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INTRODUCTION


Do you grow your own fruit and vegetables, or pick wild berries and flowers? Or do you simply have a well-stocked kitchen, fridge and freezer? I’ll bet you care about using natural, fresh ingredients in your cooking. So why, then, do we put up with such awful shop-bought drinks? The usual trip up the shop aisle is pretty unappetizing these days (apart from the table wines), with rows of cheap, bland spirits, sickly and commercial liqueurs, and fiercely fizzy, lurid ‘soft’ options. There are exceptions, of course, but high-quality labels are rare, and they can be horribly expensive.


So let’s make our own drinks out of natural, fresh – and often free – ingredients, just as we do when cooking food. I’ve made a point of using home-grown, foraged, or locally sourced, cheap ingredients thoughout this book to create a diverse selection of tempting drinks recipes. And how delicious they’ve turned out to be: family-friendly cordials from flowers and fruit; fashionable spirit infusions for cocktails and shots; rich liqueurs; hot and cold drinks based on fresh herbs and dried spices. All of these can be made in a ridiculously short time and are quite delectable. Meanwhile, the transformation wrought by fermenting fruit, veg, honey, and even weeds and leaves is nature at its most magical.


This is a straightforward, no-nonsense introduction to drinks-making at home. Most of your core ingredients are out in the fields, hedgerows and gardens, there for the taking. Let’s get started.
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GROWING AND SOURCING


The garden and the orchard


It takes a small but significant mind-shift to start making drinks (instead of food) from home-grown produce. You’ve perhaps never thought of making wine out of your much treasured rhubarb – only crumbles or fruit fools. Blackcurrants are for pies and jam, but what about cordials or crème de cassis? Start eyeing your crops in a different way – especially those that regularly produce a glut.


For drinks-making, the most suitable home-grown ingredients include: strawberries, raspberries, blackcurrants, gooseberries, rhubarb, damsons, apples, pears, plums, parsnips, red chillies and various herbs. I’ve created drinks, soft and alcoholic, from all these and more – after raiding our own vegetable patch and begging quinces, grapes (and honey) from generous neighbours. Indeed, there’s a great tip for making drinks from lovely fresh, local produce: ask around and see what else is ripening in nearby gardens and allotments. You might not grow raspberries or damsons yourself, but there’s a good chance that someone who lives close by does. Be prepared to swap your own produce or finished drinks to get the core ingredients you need, but whether it’s homemade or bartered, these basic supplies should cost you very little.


Of course for city-dwellers, life just isn’t like that, but ingredients featured in this book that are easy to grow in a small backyard or even on a spacious, sunny balcony include: strawberries, grapes, rhubarb, chillies and herbs. Again, find out which of your friends and neighbours have city allotments, maybe offering to help out there in exchange for precious crops.
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Growing and sourcing


Buying from farmers’ markets and local shops


Large supermarkets and high-street greengrocers stock all the key ingredients needed in this book, both fresh produce and ‘dry’ items, such as sugar as well as store-cupboard spices and dried herbs. Look out for organic fruit and veg (always preferable, especially when the produce is not going to be peeled in the recipe), try to pick fruit and veg from the country (even better, the region) where you live, and check very carefully for freshness before buying, smelling and prodding along the way, if you can get away with it! Choose unwaxed citrus fruit. Special offers are great news here, providing a cheap source when you bulk-buy one particular item for a wine or cordial.


Do support farmers’ markets, a hugely useful source of high-quality, locally grown fruit and veg – sometimes organic, and always in season. Farmers have ‘gluts’ of seasonal produce, too, so look out for cheap and plentiful supplies of all the essential fresh ingredients at particular times of the year and make the most of the harvest. Visiting a farmers’ market is an especially appealing way to shop, and it’s great to support local small businesses.




ENSURING YOU USE THE BEST-QUALITY PRODUCE


1 Always use unsprayed fruit and vegetables to avoid getting chemical residues in the finished drinks.


2 Try natural pest controls, such as crushed eggshells, salt or copper rings on your vegetable beds.


3 Use netting to protect any fruit bushes and trees that are regularly raided by birds or other animals.


4 Pick home-grown produce only when it is properly ripe.


5 Remove any rotten or badly bruised parts of the fruit and give it all a really thorough wash to get rid of any soil or natural nasties before using.







[image: ]




Growing and sourcing


Getting ideas and inspiration


So, you’re busy gathering in lots of lovely natural ingredients, and have all the many recipes that follow here to kick-start a brand-new, delicious pursuit. It’s worth suggesting now, at this early stage, that you keep your eyes peeled for various other sources of drinks-making inspiration in order to build up a solid framework of reference. So, when you’re harvesting crops and getting your kit together, bear in mind the following:


Make friends with your local brew-shop owner. There’s bound to be an outlet selling home-brew kits nearby and it pays to get to know the people selling it, as they often have years of experience and sensible advice to offer. I used to pitch up at my local store regularly with a bundle of questions. The long-suffering owner passed on a great deal of knowledge, sometimes while selling me little more than a plastic airlock (thanks, Ian, by the way!).


