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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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INTRODUCTION


A World Atlas of Gin. How is this possible for a spirit that is, surely, as British as a cup of tea and a cucumber sandwich? Gin is strongly identified with London partly due to the term “London Dry” that defines a category of gin and certainly because of the infamous “gin craze” that swept through the streets of the city from the late 1600s to the mid-1700s. However, much like the aforementioned tea and cucumber combo where the former hails from China and the latter from India, the concept of gin, a juniper-forward spirit, was imported to the UK from the Netherlands in the 17th century. And it quickly made itself at home. Such were the captivating charms of this early form of gin that the innocent folk of London were soon in its thrall and unable to tear themselves away for well over a century.


From that period of time onwards, gin become a well-travelled spirit, as the range of cocktails bears testament to, with gin-based concoctions being developed in India and the USA in the 1800s, and then Italy and Singapore in the 1900s.


Now well into the 21st century we are witnessing a truly global gin boom. Our work as professional drinks writers takes us on many trips to countries far and wide where, over the last decade, we have seen gin become a citizen of the world, reflected in this Atlas encompassing, astonishingly, over 50 gin-producing nations.


From heritage brands such as Tanqueray found in hotel bars worldwide to sachets of gin consumed neat on street corners in Nigeria, and with new craft distillers from Mexico’s Yucatán to Australia’s Tasmania exploring indigenous botanicals, gin is seriously big business. And there is an increasing trend overall for distillers to make their gin a distinct embodiment of the locality and terroir by scouring the local landscape for unique and unusual botanicals.


This book is a curated guide to the world of gin, focusing on only those producers who are making their own products, either where they control the whole gin production process from field to glass or redistil spirit using a unique mix of botanicals. The result is not just about the spirit in the bottle but the interesting and engaging tale of how it got there. Creating a good gin with a balanced botanical recipe is an art form, and as such we have also highlighted those expressions that – we hope – you’ll love as much as we do.


With many of these gins available in different markets across the world through an ever-growing network of specialist distributors and retailers, this Atlas provides you with the inspiration and opportunity to become a gin explorer. Be it from the comfort of your own home with a G&T, on a hotel rooftop bar with a well-made Martini, or – and the very best option – while visiting the distillers themselves.


So, pack your suitcase and come on a juniper journey with us. Let us know your favourites @WorldsBestSpirits and we’ll see you all for a Negroni soon.
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Creating a good gin with a balanced botanical recipe is an art form.
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GIN: A WELL-TRAVELLED SPIRIT


As distilled drinks go, gin is unquestionably one of the most distinctive yet widely enjoyed spirits in the world. It has truly escaped from its humble European origins to gain a global footprint, demonstrated by the consistently swelling numbers of distilleries of all sizes that are crafting it. In this first section of the book, we define what gin is, how it is made and explore some of the best ways to enjoy it.
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SO WHAT IS GIN?
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Juniper, the key ingredient in every gin





As unassuming as it may sound, gin is simply defined as a spirit that “has the predominant flavour of juniper berries”. However, there is a complex world of gin styles to navigate, each with differing production techniques and origins. In the EU, the legal regulations state that gin must start with a “neutral” base spirit that is distilled to no less than 96% ABV, while in the USA a lower ABV of 95% (190° proof) is permitted. But all gins in Europe must be bottled at no less than 37.5% ABV, or 40% ABV (80° proof) in the USA.


The key challenge in the global gin business today is that it is extremely difficult to define accurately just how far the phrase “predominant flavour of juniper” relates to modern gin production, as it relies on the discretion of the distiller rather than a scientific measure.


One thing is for sure though: such ambiguity has opened up the spirit to an unprecedented level of innovation and consumer excitement over the last decade, which will no doubt continue at a frenetic pace for years to come.
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There is a complex world of gin styles to navigate, each with differing techniques and origins.
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Copper pot still distillation in progress
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Gin has always been an egalitarian drink
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A HISTORY OF GIN


Gin has been on a five-hundred-year journey of self-discovery and refinement, ending up as the clear, juniper-led spirit we know today. The first mention of a juniper-based elixir was in the Dutch publication Der Naturen Bloeme by Jacob van Maerlant te Damme in 1269, highlighting the medicinal benefits of a drink infused with the berry’s flavour. But it wasn’t until 1495 when the first recipe for a juniper spirit was recorded in a Dutch cookbook entitled Making Burned Wine, “burned wine” being the term for a distilled spirit, which later became the basis for the term “brandy” or fruit-wine distillate. This original recipe used a wine base in which cardamom, cinnamon, cloves, galangal, ginger, grains of paradise, juniper and nutmeg were heat infused before the mixture was cut with either clean water or local beer.


