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INTRODUCTION


The next time you sip a glass of wine, enjoy a cup of tea or quaff a cold beer, do pause for a moment to reflect on their botanical origins.


The starting point for so many of our drinks – both non-alcoholic and alcoholic – is plants. Tea, the second-most consumed beverage after water, is made from the leaves of Camellia sinensis. Caffeine-rich coffee – often regarded as an essential morning stimulant – is made from the beans of Coffea plants. Fruits – from oranges to mangoes – are used to make juices and cordials, while coconuts provide refreshing coconut water. Alcoholic drinks, similarly, have their roots in plants. As with the food, the history of alcoholic drinks is one of considerable human ingenuity in taking raw ingredients and processing them into desirable, potable forms. While eating is essential to sustain life, alcohol is not. Yet for thousands of years, in societies around the world, humans have valued alcohol and found ways to make it using local ingredients. Alcohol is a mind-altering, intoxicating drug which can lower inhibitions and affect our emotions, creating feelings of happiness and sadness. Historically, because of its capacity to alter consciousness, alcohol has been used in religious rites and for offerings to the gods, known as libations. To this day, special occasions such as weddings, birthdays and anniversaries are marked in many cultures by the drinking of alcohol, the sound of a champagne cork popping from a bottle symbolizing celebration.


Alcohol is created through the process of fermentation, in which microscopic yeasts break down sugars that occur naturally in foods such as fruits, producing both ethanol (alcohol) and carbon dioxide in the process. Wine, made by fermenting grape juice (known as “must”), is a drink with a long history. The earliest evidence we have of winemaking was found in Georgia and dates back around 8,000 years. Over the centuries, many cultures – including the Mesopotamians and the ancient Egyptians, Greeks and Romans – played a role in extending and sharing knowledge of grape-growing and winemaking. Although other fruits throughout history, such as dates and figs, had also been fermented to make alcohol, grapes possessed the right combination of sugars, acids and tannins to create an alcoholic drink that not only tasted good but also kept well when stored correctly. Furthermore, the range of grape varieties, with their differences in colour and flavour, made winemaking interesting and diverse, and grapes became synonymous with wine. The tannic juice of another fruit, the apple, is the starting point for cider. Britain, a nation rich in cider-making history, grows special apple varieties, such as Yarlington Mill, Foxwhelp or Dabinett. These are high in acidity and tannins, and have been cultivated specifically for this purpose.
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Beer is another alcoholic beverage that has been made and consumed for thousands of years – and which, in the past, was often regarded as a safer drink than water. The starting point for beer is grain, the starch-filled seeds of cereal plants. Before fermentation can begin, grain needs to be treated to transform its starch into sugars, which the yeasts can consume. There are a number of ways to do this. In Latin America, for example, a traditional beer called chicha is made from maize, a grain that was first cultivated in Mexico. Historically, Inca women chewed the ground corn so that the enzymes in their saliva would break down the starch into sugars and allow fermentation to happen. In China and Japan, rice has long been used to make a family of alcoholic drinks known as “rice wines”. In both countries, specially cultivated bacterial moulds are mixed with rice grains so as to trigger fermentation. A third method – one found in Europe – is called malting. This is a process where the grain is first steeped, then germinated and finally, dried or roasted, transforming the grain into malt and creating fermentable sugars. Barley has become the favoured grain for beer-making that uses the malting method because it malts easily and well. In European beer-making, beers were traditionally flavoured with assorted herbs and spices. By the end of the fourteenth century, hops – the flowers of Humulus lupulus, the hop plant – had become the favoured option for ales and continue to be used to this day.


Distillation, the process by which spirits are produced, uses evaporation and condensation to separate alcohol from water. To create a spirit, a fermented alcoholic beverage, such as wine or beer, is heated until it vaporizes into steam. Alcohol has a lower boiling point than water, so it creates an alcohol-rich steam. When this hot steam comes into contact with a cool surface, it condenses and reverts into a liquid, containing a high proportion of alcohol. This liquid can, in turn, be distilled, increasing the alcohol levels. Spirits have a far higher alcoholic content than fermented alcoholic drinks. Whisky, for example, is bottled at 40–50 per cent, while wine averages 11.5 per cent. There is a venerable history of distilling among ancient civilizations, including those in China, India and Mesopotamia. The medical school at Salerno in Italy in the eleventh century is credited with playing a key part in the history of European distilling. Historically, distilling took place in a piece of equipment called a pot still, which traces its origins to the alembic used in alchemic experiments.


