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How to Make Labels (and What to Put on Them)
by Freiherr Johann von Drachenfels, OL, OP

People are nearly always happy to receive presents of booze. But nothing strikes fear in their hearts like an unlabeled bottle, particularly one that's been found months after the donation. What's in it? How old is it?  Did it come from the same batch as that heavenly stuff I had last week, or the really putrid stuff I found last month in my feastware box? All the bottles look exactly the same!

This problem is aggravated when the bottle in question was given to Royalty. It's probably not desirable, or even possible,  for the reigning royals to consume all of the liquid given to them, so a lot of it gets passed out as largesse, or as gifts to other royalty. So the recipient is two stages removed from the brewer, and if the brew is bad, it reflects poorly on the royals and their kingdom or principality.

All of these problems can be avoided if the bottles were labeled. The label doesn't have to have fancy artwork on it (although it seldom hurts), but it should have the following information:

-- The type of brew it is (beer, ale, wine, mead, metheglin, etc.). Some people don't care for a particular type of beverage, and won't appreciate receiving it. So you make the recipient's life a lot easier by stating up front what he or she is getting.

-- The name of the brewer, so that the donor can be either congratulated or executed, depending on the quality of the brew. (Just kidding! But if you were the brewer, wouldn't you want to know if the beer turned out bad? And how could they tell you if the bottle didn't have your name on it?)

-- The date it was bottled. This is particularly important for beers, quick meads, and other beverages that have a limited shelf life. If such a thing is found a year later, the recipient has been warned that the beverage might be past its prime and undrinkable (or at least unlikely to be enjoyed). It's also important for beverages that take a long time to mature, like some wines and cordials.

-- The ingredients. Here you have a little latitude. If the brew is a beer, it's assumed that it includes water, malt, yeast, and hops, so you needn't list those ingredients. But if you're adding ingredients that are not normally found in that type of brew, you'll want to list them, because the eventual recipient may have a sensitivity to that ingredient. This is particularly true of things like cordials and metheglins, in which nearly any type of herb has been known to be found.

-- If you know the percentage of alcohol, it's nice to put that on the label as well. Again, if that percentage is within the range for that type of beverage (3%-5% for beers and ales 10%-14% for wines, etc.), it need not be noted, since the recipient will assume that fact. But it adds a professional touch to the label.

-- Any other information that the recipient might want to know. When I bottle beer or ale, I like to add a note that it is "bottle conditioned" so the pourer will be alerted to the sediment that will be found at the bottom of the bottle. Again, it's a courtesy to the eventual recipient.

The above list applies mainly to beverages given out as gifts or taxes. Bottles submitted to a competition should have all the above information except one: NEVER PUT YOUR NAME ON THE BOTTLES. If you're using your standard label, be sure to obliterate your name or simply cut it out of the label. (By putting your name either on the top or bottom, you only need to make one cut instead of two.) Also, be sure that nothing in the name of the beverage indicates its provenance. Similarly, don't put your name on the documentation. However, it helps if you give the beverage a name that is specific but doesn't betray its origins, such as "Beer #7C" or "Robin Hood's Cherry Cider" and put that name on both the bottle and the documentation, so that they can be matched up by the judges.

I make my labels on my computer using a graphics program called Print Artist, which I bought for ten dollars many years ago. It has since gone upscale and now costs forty dollars, but similar label-printing programs can be bought cheaply for just about any computer, and there are also probably some share-ware or free-ware programs floating around the Internet. I print the labels out on Avery #5263 shipping labels, available at any office supply store. The labels come ten to a sheet, and are 2" x 4" which is a nice size for bottles. Print Artist allows you to lay out the label in a vertical orientation rather than a horizontal one (you create a block of text and rotate it ninety degrees.) The labels are pre-gummed, so you don't have to worry about adhesives. That adhesive is hell to clean off bottles, so you might not want to use them on bottles that you'll be getting back, but my experience is that 99.9% of all donated bottles end up being dumped in the recycling bin or trash rather than being returned for refill, so that's not really an issue. If you want use labels that are readily soaked off, you can print out the labels on plain paper, cut them apart with scissors, and stick them on with milk or Knox's gelatin (which is basically hide glue). Of course, this is a drawback for bottles that will sit in an ice chest. Those labels need to be taped down with a water-resistant tape like Scotch tape.

Ice-chest immersion involves another danger: if you're using an ink-jet printer to print your labels, you'll find that the ink is very water-soluble, and a blank (or nearly blank) label is as unnerving as no label at all. The solution is to use a laser printer, or to print your labels using a photocopy machine that uses a xerographic process. Or you can do what I do: cover the label with clear 2" packing tape. I've also tried spraying the labels with clear lacquer or acrylic spray, but that method didn't work as well as the tape, particularly with the colored inks.

Of course, your local brew supply place can probably print very pretty labels for you, with fancy artwork and type faces, on glossy stock, at prices that you might actually find reasonable. Labels like this came in handy for a friend of mine when he took some bottles of his home-brew to Lochac. The Australian customs people didn't allow home-brew to be brought in at the time, but the labels were fancy enough for the bottles to be passed off as "boutique brewery" products, which could be legally brought in. That was a long time ago, though; with today's security at airports, I doubt if he'd try it again.

Whatever label format you decide on, remember that it's what's in the bottle that counts, not what's on it. And that's what the label should describe.
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