The popularity of distilled spirits in the Netherlands became so great that by 1497, korenbrandewijn, a distillate from grain and the forerunner to genever, was designated as a taxable product in Amsterdam. References to “genever aqua vitae”, a grape brandy flavoured with juniper, appeared throughout the 1500s, juniper winning out over other botanicals presumably because of its abundance as well as its reputed medicinal properties. By the end of the century, however, distilled spirits had become grain-rather than grape-based, as most notably observed by Dutchman Casper Jansz. Coolhaes in A Guide To Distilling. In 1575, the Bulsius family set up their genever distillery in Amsterdam, drawing on their family name to create what is now the oldest-recorded brand of spirits in the world, Bols.


Due to religious turbulence in the Low Countries of Europe, by 1570, an estimated 6,000 Flemish Protestants had made their way to London, taking their passion for juniper-flavoured spirits with them.
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The origins of Dutch genever





As trade routes around the world began to be established by the nautical nations of Great Britain, France, Spain, Italy and Holland, it was the growth of the Dutch East India Company, or Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie (VOC), eventually becoming the world’s largest at the time, that provided a ready-made global distribution network for Dutch-made genever, while also bringing exotic herbs, spices and botanicals into the Netherlands for distillers to experiment with.


By 1623, genever was appearing in English texts, with a mention in Philip Massinger’s London play The Duke of Milan, at a time when many British mercenaries went to fight in the Thirty Years’ War (1618–48). Having discovered the juniper-flavoured spirit, the troops used it as fortification before battle, giving rise to the term “Dutch courage” still used today for those in need of a small motivational kick. Sixty-five years after Massinger’s play, Dutch prince Willem invaded England and along with his English wife Mary Stuart seized the throne in 1689.


With the Distilling Act of 1690 both reducing foreign imports and lowering licence costs for distilling, the English – and Londoners in particular – turned their own hands to making spirit flavoured with juniper and other botanicals, and in so doing came up with a new word for it: gin. In this hothouse environment for the growth of gin, pretty much anyone who wished to distil simply needed to post a notice of intention outside their property ten days in advance. But despite the ease of distilling, a trend soon emerged for infusing or macerating poorly produced base spirit with juniper and other botanicals to help make it more palatable, known as “bathtub gin”. It was also often sweetened for a better flavour, most likely with honey due to the high cost of sugar at the time, and sold under the name Old Tom gin.
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Gin was often consumed in place of beer
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Early plans for continuous distillation






Such was the problem of home-produced gin in London in the early 1700s that it earned the nicknames “mother’s ruin” and “Madam Geneva”. As the price of gin dipped below that of beer and ale, it made the drink even more popular, especially with the poor. It is estimated that a staggering 50 million litres (13 million US gallons), or the equivalent of 90 bottles for every adult resident of the city, was being consumed per year at that time.


It was in 1751 that gin became the subject of one of the most famous works of art from that time, William Hogarth’s Gin Lane, in which he depicts a London street scene where the community is ravaged by illness, starvation and death. Hogarth contrasted this engraving with another, Beer Street, which shows jolly, industrious men and women enjoying good health and prosperity.


The late 1700s and early 1800s saw the Industrial Revolution drive efficiency in manufacturing, and distilling was not immune from this process. With the development of the column (or continuous) still in 1831, high-grade neutral base spirit could be produced quickly and inexpensively, and many of the famous gin brands we know today, such as Gordon’s, Plymouth, Tanqueray, Beefeater and Fleischmann’s in America, built a reputation on consistent quality.


Today, gin has truly conquered the world, with 54 different countries listed in this Atlas as producing gin or a style thereof. Not only has gin proved to have an enduring legacy with over half a millennium of history behind it, but also an exciting future as the number of producers continues to grow, along with a widening diversity of styles, flavours and bottles, attracting an ever greater fan base around the world.
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An early gin bottle
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GLOBAL STYLES OF GIN


As we explained earlier, there are loose regulations concerning the flavour definitions of gin. Nevertheless, there are several defined styles of gin – and its forerunner genever – produced around the world.



COMPOUND GIN


Also known as “bathtub gin”, this style is where botanicals, either fresh, dried or as pre-extracted oils, are simply added to a neutral base spirit. It is the easiest way to construct a gin and can even be done at home; all you need is a high-strength vodka or potable base spirit (a high level of alcohol helps to extract the oils and flavours in the botanicals) and a vessel in which to macerate (steep) them. During the maceration process, some colour will seep into the spirit, giving it a light, golden hue. After a few hours or a few days, you will have yourself a gin.


COLD COMPOUNDED GIN


In this case, botanical essences are added to the base spirit post-distillation and then reduced in strength by diluting with water and finally bottled. Because of this process, the resulting gin is not classed as a distilled gin.