In addition to the fundamental role of fruits and grains as the starting points for creating alcohol, herbs, spices, fruits and flowers play a vital part in adding aroma and flavour to alcoholic drinks. For example, to make gin, a neutral base spirit is macerated with assorted botanicals, then distilled. While the aromatic juniper berry is the key flavouring for gin, coriander seeds, angelica root and citrus peel are popular additions. However, gin distillers can add many more, drawing on the variety of the plant world for inspiration. Liqueurs are spirits which are often infused with herbs, spices and fruits – think of Chartreuse, Cointreau and Kahlúa, to name but a few. Vermouths are another example where botanicals play a vital role: they are added to fortified wine to aromatize them. Fresh fruits, of course, are an essential ingredient in numerous cocktails, used in a multitude of ways, as in lime juice adding tang to a margarita or strawberries blended to create a delightful daiquiri.


This book celebrates the rich, biodiverse world of plants in drinks. In its pages, you will find the fascinating stories of 50 plant-based ingredients together with 50 enticing recipes for both alcoholic and non-alcoholic beverages made using them. So, let’s raise a glass to wonderful botanicals – cheers!
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COCKTAIL SUGAR SYRUP


Use this basic cocktail syrup to sweeten your cocktails and balance out acidic flavours and richer spirits.


(Makes approx. 150ml)


300g caster sugar


150ml water


Dissolve 300g caster sugar in 150ml water over a low heat. Once dissolved, bring to a boil, then immediately remove from the heat.


Leave to cool and bottle for future use in cocktails. Store in the fridge for up to three months in a sterilized bottle or jar.
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RICE


Oryza sativa


One of the world’s great cereal grains, rice is a staple food for around half the world’s human population. Its historic role as an important foodstuff is reflected in the fact that it is a plant rich in legend and folklore. It is likely to have been domesticated in China, where it is such a fundamental food that the phrase “Have you eaten rice yet?” is a greeting.


There are thousands of rice varieties, though broadly speaking, they fall into two groups: indica (long-grained rice varieties such as basmati) and japonica (stubby, short-grained rice varieties such as Arborio).


In the kitchen, rice is used in many ways: cooked in water until soft and served as a side dish, cooked in stock to make risottos and pilafs, and simmered in milk to make rice pudding. Rice flour, made from ground rice, is used to make noodles, pancakes and an array of baked treats.


Not only is rice eaten as food, but in China it also has a long history of being used to make alcoholic drinks known as rice wines. These are both drunk and used in cooking. In Chinese, a special microbial mixture called qu is added to cooked rice to break it down into fermentable sugars. In Japan, sake (Japanese rice wine) is made by fermenting grains of rice which have been polished to remove the bran (the brown outer layer) and inoculated with a special mould culture called koji. Sake is regarded as an important and traditional drink in Japan, with a number of ceremonies attached to it. At a Japanese wedding, for example, the newly married couple will share three cups of sake, sipping from each one. At dinner parties, guests solicitously pour sake for each other as an act of courtesy. When it comes to presentation, the drink is served three ways: at room temperature, chilled or warmed. There are also special sake vessels and drinking cups – made from ceramic, wood, glass and lacquerware – in which to serve it, depending on the venue and occasion.






SAKE AND LYCHEE MARTINI


This simple, delicate cocktail is a sophisticated way to use sake. The lychee is deliciously floral in flavour, reminiscent of rose and pear. Use a good lychee juice if you can.


(Serves 1)


50ml gin


50ml sake


25ml lychee juice


Dash of sugar syrup


Fresh lychee, to serve


Stir all the ingredients together, then strain into a chilled martini glass. Garnish with a fresh lychee.
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ANISE


Pimpinella anisum


The herbaceous, white-flowering anise plant is native to the eastern Mediterranean. Prized for its small, fragrant seeds, it has been cultivated for thousands of years. Anethole, the essential oil found in its seeds, gives aniseed its distinctive sweet, liquorice-like fragrance and flavour.


In herbal medicine, aniseed is prized for its digestive and carminative (anti-flatulent) properties, so is often used in stomach-settling remedies to this day. It has long been appreciated as a breath sweetener. In India, sugar-coated aniseed is served after a meal as a breath freshener. Aniseed is popular in confectionery, as in Britain’s aniseed balls or France’s Anis de Flavigny sweets, and is also used in baking – for example, adding flavour to Germany’s springerle, those beautifully moulded biscuits which are a traditional Christmas treat, and to richly spiced gingerbread.