Pester family, friends and neighbours for their own ideas. Wines, ciders, meads and spirit infusions in particular are ancient traditions, and have evolved in different regions and countries with slight (or more radical) variations, mostly to use specific, locally grown fruits and vegetables. So often it’s the people living around you who provide inspiration. A notice in the local shop window or an advert in your regional magazine are other ways to find fellow drinks-makers. And family members may have old recipes squirreled away and should be delighted to pass them on.


Search out old books in second-hand bookshops and libraries. Although little has been written on drinks-making lately, the 1960s–80s proved to be a ‘golden age’ for this subject. There are plenty of dog-eared, wine-stained books from this era still kicking about, which might prove interesting (although some of the old photography is spectacularly off-putting!).


Do use the internet for tips on drinks-making by all means, but exercise caution. There are some useful websites out there, but there are other, rather pointless ones too, and a few that are just plain whacky. Be selective.


Growing and sourcing


Preserved fruit and vegetables


Out of season, the pickings can look a little thin. Do you really want to make wine out of slightly sad, underripe fruit that has been flown halfway across the world? You might as well buy cheap Chardonnay from the same place. At the farmers’ market in winter the main crops may be leeks or red cabbage – even I’m not going to suggest you start fermenting those! So ‘out of season’ is when you might want to consider using frozen or tinned fruit and veg to make wine.


With a few provisos, go for it. Frozen fruit is particularly good. I have made plenty of drinks out of frozen currants, elderberries, blackberries, damsons and gooseberries in particular and the quality has been fine. Frozen strawberries and raspberries are somewhat less successful for making wine, but they will create reasonable soft drinks and infusions. Sloes are even better after a quick freeze. Parsnips can certainly be used after freezing. Tinned and bottled fruit can be considered – a decent cherry brandy or cherryade can be made from tinned cherries, for example – but in general fresh is definitely superior.


Wine made out of dried fruits, including apricots, sultanas, raisins and even figs, is possible, but do consult a specialist book for this. I prefer the flavours of fresh rather than dried fruit in my drinks, and this book contains only one wine with a dried fruit in it: Rice and Raisin Wine. But there’s nothing to stop you from experimenting.
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Growing and sourcing


Foraging for ingredients


There’s an argument for saying that foraging for your own is even better than growing your own! Let nature do the hard work, and when the hedgerow fruits or wild leaves are at their best, get out on a sunny day and grab them from the wild. I say ‘sunny’ quite deliberately. Wild crops tend to taste better if picked on a bright, dry day than when it’s dark and damp; flowers in particular will have a much better aroma.


Get properly dressed to go foraging. We’re talking long-sleeved T-shirts, long trousers, sturdy shoes or boots, gloves and even a hat. Sounds over the top? Not really. It’s a strange thing, but most of the wild ingredients featured in these pages seem to grow in the midst of thorns, or surrounded by stinging nettles, or else they’re high up a tall tree, or on a steep slope or buried in a hedgerow. Unless you’re a giant, you’ll be pulling down high branches to get to certain crops, bringing down leaves, twigs and insects on your head. So be prepared and cover up! Oh, and make sure to have bite- and sting-relief cream to hand (for inevitable insect and plant stings).


Take plenty of plastic bags and containers for bringing your crops home, and if driving a long way on a hot day consider packing a cool bag to keep any fruit or leaves fresh. One or two ‘don’ts’: don’t pick beside a busy road (as much for the dust and petrol fumes on the crop as for the danger); or where chemical sprays might well have been used (e.g. right next to manicured public gardens); don’t pick where many dogs are regularly walked (extra ‘aromas’ are not required, thanks); or where furious bulls reside; and never trespass.


This is just sensible stuff, and all that said, it’s a joy to go out into the wild on a lovely day foraging for ingredients with which to make drinks. Dandelions, sloes, blackberries, elderflowers and elderberries, rosehips, nettles and oak leaves are out there for the taking – and all feature in recipes in this book. Take a picnic, your children, a good book and make a day of it!
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TIMING AND SEASONS


I strongly advise making drinks from ingredients that are properly in season. They’ll taste fresher, ‘truer’, better all round if they have been grown according to their natural ripening season, with minimal intervention and sourced relatively near at hand – even if you are buying in the crops from a large shop rather than growing your own.


As for home-grown, seasonality is everything, of course, and you will want to swoop down on key ingredients at exactly the right moment: i.e. when ripe and ready, but before they turn the corner and go ‘over’. It really pays to keep up with the neighbours here, swapping your gluts of fruit and veg. Or, if you are not a gardener, train a beady eye on nearby ‘pick your own’ farms as well as local veggie-box delivery schemes so you can get exactly the right natural ingredients quickly when the time is right, all tasting at their very best.


Timing and seasons


Spring and summer cropping


The moment in spring for starting to make drinks from home-grown or wild ingredients is late April, when some of the flowers you might use have started to hit full bloom. Dandelions are the first of the lot. Tradition in England dictates that you pick them on 23 April, St George’s Day, but only if it’s sunny, I say. So, make Dandelion Wine in late April through May, and by then the first elderflowers should be ready, June being the main month for using these lovely blossoms.