GENEVER


This spirit (also spelled jenever or simply known as “Hollands”) is the original incarnation of gin (see here), genever being the Dutch for “juniper”. The base spirit – a malt wine made from rye, corn and malted barley – is first double distilled to between 46–48% ABV and then some of this spirit (the rest being held in reserve) distilled for a third time with botanicals – juniper, hops and sometimes coriander seeds – before being blended back into the reserved spirit (sometimes after being cut with neutral spirit) and reduced down to around 38% ABV, dependent on the style. Due to the more flavourful base spirit, genever can come across as almost savoury in comparison to traditional distilled or compounded gins.


There are three main styles of genever, defined by law:


oude – the older, more traditional style, which must contain at least 15% malt wine in addition to neutral spirit and bottled at no lower than 30% ABV


jonge – must contain no more than 15% malt wine and bottled no lower than 30% ABV


corenwyn or korenwijn – must contain at least 51% malt wine and bottled no lower than 38% ABV (there are also 100% malt wine genevers).


Any style can have a certain amount of sugar added (up to 20g/¾ oz per litre/2 US pints for oude and korenwijn, and up to 10g/¼oz per litre/2 US pints for jonge. Genever can be aged in oak, too, for a minimum of one year and in casks no larger than 700 litres (185 US gallons) (see Focus: Genever.


WACHOLDER AND STEINHÄGER


A German variant of gin, Wacholder (which translates as “juniper”) is commonly used as an umbrella term for numerous juniper-based spirits distilled in Germany, predominantly in Westphalia and the Rhineland. Despite having a provenance dating back to the early 19th century, this distinctly juniper-heavy style of spirit, consumed as a chilled shot or a chaser, has remained a German favourite and is rarely seen internationally. Steinhäger comes specifically from the Westphalia region of Steinhagen, which became protected under EU Geographical Indication (GI) regulations in 1989. (See Focus: Wacholder and Steinhäger Styles.)
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Bols, one of the most enduring spirits brands in the world






BOROVIČKA


Unique to Slovakia and also protected by a GI, this is a single botanical (juniper) style of gin, and by law has to be made from a grain spirit base (see here for some examples).


FLANDERS GENEVER ARTOIS


This juniper-based, genever-style spirit, protected by EU regulation and produced solely in Northern France, must be made using a grain base of rye, barley, wheat and oats (see here for more on this).


DISTILLED GIN


This is made by redistilling a neutral base spirit with juniper and other botanicals in a still, in which the spirit is boiled, vaporized and condensed back into a liquid. Distilling captures the flavours of the botanical recipe using one of two methods:


1. Steeping and boiling, where the botanicals are first macerated in the spirit before distilling the spirit with or without the botanicals present.


2. Vapour infusion, where a basket of botanicals is hung inside the still, allowing the spirit’s vapours to pass through them before being turned back into a liquid.


The variables are multiple: the length of steeping time; splitting the botanicals between both methods in one distillation; distilling all the botanicals together or doing the process separately for each or groups of them, then blending the resulting distillates together before the gin is bottled. A distilled gin may also have natural flavourings added after distillation, so long as these flavours have been extracted through distillation as well, for example the rose and cucumber in Hendrick’s Gin.




FACT WORTH NOTING


In any distillation run, it is the citrus oils that come through first, followed later by notes of juniper and more earthy tones.





LONDON DRY GIN


London Dry gin must exclusively be a distilled gin in which all the botanicals used have been involved in the distillation process, with the resulting distillation being at least 70% ABV, and only water added before it is bottled.


Despite its name, London Dry gin can be made anywhere in the world with many countries using the term but in some cases modifying it to reflect where their gin is made, such as Japan’s Ki No Bi Kyoto Dry Gin.


It is also not a requirement for a gin producer to create its own base spirit, with most buying it in, distilled to their own specifications. The minority of producers that insist on making their own will often speak of the additional quality, in both flavour and texture, that this brings to their gin (see here).
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Botanical tray in a copper pot still










OTHER GIN STYLES







AGED GIN


Gin can be matured in casks, usually oak but sometimes chestnut or other woods, and from ex-whisky barrels to wine barriques and ginger beer barrels, which contributes both colour and additional flavour (see here).


OLD TOM GIN


As gin is essentially a “dry”-tasting spirit, some gins have sugar or honey added to sweeten them up and to give the spirit more viscosity, and a proportion of these are also a simpler botanical style of gin known as Old Tom. This nickname reputedly originates from the prevalence of public houses marked with the sign of a cat selling sweetened gins during the 1700s in London.


NAVY-STRENGTH GIN


This style of gin has an alcohol content of 57% (114° proof in the USA) or higher, making it flammable. This term relates to spirits carried on naval ships that even if they leaked on to gunpowder onboard would not prevent its ignition. It was a way of ensuring that ships were not supplied with watered-down gin.