Across Europe and the Middle East, a number of anise-flavoured alcoholic drinks are popular, including Greek ouzo or Turkish raki. One striking aspect of this group of drinks is that when diluted with water or ice cubes, they turn cloudy – known as the “ouzo effect”. This is due to the presence in the alcoholic drinks of the flavouring trans-anethole oil. Trans-anethole is not soluble in water, so a chemical reaction takes place when water is added to it, and the oil forms tiny droplets in the drink, creating the opaque effect. A shot of chilled ouzo, classically served with ice cubes on the side, is a wonderfully refreshing drink, much enjoyed by holidaymakers as well as locals in Greece.


France produces both pastis and anis, the former flavoured with aniseed or liquorice, the latter with aniseed. To make these, an alcoholic base is infused with aromatics and flavoured with aniseed or liquorice. Among the famous French producers of pastis is Ricard, made according to a secret recipe created by Paul Ricard in 1932. Pastis is enjoyed both in its own right as an aperitif and in cocktails such as a Monkey Gland.






FRENCH PEARL


Refreshing flavours of mint and lime complement the hit of anise you get from the palate-cleansing pastis, which also gives the drink a lovely pearl-like appearance.


(Serves 1)


Small handful of mint leaves


20ml fresh lime juice


15ml simple sugar syrup


50ml gin


10ml pastis


Ice


Mint to garnish


Add the mint leaves, lime juice and sugar syrup into a cocktail shaker. Muddle together well. Then add the gin, pastis and ice and shake vigorously. Fine strain into a chilled coupe glass and garnish with a sprig of mint.
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BURDOCK


Arctium lappa


Next time you casually pull apart a piece of Velcro, remember that this useful fastening was inspired by the burdock plant, a member of the Asteraceae family. Burdock seed heads, known as burs, have hooked bristles which grip on to rough surfaces they come in contact with.


During the 1940s, a Swiss engineer named George de Mestral was inspired to create a fastening for clothing after returning from a walk with his dog’s fur covered in burdock burs that stuck tenaciously to the animal. He filed a patent and named it Velcro.


Burdock also has its culinary uses. In Japan, the burdock plant is enjoyed for its edible root, called gobo in Japanese, and is eaten as a vegetable. In Britain, young burdock shoots were eaten, with herbalist John Gerard recommending that they be boiled in broth in his 1633 almanac The Herball. In British herbal medicine, burdock root, which has a mildly bitter flavour, has long been regarded as a blood purifier and was added to ale as a flavouring before hops (another bitter-tasting plant) were used.


Burdock’s best-known use in Britain, however, is in the form of a traditional beverage known as “dandelion and burdock”. As its name suggests, this drink combines burdock roots with the roots of the dandelion plant (Taraxacum sect. Taraxacum), another plant noted for its medicinal properties. The vigorous dandelion plant had a number of culinary uses. Roasted and ground dandelion roots were used to make dandelion coffee, while its leaves were used fresh in salads, cooked as a green vegetable, or infused with hot water to make dandelion tea. Its flowers were used to make dandelion wine, a popular country wine. During the nineteenth century, non-alcoholic herbal drinks, such as root beer, were promoted on health grounds as an alternative to alcoholic ones, such as beer and wine. The temperance movement, which campaigned against the drinking of alcohol because of the social evils associated with it, set up temperance bars, in which non-alcoholic beverages could be enjoyed in a social setting. Among the classic drinks on offer at these establishments was “dandelion and burdock”.






DANDELION AND BURDOCK


Dandelion and burdock is a favourite of the British Isles. Dark in colour, it has a distinctly herbal flavour with notes of liquorice.


Non-Alcoholic (Makes 700ml)


3 tbsp fresh dandelion root


3 tbsp fresh burdock root


1 thumb-size piece of root ginger, peeled and grated


3 star anise


1 litre water


350g dark soft brown sugar


Take a large saucepan. Add the dandelion, burdock root and ginger, as well as the star anise. Fill with the measured water and bring to a simmer. Lightly simmer the mixture for 30 minutes. Turn off the heat and set aside to cool. Leave to infuse for one hour.


Strain the liquid into a clean saucepan through a sieve lined with muslin. Add the sugar and simmer until dissolved. Raise the heat and cook for 5 minutes or until syrupy. Once ready, pour into a sterilized glass bottle or jar. Leave to cool.
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