Rhubarb is the first fresh fruit I ferment each year, followed by the early summer crops of strawberries and gooseberries, although leave the latter to get ripe and pink if you want a rosé wine from it. Oak Leaf Wine can be made in early summer from young green leaves if you like, or wait until high summer for a more full- bodied, tannic white.


Midsummer is unsurprisingly a season of great opportunities for a drinks-maker. Roses and lavender bushes bloom and the green herbs’ heyday is followed by blackcurrants, redcurrants, raspberries, and more strawberries. Late summer sees the start of the apple and plum season and, in a hot year, blackberries are already starting to turn purple.


At the height of summer – July and August – many of us disappear for a week or two on holiday, sometimes leaving our most tempting fruit to the mercy of birds and wild animals, or, sadly, to turn ripe or rotten before they’ve been picked.


SPRING AND SUMMER CROPS


SPRING


Elderflowers, Dandelions, Green gooseberries, Mint, Nettles, Oak leaves, Rhubarb, Rose petals.


SUMMER


Blackberries, Blackcurrants, Camomile, Cherries, Chillies, Cucumbers, Damsons, Lavender, Mint, Nettles, Oak leaves, Pink gooseberries, Plums, Raspberries, Redcurrants, Rhubarb, Rose petals, Sage, Strawberries, Thyme.
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Timing and seasons


Autumn and winter cropping


Autumn is a glorious time for drinks-making. It is apple-gathering season, of course, and pears are ripe, too. Both crops have a long ripening period, so there should be no huge rush to harvest and press. To check if an apple or pear is ready, pick the odd one from September onwards and cut into it; if the outside layer of the pips is still creamy-white, then the fruit is underripe. Brown pips mean a riper crop. Have several sessions of picking, pressing and drinks-making through the autumn if you have an abundant orchard harvest.


Blackberries can have a long season, too, often starting to ripen in the late summer but going strong through the autumn, depending on how much sun is shining on each bush. Again, expect to get several goes at ‘brambling’ over several weeks, though stop picking when berries grow slushy-squashy and cobwebs drape the bushes. Elderberries, grapes, damsons and quinces are all earlier autumn crops, while sloes and rosehips will be ready in late autumn and way after the first frosts (and sloes are improved for a natural freeze).


Winter doesn’t bring much from nature’s stores, although you can pull up the last parsnips for wine. This is the season for making drinks from store-cupboard and other ‘timeless’ ingredients, such as honey, eggs and spices.


AUTUMN AND WINTER CROPS


AUTUMN


Apples, Blackberries, Chillies, Damsons, Elderberries, Grapes, Pears, Quinces, Raspberries, Rosehips, Sloes.


WINTER


Parsnips, Rosehips.
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GETTING STARTED


THE TEN ESSENTIAL BITS OF KIT


1. STERILIZING AND CLEANING EQUIPMENT


Buy a simple powder or tablets for sterilizing drinks-making equipment from a specialist brew shop. Use in solution to sterilize all equipment, including every type of container and airlocks, bungs, siphons, spoons, mashers and jugs, and always rinse well afterwards with loads of cold water. Make sure a long-handled bottle brush, washing-up liquid and plenty of new dishcloths and tea towels are on hand for cleaning.


2.PANS AND BUCKETS


A large metal preserving pan – preferably two – is essential for mashing up, macerating (soaking) and cooking fruit or vegetables. Some people use a simple plastic bucket on the floor for mashing or soaking, but I’m particular about this and use large stainless-steel pans at worktop level every time.


3. MEASURING JUGS


One large and one small plastic or glass jug with clear measurements on the side are crucial for drinks-making.


4. FUNNELS


You will need large and small funnels, including at least one with a narrow end small enough to fit into the neck of an ordinary wine bottle (or beer bottle). These can be used for adding powder as well as liquid ingredients.
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Getting started


5. SCALES


Make sure your scales are capable of weighing small amounts of powdered ingredients such as yeast or citric acid. Electronic scales are recommended.


6. MUSLIN BAGS AND SIEVES


You will need muslin cloths and/or fine sieves to strain your drinks. Muslin is best for wines, but fine sieves are more apt for tisanes or getting the pips out of cordials (you can even use a tea-strainer for a small quantity). I favour clean, new muslin bags, which are inexpensive and can go straight on the compost heap afterwards, together with the discarded fruit! You can make your own, of course, from muslin off-cuts, but the twentieth-century tradition of using old tights to strain drinks is, in my view, rather too unappealing.


7. SIPHON


This is a long plastic tube that is used to move liquid from one container to another; useful when ‘racking off’ wine, mead or beer (taking the liquid off the yeast sediment) and when bottling. Use by placing the second empty container or bottle at a lower height than the first, put one end of the siphon into the bottom of the liquid, and suck gently until gravity does the rest for you. Warning! It takes a little practice to get this right, and you need to have all the containers you want filled ready and waiting so you don’t have to stop and start the process, messily.
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