FRUIT AND SPICED GIN


Over recent years, a trend toward gin containing fruit and spice flavours has exploded, largely kicked off by the popularity of British sloe gin, traditionally made by harvesting sloe berries from hedgerows, pricking them and macerating in gin for a lengthy period of time before adding sugar and finally bottling. A wave of these macerated-style fruit gins has swept around the globe, including citrus, strawberry, cherry, wine grape (see for Australia’s Four Pillars Bloody Shiraz gin), pears (see Portugal’s Tinto Gin) and plum gins, as well as other styles flavoured with spices such as saffron and vanilla.


COLOURED GIN


In addition to fruit gins, a new range of coloured gins has become immensely popular. From the classic pink gin consisting of a few dashes of Angostura bitters added to a glass of gin that originated as an early 19th-century naval remedy for sea sickness but soon became a fashionable pink-hued cocktail, the concept has gone into overdrive with new-style pink gins containing fruit flavours, alongside a multitude of other shades of gin.
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GIN PRODUCTION: TYPES OF GIN STILL


Distilled gin and London Dry gin must be produced using natural botanicals, predominantly through the use of a still, although freeze distillation can be used, where the temperature of the macerated spirit allows the water and alcohol to separate due to the lower freezing point of alcohol (for example, see Collesi Gin). Stills come in all sizes, from small desktop-style stills holding around 3–5 litres (6–10½ US pints) to much larger stills that can hold thousands of litres (US gallons). There is no defined legal limit for the size of still in which to produce gin.


CLASSIC POT OR ALEMBIC STILL


This is a copper pot, or kettle, that is heated from below. The stills come in a variety of sizes, with some distillers even designing and building their own. There are a few manufacturers that dominate the market, with some designs being more popular than others. Arnold Holstein, Kothe and Christian Carl stills are built in Germany, while Hoga copper pot stills come from Spain and Frilli from Italy. Forsyths stills are Scottish built and frequently used by whisky distillers who also produce gin using the same equipment.


The botanicals are either placed directly in the pot, a process referred to as direct charged, along with high-strength alcohol (over 95% ABV in the USA, 96% ABV in Europe) and often left to macerate (steep) in the alcohol for a period of time before redistillation. Alternatively, the botanicals are hung in a basket above the alcohol to enable its vapours to pass through, picking up essential oils and flavours along the way, known as vapour infusion. In some cases, both techniques are employed in the same still.
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Classic Pot Still, external view
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Classic Pot Still, internal view








COLUMN STILL


This type of still is used for the rectification of alcohol – that is, to increase the alcohol content of the spirit. Column stills are narrow and tall, and the alcohol passes through a series of plates, each in turn working to separate the water from the alcohol, in a process known as fractional distillation (see here). Producers often use these stills for making their own base spirit to ensure that the neutral alcohol is distilled to the specific percentage of ABV that the regulations require.
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Column Still









HYBRID STILL


A combination of a pot still base and a column still top, this type of still creates a lighter spirit and botanicals can be placed directly in the column part of the still.
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Hybrid Still









CARTER-HEAD STILL


This type of style allows for a botanical basket to be hung between the still and the condenser.
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Carter Head Still









iSTILL


The iStill is a modern style of still that has taken the concept of ease and efficiency to a new level. It works with computers rather than the more traditional copper stills, which are more manual in their operation.
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iStill









ROTOVAP/ROTAVAP OR ROTARY EVAPORATOR


This miniature still was originally designed for use on the desktops of laboratories for scientific testing, but became increasingly popular in the production of spirits about a decade ago for distilling on a small scale. These stills operate on a vacuum principle whereby the atmospheric pressure within the vacuum is reduced, which enables the spirit in the vacuum to distil at a much lower temperature than under normal atmospheric conditions. This is particularly useful for distilling delicate botanicals that would become tainted or “cooked” at high temperatures. The still has a glass flask in which a high-strength base spirit is placed along with the botanicals, often one at a time in gin production.
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Rotovap





Rare Stills


There are a few examples of old, specialized stills in use today. Hendrick’s, for instance, employs an original Bennett still, built in 1860 by Bennett, Sons & Shears, which produces a very robust, high-strength gin spirit. This is thanks to its spherical copper pot shape, with a pronounced copper bulb beneath the neck of the still, which allows a high degree of copper contact.


The Florentine is another rare type of still with a peculiar design: a copper ball atop a squat cylindrical structure that is connected to a copper neck pipe. The copper ball aids spirit “reflux”, whereby the spirit vapours are forced to work harder to escape the still – they hit the ball and condense into a liquid before running back down into the pot still – resulting in a more intense flavour.


