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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.


Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.


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.





INTRODUCTION


There’s always been a significant minority of people who don’t drink, but it’s been growing exponentially, particularly among young adults. Over a quarter of 16–24 year olds – and half the world’s population – don’t drink at all for a variety of reasons, mainly religious and the desire to follow a more healthy lifestyle.


Others may take a temporary break when they’re pregnant, unwell or taking a particular kind of medication, or abstaining for a period like Dry January or Sober October, for example.


Then there are those, including me, who do drink, not necessarily to excess, but like to take two or three days off a week to enjoy the added sharpness and focus of being clear-headed. It all adds up to a growing interest in, and market for, alcohol-free drinks.


Barely a day passes without some celeb or chef talking about how they’ve gone sober. Elton John, Rob Lowe, Russell Brand, Chris Martin of Coldplay, they’re all out there testifying the difference it’s made to their lives. Famous hard drinkers, like Dave McMillan of the legendary Joe Beef in Montreal, have been turned into born-again abstainers. There is even such a thing as a sober coach – someone whose job it is to keep A-listers on track.


For the rest of us, it’s more similar to becoming flexitarian. We still eat meat, but not so much. We enjoy wine, but not every day. And that becomes progressively easier as more and more quality alcohol-free products come on to the market, and we learn to devise new and delicious drinks to replace the alcohol-based ones we’re used to.


There’s never been a better time to give up or cut down on booze, temporarily or permanently, and this book will show you how.






HOW TO DRINK WITHOUT DRINKING


Just as with any lifestyle change, giving up alcohol, whether permanently or temporarily, needs a change of mindset. I’m obviously not talking about addiction issues here, for which you need professional help – as well as the realisation that you have a drinking problem – but simply choosing alcohol-free drinks rather than alcoholic ones.


You might think, earning my living by writing about wine, I’m the last person to advise you, but I see that as an advantage. Although I have to taste wine or other alcoholic drinks most days, like everyone else I benefit from a break from actually drinking them. But I’m not prepared to settle for second best. It’s important to me that the days when I don’t drink are as pleasurable in terms of what I consume as those when I do.


Only you will know whether you’ll find it easier to cut alcohol out completely – even if for a limited period – or just drink on fewer occasions, but it pays to make a plan.


10 WAYS TO REDUCE (OR ELIMINATE) THE BOOZE IN YOUR LIFE
1. Set a personal goal


You have to start somewhere, but make it realistic. Two alcohol-free days a week is doable for most of us, most likely after the weekend. Three is better still – preferably in a row.


2. Don’t make up for it on the days you drink alcohol


On some of the days when you are drinking, you might want to reduce the amount you drink to one drink a day, sipped slowly and mindfully rather than gulped unthinkingly. If you’re trying to cut down, limit yourself to one (modest, not goldfish bowl-sized) glass with dinner or resolve not to drink when alone. Be aware and honest with yourself about what you’re drinking when you do drink. An app may help you keep on track.


3. Tell your family and friends


Family should be on your side, but one of the biggest battles you’ll face is friends who keep pressing you to drink, maybe implying that you’ve become a party pooper if you don’t. Don’t be embarrassed to explain exactly why you’re cutting down – or out – making it clear that you’re serious. It may even involve changing your social circle. Find a non-drinking pal to go out with if the pressure’s getting to you – a sobersister (or soberbro).



4. Don’t needlessly put yourself in the way of temptation


On days or periods you’re cutting down or cutting out, avoid your usual boozy haunts. Don’t make having a drink the main reason for going out – unless it’s a coffee.


In fact, it may be worth taking the car, which gives you an easy excuse not to drink. If you’re embarking on a longer period of abstinence, clear out the booze from the cupboards and fridge and steer clear of the wine aisle. Stock up with alcohol-free alternatives instead.


5. B.Y.O. (Bring your own)


If you’re visiting friends and are not sure if there will be something alcohol-free to drink, take it with you, particularly to a party. Alcohol-free beers, which look similar to the full-strength version, are an especially good bet as they won’t make you stand out from the crowd. If you’re away for the weekend, take a bottle of an alcohol-free spirit and some tonic to your hosts.



6. Think about food pairing


You’re more likely to crave wine with food from wine-producing regions, especially Italy, France and Spain. So avoid the trattoria or tapas bar on your nights off in favour of your local Indian, Thai or Vietnamese. See here for my tips on pairing different cuisines with non-alcoholic drinks.


7. Get into alcohol-free cocktails


It’s hard to find a substitute for wine, but alcohol-free cocktails can be mind-blowingly good these days, with many top restaurants offering an impressive selection. I often start the evening with one, whether I’m drinking or not, and end up drinking it with food.


