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Introduction


Gin is a drink that puts a smile on people’s faces. It can pick you up after a tough day at the office, it can breathe life into a social occasion and, if you have any excuse for a celebration, gin will gladly join in.


Right now, we are in a golden age for gin. For every well-known classic that has stood the test of time, there are hundreds of new products enticing gin enthusiasts with their vast array of exciting flavours. Style boundaries are being pushed in increasingly new and innovative directions and more countries than ever before are producing gin of exceptional quality.


In this book we’ll delve into the history of gin and look at some of the reasons that have made it so successful. We’ll help you to navigate the many styles of gin available, learn about the process that goes into making gin and find out more about the botanical ingredients that are used to flavour it. We will show you how to serve gin – from finding its perfect tonic partner to picking the right garnish – and we will teach you how best to appreciate its flavours. And finally, we’ll introduce you to some of the best cocktails in which to enjoy it.


There has never been a better time to be a gin fan, so settle down in a comfy chair, pour yourself your favourite type and let’s see if we can make that smile even bigger.












Glossary


As you explore the world of gin (and read through this book), you’ll come across some technical terms that are used throughout the industry. Here are some of the more common ones you’ll encounter:


ABV: Stands for “alcohol by volume”, which is a measure of the amount of ethanol (alcohol) in a drink expressed as a percentage.


Cuts: The points during distillation where the distiller separates the fractions. In general practice a first cut will remove the foreshots and heads, and a final cut will remove the tails.


Distillation: The purification of a liquid by converting it into a vapour and condensing it back into a liquid.


Ethanol: The form of alcohol contained in alcoholic drinks.


Fermentation, alcoholic: The process in which sugars are converted into alcohol and carbon dioxide.


Foreshots: The first stuff to come through the still. It’s high in methanol (which is poisonous) so is discarded.





Fractions: The various components contained in a mix of compounds that are separated throughout the process of distillation (e.g. foreshots, heads, hearts and tails).


Heads: The compounds (including methanol and acetaldehyde) released after the foreshots during distillation. These are discarded.


Hearts: The distilled spirit produced between the heads and tails that contains the best flavours and is collected for the finished gin.


Low wines: The liquid produced by the first run of distillation – they contain more alcohol than the pre-distilled wash, but less than the final spirit.


Malt: Grains (such as barley) that have been allowed to germinate and dried to convert their starches into sugars and enzymes that are beneficial for fermentation.


Mash: The sugary, watery mix of grains or fruit before it is fermented.


Neutral spirit: A distilled spirit with a highly concentrated ethanol content of above 95 per cent (also called “rectified spirit”).


Proof: A measurement for the amount of ethanol (alcohol) in a drink. Historically, the calculation of “proof” has varied, with taxes and the gunpowder “proof test” (see page 51) all used as a gauge. Today, America uses “alcohol proof” as its main measure, with the figure equating to twice the ABV.


Protected Geographical Indication (PGI): A European rule that means a product can only be made in the region whose name it bears.


Rectification: Repeat distillation of alcohol to purify it.


Tails: The last portions of liquid produced by the distillation process. These have lower quantities of ethanol and less desirable flavours so are generally discarded.


Wash: The alcoholic liquid produced by fermentation before it is distilled.
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THE WORLD OF GIN





Gin has become such an established part of contemporary culture that it can be all too easy to take it for granted. Wander into a supermarket or browse the drinks pages of an online retailer and you’ll be confronted with a seemingly endless choice of bottles, each boasting its combination of special ingredients, unique production methods or the magical location in which it is made.


But there’s a lot more to understanding gin than the latest innovation or flavour craze. Gin has been around for centuries, with precursors existing long before we started to call it gin, and it has been through numerous fluctuations in fortune and fashion over time. So, the next time “gin o’clock” approaches, take a pause before you sip and appreciate that, whatever bottle you’ve chosen, you’ll be delving into a drink with some incredible history.







What is gin?


Gin is a neutral spirit that has been flavoured with juniper and any number of other botanical ingredients. There are several ways in which a gin-maker can obtain the base spirit used as a starting point for their gin, and they can use various methods to tease the flavours and aromas from their chosen botanicals (all of which we will discuss later). But the key ingredient common to all gins is juniper – without it, a spirit flavoured with other botanicals is essentially flavoured vodka.


In the hands of today’s artisan gin-makers, the range and quality of gins has never been greater, and the excitement generated by contemporary gins has sparked a worldwide revolution, all of which is good news for the gin enthusiast. But to truly know and appreciate gin, it’s important to understand where it comes from and how it’s made. So let us start our journey of discovery with that key ingredient, juniper…










A botanical guide to juniper


The most essential flavour of gin comes from the berries of the evergreen juniper, a tree or shrub in the cypress family containing over 60 species. Not all species are edible and, of those that are, it’s the common juniper (Juniperus communis) that is the most widely used by gin-makers.