OTHER TYPES OF STILL


These include:


Lomond Still


The distiller is able to add or remove plates within the still to create different styles and strengths of spirit.


Genio


Developed in Poland and similar in concept to the iStill, this new type of still is computer controlled and offers a more precise, analytical approach to distillation, designed to maximize efficiency, speed, size and spirit purity.


STEAM HEATING VERSUS DIRECT FIRING


Stills are generally steam heated nowadays for distilling, as it maximizes efficiency and ensures a consistent temperature, as well as being a safer way to distil. Only a few distillers use the traditional method of direct firing (see GINSTR), because it is more difficult to control and maintain the temperature of the distillation process, and carries a far greater degree of risk, given the flammability of alcohol.
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Stills come in all sizes, from small desktop-style stills to much larger stills that can hold thousands of litres.






ONE/SINGLE-SHOT AND MULTI-SHOT PROCESSES


In the one- or single-shot process of distilling gin, the proportions of botanicals and neutral spirit are balanced to create a distillate that can either be directly bottled or cut with water before bottling. In the multi-shot process, on the other hand, the ratio of botanicals to base spirit is increased, resulting in a concentrated, high-strength “gin cordial” that is then cut with neutral spirit and water before bottling. Therefore, a single run from a multi-shot distillation will produce more bottles than a one-shot distillation.


CHILL FILTRATION


Some gins undergo this process in order to remove certain fatty compounds (lipids) that cause gin to turn cloudy when exposed to cold temperatures. There are, however, some distillers who claim that these compounds give additional flavour to the gin and so are keen to retain them.
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GIN PRODUCTION: THE IMPACT ON TASTE


SO YOU WANT TO MAKE A GIN?


The first step is to devise a recipe for your gin, from what base spirit to use to which combination of botanicals to select.


Next, there are three routes to choose from:


1 The simplest option is to buy some neutral alcohol (e.g. vodka) as your base spirit and steep or infuse your botanicals in the spirit. Strain and bottle the resulting liquid and you have what is called a compound gin.


2 If you want to create a distilled gin, the easiest way is to find a producer who can make and bottle it for you, at what is known as a contract distillery such as Thames Distillers.


3 The remaining option is to buy and set up your own still and obtain a licence to distil.


If you go down route 3, you need to either make your own base spirit or buy in a base spirit from a distillery.


Once you have your base spirit, you can move on to redistilling it with your selected botanicals.


You can either add your botanicals to the spirit just before distillation or leave them to macerate (steep) in the alcohol for a period of time before distilling, or hang the botanicals in a basket in the neck of the still for the vapours to pass through during distillation, or a combination of both.


You can opt for a one/single-shot process, where a given quantity of base spirit is distilled with the chosen proportion of botanicals as per your original recipe, or a multi-shot process, where the ratio of botanicals to base spirit is increased to make a concentrated botanical distillate.


Post-distillation, you can choose to flavour your gin with botanical essences if you wish.


Finally, if you have gone for one-shot production, dilute your distillate with water to your chosen bottling strength, or in the case of the multi-shot process, add neutral spirit and water to rebalance the botanical proportion before bottling.
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Common juniper illustration
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JUNIPER: THE AROMATIC HEART OF EVERY GIN


With its heady mix of botanical aromas and flavours, gin is without doubt one of the most highly complex spirits in the world. In fact, as we will explore over these pages in greater detail, obtaining such a balancing act of assertive botanical characteristics is the key to creating an enduring, unique and above all delicious gin recipe.


At the heart of every gin, though, there is one botanical whose name needs little introduction to anyone who has ever enjoyed a gin. But what is juniper exactly and just how have distillers and consumers come to covet this tiny pearl of flavour so much?


Common juniper or Juniperus communis is, as its name indicates, the most commonly found and used culinary species of juniper, growing widely in the Northern Hemisphere in as diverse climatic conditions as the Arctic, the mountains of North America and the warmer climate of Southern Europe. It is a hardy evergreen whose prickly green thorns have done little to deter those in pursuit of the unique aroma and flavour of its tiny dark “berries”– actually small, deceptively fleshly “cones” that bear a resemblance to embryonic pine cones – down the centuries. It is, however, estimated that there are as many as 67 different Juniperus species, part of the cypress or Cupressaceae family, found growing globally, including Juniperus californica, Juniperus deppeana and Juniperus phoenicea.


