is no need to kasher it
with boiling water. In contrast, alcoholic liquids are considered charif
(sharp), and even a few minutes of contact will necessitate a full
kashering (see Y”D 105:1 and Mishna Berura 447:42).
PESACH LIQUEUR
Liqueurs can be produced for Pesach, when utilizing kosher l’pesach
alcohol and ingredients. Sweeteners that are added must be sugarbased as opposed to corn-based, and flavors and coloring must be
especially approved for Pesach. For cream liqueurs, the cream base
(dairy or pareve) must be approved for Pesach which guarantee it to
be free of non-Pesach emulsifiers and other additives.

KOSHER LIQUORS AND LIQUEURS
Due to these sensitivities, special Pesach supervision
is always required. In today’s global market,
many liquors are bulk shipped internationally for
bottling. Often, the transport equipment such as
trailers and shipping containers must undergo
special kashering. The liquor is then bottled in a
multi-use facility, which must also be kashered to
avoid chametz or other non-kosher contaminants.
As with many other products, liquor manufacturers
and marketers often respond to the expressed
interest for kosher certification by kosher
consumers — for Pesach and all year round. If
you want it kosher, ask them for it to be kosher.

OU Kosher Alcohol Fast Facts

7,000+ 	Alcoholic Beverages Certified
1080	Certified Brands of Alcoholic Beverages
441 	Plants producing Alcoholic Beverages
400+	Mashgichim affiliated with Alcohol production
45 countries and
37 states with Certified Alchoholic Production

TYPES OF LIQUOR FOR PESACH
Scotch WHISKEY always contains malted
barley and is therefore chametz. Bourbon
must contain a majority of corn (kitniyot)
and typically a minority of barley, wheat
and/or rye (chametz). It is possible to
produce whiskey exclusively from corn, and
when proper conditions are met, it can be
kitniyot approved.
VODKA is based on neutral spirits (distilled
to near alcohol purity) and can be produced
from almost any source. While most
frequently wheat and corn based, vodka
can be made from potatoes, sugars, or
fruits. When based on Pesach ingredients
and produced under the right conditions,
vodka can achieve Pesach status.

The

GIN is a flavored vodka. When produced
with Pesach-approved herbs or flavorings
under appropriate conditions, it too can be
certified for Pesach.
RUM is made from sugar molasses. It too
can be certified for Pesach when properly
prepared.
TEQUILA is a Mexican alcoholic beverage
derived from the agave plant. Kosher for
Pesach certification can be achieved when
specially prepared.
BRANDY is distilled from fruit wine,
especially grapes. In the case of kosher
grape wine —brandy can, and often is,
produced for Pesach.

Ingredient PANEL

ETHANOL (ETHYL ALCOHOL) – is produced naturally by fermenting and distilling grains,
molasses, citrus fruits, or wine, or synthetically from petroleum. The source material may
be of Kashruth concern, especially if it is grape or grape juice/wine
derived. Ethanol is the primary component of numerous products and its
use is integral to the flavor and vinegar industries.
YEAST – is a member of the fungus family. It is used to ferment carbohydrates
and sugars in baked goods, alcoholic beverages, and flavor enhancers.
The by-product of the fermenting process is carbon dioxide. Yeast is
currently acceptable from any source unless it is spray dried.
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Consumer
?
?? Conundrums
WHY DO BEER AND WHISKEY NOT REQUIRE
BISHUL YISROEL (JEWISH INVOLVEMENT IN THE
COOKING)?
Bishul akum is prohibited when two conditions are
met: a) the food cannot be eaten raw and b)
the food is worthy of being “oleh al shulchan
melachim” (served at fancy dinners).
Beer and whiskey are made from cooked grains,
which are not edible in a raw state. Thus, beer and
whiskey satisfy the first condition for bishul akum.
Nonetheless, Tosfos (AZ 31b: s.v. V’traveihu)
writes that beer is not served at fancy dinners
and therefore the second requirement for bishul
akum is not present. This explanation suffices
for beer, but not for whisky, which is served at
fancy dinners. However, Tosfos offers a second
explanation why beer is exempt from bishul
akum. Although beer is made from the five grains,
the bracha is Shehakol and not Mezonos because

beer is primarily a water-based drink. By the same
token, beer does not acquire a status of bishul
akum because it is primarily water. Since water is
edible in a raw state, it does not require bishul
Yisroel. The same rationale applies to whiskey
which is a water-based drink, and as such, does
not require bishul Yisroel.
This Consumer Conundrums is taken from OU Kosher’s Halacha
Yomis. For more information or to subscribe please visit https://
oukosher.org/halacha-yomis/

Test your knowledge of all things alcohol related.
1) ALCOHOLIC BEVERAGES CONTAIN WHAT TYPE OF ALCOHOL?
a. Methyl
b. Ethyl
c. Isopropyl
d. Benzyl
2) WHAT IS THE MINIMUM AMOUNT OF CORN LEGALLY REQUIRED IN KENTUCKY BOURBON?
a. 51%
b. 67%
c. 97.9%
d. 40%
3) THE STILLS USED FOR DISTILLING WHISKEY ARE USUALLY MADE FROM?
a. Brass
b. Copper
c. Steel
d. Aluminum
4) WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING ADDITIVES, POSE KASHRUS CONCERNS IN ALCOHOLIC BLENDERS?
a. Isoamyl alcohol
d. All of the above

b. Cognac Oil
e. None of the above

c. Glycerin		
f. b&c

5) WOULD ONE BE ABLE TO PURCHASE WHISKEY THAT IS COLORED WITH CARMINE?

TRIVIA ANSWERS 1) b, 2) a, 3) b, 4) d, 5) Answer next issue.

TRIVIA

QUESTION FROM PREVIOUS ISSUE: WHAT BRACHA DO YOU MAKE ON CHOCOLATE?
Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach zt”l entertains the possibility that the bracha for chocolate is ha’eitz, as the usual
consumption of cocoa beans is only once it has been turned into chocolate (see Minchas Shlomo 1:91). However,
the widespread practice is to recite shehakol on chocolate (see Sha’arei Teshuva Orach Chaim 202:19). Since
many other primary shehakol ingredients, such as sugar, must be combined with the processed cocoa to make
it more palatable (see Teshuvos Vehanhagos 1:187), the bracha would be shehakol.
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