Common juniper tends to prefer cooler climates in the northern hemisphere, and it’s not especially keen on being cultivated, so harvesting the small purple berries (which are actually the plant’s female cones) is often done in the wild by hand. 


As with many wild plants, common juniper’s natural habitats have been dwindling at an alarming rate, while a disease (Phytophthora austrocedri) is further reducing its numbers. The current interest in gin could aid its recovery, with some distilleries restoring juniper populations through ambitious planting projects, but it is a slow grower, taking around twenty years from sowing a seed to harvesting ripe berries – another reason to savour every drop of gin those berries help make. 










A history of juniper and alcohol


Gin has a long and interesting history, but the combination of juniper and alcohol goes back much further. Juniper’s earliest use was medicinal – Ancient Egyptians used it to treat ailments including headaches and tapeworm. The first evidence of a boozy juniper tonic comes from Greek physician Pedanius Dioscorides who, between 50 CE and 70 CE, wrote a five-volume encyclopaedia about herbal medicines, De Materia Medica. In it, he details the use of juniper steeped in wine to combat chest ailments. In 77 CE, naturalist Pliny the Elder advocated juniper in white wine as a cure for stomach ache, cramps and more. Alcohol was used as a way of extracting the medicinal properties from an ingredient, and wine helped offset the bitter flavours.


When it comes to drinking for pleasure there’s evidence of juniper being used to flavour a Finnish beer known as sahti since the fourteenth century, but it wasn’t until distilling became a more refined process that it found its most successful alcoholic match.










A history of juniper and spirits


No one can be certain where or when juniper was first used to flavour a distilled spirit, but many people present a case for Italy. The process of distillation goes back to ancient times (2000 BCE, according to some estimates), although production would have been crude and the aim was usually to make perfumes or medicines.


It wasn’t until around 800 CE that distillation became a more refined process, thanks to the introduction of stills, with Arabic alchemist Abu Musa Jabir ibn Hayyan credited as the first to document their use. In the eleventh century, Muslim traders brought stills to Europe where, among others, Benedictine monks at the school of medicine in Salerno, Italy began to use them to make aqua vitae (a strong spirit that translates as “water of life”). The monks were already using juniper in wine-based tonics and it seems highly likely that they would have used their stills to produce a spirit flavoured with the same ingredients.










The Dutch introduce genever


As the practice of distillation spread throughout Europe, the Dutch were among the most eager exponents of the art. The Dutch word for juniper, “genever”, was eventually adopted as the name for their own juniper-flavoured spirit, which was to greatly influence the drink we now know as gin.


A wine flavoured with juniper was mentioned by Flemish monk Jacob van Maerlant as far back as the 1260s, but the first recording of a distilled beverage using juniper appeared in a book by Antwerp physician Philippus Hermanni, published in 1552. Although early spirits were often distilled from a wine made with grapes, the region was much better suited to growing grains and, from the sixteenth century, spirits were increasingly being distilled from beer (known as “malt wine”).


Initially consumed as a medicinal tonic, the Dutch mastery of distillation improved the drink’s quality and genever grew in popularity.










Gin in England


In 1689, the English had just disposed of their king, James II, during a period known as the Glorious Revolution. The baton of monarchy was handed down to James’s daughter, Mary, who jointly ruled the land with her husband, the Dutchman William III (aka William of Orange). With William came a fashion for genever.


Although English distillers had been producing juniper-flavoured spirits long before William’s arrival, the name “genever” caught on and was eventually shortened to “gin” – a much easier word for the English to pronounce, particularly when under the influence of alcohol. While Dutch genevers had more of a grainy flavour as a result of blending malt wine with their juniper-infused spirits, the English tended to prefer their gin without these malty notes and would add flavour to a base spirit, forgoing the additional blending process. These differences are largely what separates the two distinct drinks – gin and genever – today.







THE GIN CRAZE


Following William and Mary’s accession to the English throne, laws were passed to encourage distillation of more English gin at the expense of imported French brandy, and its production was opened up to a wider market. Gin had been the fashionable choice among the social elite but, with taxes raised on beer, it quickly became the drink the masses turned to, and they consumed it in great numbers.


Consumption during the first half of the eighteenth century became known as the “gin craze”. In 1723, London’s death rate exceeded the birth rate, crime was on the rise and Londoners were living in a kind of gin-soaked squalor. While folk were giddy on gin, their babies were being neglected, for which women were held responsible, leading to the phrase “Mother’s Ruin”.


As vice-chamberlain Lord Hervey noted: “Drunkenness of the common people was universal, the whole town of London swarmed with drunken people from morning till night.” Several laws to curb this vice were passed, but with little effect. Something drastic needed to be done.





DID YOU KNOW?


William Hogarth produced his famous 1751 print Gin Lane to “reform some reigning Vices peculiar to the lower Class of People”, according to the artist. Among the vices depicted are: a baby falling to its death beneath a distracted mother; a boy and dog gnawing on the ends of a bone; a desperate couple pawning possessions to fund their gin habit; and other crazed scenes of death and drunkenness.
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