THE CULTIVATION OF JUNIPER


The juniper plant can take on various guises and sizes: from rambling, twisted trees growing up to 16m (52ft) in height, through to the more commonly occurring low-lying shrubs, which thrive in colder, barren areas of scrubland. The plant doesn’t take well to artificial cultivation and as a result it is rarely “farmed”, meaning that juniper harvesters will scour and forage many locations to find the best wild crops to monitor. The berries take around 18 months to fully mature from hard green buds into the ripe stock that a distiller is looking for: plump but firm and purple in colour, with a slightly wrinkled, leathery outer skin. Underneath this skin is an oily, fleshy interior peppered with small, triangular seeds. Harvest time of the more common varieties depends largely on the specific climate of the location, but usually takes place between September and January.
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Early juniper harvest






SPECIES OF JUNIPER AND TERROIR


The most well-known sources of Juniperus communis are in Italy, Macedonia, Albania, Kosovo, Serbia and Croatia. One UK-based distiller and retailer, Master of Malt, has highlighted the nuances in flavour arising from the different terroir of juniper in a series of single-botanical gins called Origins, each using juniper alone and from one location only.


Similarly, a number of craft distillers are turning to more uncommon, local species of juniper, such as the western juniper Juniperus occidentalis native to the Western United States, including Cascade Alchemy Oregon Gin, Massachusetts’s Berkshire Mountain, Bully Boy near Boston (see here) and Ironworks Gin in Canada’s Nova Scotia, which are all exploring whether terroir has a significant impact on the resulting gin. The Pacific Northwest is now a region rich in Juniperus occidentalis, but also the Rocky Mountain juniper Juniperus scopulorum, mainly found in the drier, more inland mountainous areas, and Juniperus maritima, which thrives in coastal environments. In addition, Death’s Door Distilling in Wisconsin harvests a species of wild juniper from Washington Island called Juniperus virginiana, showcasing it in a simple three-botanical gin recipe. However, the District Distilling Co. in Washington, DC (see here) has taken this development once step further by working with a juniper foraging expert and using even more unusual indigenous species such as wild redberry juniper, Juniperus pinchotii, and checkerbark or alligator juniper, Juniperus deppeana, to delve deeply into the botanical’s subtle, diverse characteristics.


In Japan, the concept of using domestic juniper is also beginning to take off, with the Sakurao Distillery in Hiroshima (see here) being one of the first in the country to use juniper native to the southern region in its gin. Similarly, in India, the Goan distillery NÄO Spirits has gone to great lengths to source Himalayan juniper, Juniperus recurva, for its brand Hapusa, Sanskrit for “juniper”. In Mallorca, Gin EVA features locally grown coastal juniper (see here), while the Moorland Spirit Co. in the north of England (see here) and Scotland’s Arbikie distillery are actively propagating juniper in a bid to regenerate local species.


HARVESTING JUNIPER


Harvesting juniper berries is almost entirely done by hand and is perhaps one of the most skilful, labour-intensive aspects of the gin-making process. The reason for this is the particular way the berries develop on the plant. Two years’ worth of harvest will be growing on the same bush, which means that the branches cannot simply be cut off and the ripe berries extracted. Instead, the bushes are beaten with sticks, releasing those that are ready and enabling the rest still growing to safely stay on the plant until the following year. As many harvesters work independently, they then supply juniper cooperatives that deal with suppliers or international spice suppliers directly. Once harvested, the berries are processed to remove any extraneous twigs or thorns, then graded by colour and size before being dried. This latter aspect of production is hugely important, as the berries must not be allowed to dry out entirely, but just enough to remove any surface moisture that would result in them rotting in transit. Fortunately, the skin of a juniper berry is thick, enabling its oily core to remain intact on the journey between the cold of the outdoors and the warmth of the distillery.
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Juniper harvest
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A balancing act of assertive botanical characteristics is the key to creating an enduring, unique and delicious gin.







[image: Illustration]


Wild juniper in the USA
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Grading different styles of juniper in Europe






THE PROPERTIES AND QUALITY OF JUNIPER


The aroma of juniper shares certain similarities with the fruit and resin of the pine family. However, its peppery, musky/herbaceous note is truly distinct and derives from the oily heart of each berry. The oil content can vary from location to location (see here), but it is generally believed that juniper grown in warmer climes, particularly in Italy and other Southern European countries, yields a higher oil content. It is this that the distiller is looking for, leading to a greater concentration of aroma and flavour once it is incorporated into the recipe of a specific gin.


Large-scale distillers, such as UK-based Beefeater, G&J Distillers, Thames Distillers and Scotland’s Cameronbridge Distillery and Spanish gin giants Larios will use vast amounts of juniper in the annual out-turn of each gin – in the case of Beefeater, as much as 50 tonnes/tons (55 US tons) every year.


This gives head distillers such as Desmond Payne MBE (see here) a challenge to create a consistent balance of the specific properties he is looking for in the juniper that will finally enter the stills. His team typically spend one day a year examining 100–200 samples of juniper from various locations across Southern Europe to construct the juniper blueprint for Beefeater.


WHAT IS THE DISTILLER LOOKING FOR?


As with every gin, each recipe possesses a unique botanical DNA. Similarly, each distiller will be looking for something slightly different from their juniper, so it is probably easier to point to what are the undesirable characteristics of juniper. Most distillers will avoid an overly oily/almost petrol-like and turpentine aroma, alongside typically overripe fruit notes such as those found in mango and pineapple. (For a more detailed breakdown of the aromatic characteristics of the juniper berry, see the aroma map on here.)


First, the individual samples of berries are crushed between the fingers and sniffed to assess the overall quality of the sample. Next, the oil is extracted through small-scale lab distillation, which is then added to a measure of neutral alcohol as a compound to see how the oil will effectively translate into the final gin recipe. It is only after this “big sniff” that the agreed quantity can be ordered from the supplier.





THE MEDICINAL QUALITIES OF JUNIPER


Throughout history, juniper has been considered a remarkably valuable botanical, possessing a range of medicinal properties, and is still regarded as worthy of therapeutic use today to treat various complaints, especially in homeopathy. It was claimed that juniper was used as far back as 1500 BC to treat ailments such as tapeworm infection. Documents dating from 1055 reveal that Italian Benedictine monks were exploring juniper-infused tonics and ferments for their health benefits. From here, the art of distillation would have been widely practised across monasteries in Europe, with aqua vitae often infused with various locally sourced herbs, including juniper, to ward off various ailments.


It is likely that spice traders would have been picking up juniper on their travels throughout Europe to trade at port cities, such as Rotterdam in the 16th and 17th centuries, whence it made its way into the UK, particularly for its highly valued medicinal qualities. Indeed, around the time of the Great Plague of London (1665–6), the Royal College of Physicians suggested steeping juniper berries in vinegar and inhaling the resulting aromas as a preventative medicine.


The final word must go to physician Nicholas Culpeper (1616–54), described by Dr Johnson as “the man that first ranged the woods and climbed the mountains in search of medicinal and salutary herbs…”, which rather aptly sums up the truly significant attraction of the humble juniper berry. In his Complete Herbal and English Physician, first published in 1653, Culpeper writes of juniper: “This admirable solar shrub is scarce to be paralleled for its virtues… being a most admirable counter-poison, and as great a resister of the pestilence as any grows; they are also excellent good against the bitings of venomous beasts…”. He explains how juniper is a wonderful diuretic, strengthener of the stomach and wind expellant, besides proving an effective remedy for coughs, constipation, colic, cramps and convulsions. A cure-all indeed!
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Each distiller will be looking for something slightly different from their juniper.






MAP OF THE PRINCIPAL JUNIPER-GROWING COUNTRIES


Juniper is a remarkably hardy botanical plant, which can be cultivated all over the world, with an estimated 67 species growing abundantly in the wild in a multitude of different climates. The widely accepted heartland is Central–Eastern Europe, which exports the majority of juniper berries to distillers as far afield as the USA and Australia. The map below details some of the key growing locations, as well as a few notable varieties that grow wild.
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BOTANICALS: THE DISTINCT DNA OF EVERY GIN


To earn the title of gin, the requirement of every distiller is to ensure that the product they make has the predominant flavour of juniper. So using juniper as the lone botanical element still secures the gin classification, and there are numerous examples on the market that take this “naked” approach. However, the regulations are fairly inexact as to the interpretation of “predominant flavour”, and at the time of writing, no scientific testing is necessary to prove otherwise.


But where would gin be without the enormous array of other complex flavours and aromas that give the spirit its unique character? One way is to think of gin as an orchestra: the juniper is the star performer, the soloist or the conductor that provides the lead for all the other players. The rest of the botanicals are there to provide the dynamics; the light and shade that support the central flavour, enhancing the character and complexity of the spirit but never overstepping the mark and becoming too dominant.


Almost mirroring the history of gin’s travels around the world, the range of different botanicals used in gin today has largely come about as a consequence of the overseas spice trade into Europe, particularly via the ports of Amsterdam, Rotterdam, La Rochelle and southern England, when both the Dutch and British East India Company of the early 1600s had a virtual monopoly on the ocean-going trade. Since spices, sweeteners and other botanicals masked the harsh taste of the early gin and genever spirits, more elaborate recipes began to take shape during the 18th and 19th centuries, leading us to the present day where certain botanicals used in the majority of gin recipes have become almost indispensable “classics” in the arsenal of the distiller.


TYPES OF BOTANICAL


The broad yet subtle spectrum of flavour found in gin comes from a carefully composed balanced recipe of key groups: earthy, bitter and dry; sweet and fruity; spicy and savoury; citrusy and floral. Each botanical plays its individual part when its characteristic essential oils or flavour compounds are extracted through the maceration and distillation process (see here). Sometimes these elements are profound and distinct, providing a foundation and support for the juniper to take its central role, while some serve to bring out complementary flavours, building character and body, whereas others are there to provide lighter top notes. Distillers are often looking for a perfect core blend, house style or DNA on which they can then build other recipes to highlight the versatility of their gins. In other cases, distillers are seeking to make bolder, more extreme statements and will skew a recipe in a certain direction, such as citrus led, for a distinctive, memorable gin expression.



JUNIPER AROMA AND FLAVOUR DIAGRAM


Finding the right balance of flavour from juniper is the key to consistency and quality. With gin being so heavily focused on this distinctive botanical, distillers pay much attention to assessing their batches of the berries for specific taste and aroma notes, which can be as diverse as woody through to a more fruity and floral character. This diagram below illustrates the subtle variations and combinations in aroma and flavour that can be found in each individual batch of berries.
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CLASSIC BOTANICALS


In addition to the all-important juniper, the following are generally considered to be the classic gin botanicals, providing the backbone to a vast number of gin recipes around the world.
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The botanicals provide the dynamics; the light and shade that support the central flavour.








GRAINS OF PARADISE


(Aframomum melegueta)
Origin: West Africa and Ethiopia
Characteristic: Peppery, piquant and menthol notes.
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ANGELICA SEEDS AND ROOT


(Angelica archangelica)
Origin: Belgium and Saxony
Characteristic: Woody, musky aroma and flavour; provide the foundation for a botanical recipe.
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CASSIA BARK


(Cinnamomum cassia)
Origin: Southern China and Eastern Asia
Characteristic: Aromatic bark that contributes woody, dry notes.
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CINNAMON


(Cinnamomum)
Origin: China, Sri Lanka and Indonesia
Characteristic: Warming, woody and sweet spice notes
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LIME PEEL


(Citrus latifolia)
Origin: Mexico and Iran Characteristic: Fresh, green, zesty, tart notes.
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LEMON PEEL


(Citrus limonum)
Origin: Southern Spain and Turkey
Characteristic: Tangy, zesty, tart, fresh notes.
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GRAPEFRUIT PEEL


(Citrus paradisi)
Origin: China, USA, Mexico and Spain
Characteristic: Fragrant, tangy, zesty perfumed, fresh notes.
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ORANGE PEEL


(Citrus sinensis – sweet; Citrus aurantium – bitter)
Origin: Spain, North America and Turkey
Characteristic: Tangy, fresh, zesty, fruity, sweet/tart, drying bitter notes.
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CORIANDER SEEDS AND LEAF


(Coriandrum sativum)
Origin: Eastern Europe and India
Characteristic: Fragrant, citrus, aromatic and spicy.
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BOTANICAL FLAVOUR MAP







The wide variety of botanicals used in the recipe of a gin can be bewildering, but the Flavour Map below, developed by the authors and Desmond Payne MBE, master distiller for Beefeater, helps to pinpoint the style and intensity of aroma and flavour of some key botanicals often found at the heart of many gin recipes.
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CARDAMOM


(Elletaria cardamomum)
Origin: Southern India, Sri Lanka
Characteristic: Perfumed, aromatic spice and menthol/eucalyptus notes.
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LIQUORICE ROOT


(Glycyrrhiza glabra)
Origin: China, Turkey and Middle East
Characteristic: Earthy, aromatic and sweet flavour.
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ORRIS ROOT


(Iris florentina)
Origin: Italy and Morocco
Characteristic: Dry, bitter flavour and slightly perfumed aroma. Binds botanical recipes together.
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BAY LEAF


(Laurus nobilis)
Origin: Mediterranean and California
Characteristic: Sharp, bitter, eucalyptus notes.
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NUTMEG


(Myristica fragrans)
Origin: Indonesia and South East Asia
Characteristic: Warmth, menthol, medicinal flavour; spicy and pungent aroma.
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CUBEB BERRIES


(Piper cubeba)
Origin: Indonesia, Java and Sumatra
Characteristic: Dry, spicy, piquant pepper notes.
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ALMOND


(Prunus dulcis)
Origin: California, Spain, Australia and Iran
Characteristic: Bittersweet; adds smoothness and viscosity.


[image: Illustration]




[image: Illustration]


Key groups: earthy, bitter and dry; sweet and fruity; spicy and savoury; citrusy and floral.









CLOVE


(Syzygium aromaticum)
Origin: South East Asia
Characteristic: Bold, aromatic herbal, menthol spice.
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GINGER ROOT


(Zingiber officinale)
Origin: India, China, Nigeria and Indonesia
Characteristics: Warming, sweet spice with piquant flavour.
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