8. M.Y.O. (Make your own)


There’s a real pleasure and satisfaction in making your own drinks. Like home-cooked food, they taste so much better than the shop-bought version and are cheaper, too, making the best of seasonal produce (see Cordials and Shrubs). Make them look as beautiful as they taste – be inspired by Nassima’s gorgeous pictures in this book and serve them in lovely glasses and jugs. Indulge your senses.



9. Find another type of drink to get passionate about


Part of the appeal of wine, beer and other drinks like whisky, is the knowledge you accumulate about them – even working through a bucket list of drinks you want to try before you die. But you can apply that type of geekery to other drinks, too. Get into tea, get into coffee, get into fermenting – all fascinating, absorbing worlds.


10. Learn to love water


Probably your best friend on your sober days – or months – both on its own and as a chaser for any alcoholic drink you’re drinking. (Don’t drink because you’re thirsty – drink for the taste.) Serve water cool, fresh and flavoured, if you like, with fruit, cucumber or herbs.



FOCUS ON THE PAY-OFFS


It’s important to see alcohol-free days as an opportunity, not a deprivation. The proverbial glass half full rather than half empty. There are, as you’ll rapidly discover, many advantages, even if you cut down rather than cutting out, including a better quality of sleep, improved concentration, weight loss (unless you binge on cakes instead), more spare cash and, due to the happy lack of hangovers, more productive hours in the day.


You may want to remind yourself of those benefits by writing them down or setting yourself a daily reminder on your phone.
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THE ALCOHOL-FREE LARDER


What You Need in Your Kitchen to Make Delicious Drinks


A lot of the ingredients you’ll need to make alcohol-free drinks will already be in your refrigerator and storecupboard, but it’s worth accumulating one or two others, plus a few ready-made soft drinks you enjoy and regularly turn to.



IN THE STORECUPBOARD
Elderberry Juice


The most similar-tasting fruit juice to red wine.


Flavoured Oils


Highly concentrated food-grade citrus oils can be used to boost citrus flavour without added sweetness. (You can achieve the same effect with bitters, but the result won’t be entirely alcohol free.) These are available from online ingredient suppliers such as souschef.co.uk.



Flower Waters


Rose water and orange flower water, widely used in the Middle East, add an exotic touch to fruit juices.


Long-life Dairy-free Milk


For making lattes and shakes (See here for making lattes and shakes.).



Mango Pulp/Purée


Available in cans from Indian and Asian grocery stores and some supermarkets, this is actually superior in flavour to fresh mango unless it’s really ripe. Kesar mango pulp comes in 850g (1lb 14oz) cans.


Passion Fruit Syrup


Again, more intense than fresh passion fruit, this is a versatile ingredient for cocktails.



Lime Cordial


A good old-fashioned squash but still widely used by barmen on its own or to boost and round out the flavour of fresh lime.



Spices


Juniper berries are invaluable if you want to make your own gin-style cordial, such as my Juniper Syrup. I’ll add cardamom to practically anything. And mulling spices such as cinnamon, nutmeg and cloves can be used just as effectively in non-alcoholic drinks as alcohol-based ones (see Mulled “Wine” and Mulled “Cider”).



Sugar


Essential for making cordials and shrubs and sugar syrup for cocktails. Ordinary granulated sugar can be used in most cases.



Teas and Tisanes


There’s a vast range of fruit and herbal teas these days in addition to conventional black and green teas. Three of my favourites are rooibos tea, Turkish apple tea and dried lemon verbena. These help avoid the urge to fall back on sugary drinks.



Tomato Juice


An essential ingredient if you’re a Virgin Mary fan.


Verjus


A milder kind of vinegar made from unripe grapes, good for balancing a sweeter drink.


Vinegar


Especially raw cider vinegar, which is what you need for making shrubs. Other types of vinegar, such as wine vinegar and balsamic vinegar are useful for giving drinks a bit of an edge, but don’t overdo it. And if you like a touch of tartness, fruit vinegars can be drunk diluted on their own.








Sugar Syrup


This is the main weapon in the bartender’s armoury, the point being to have something to hand for sweetening your drinks that’s as sweet as sugar but without its grittiness. You can buy sugar syrup ready made, but the advantage of a homemade version is that you can tailor it to your own taste. The classic way to make it is to slowly dissolve sugar in an equal volume of water, but that does make for an intensely sweet syrup. Increasingly I have experimented with using rather less sugar, which affects the keeping quality slightly: full-strength sugar syrup lasts a good month, a weaker solution maybe half to two-thirds that period of time. Obviously it depends on the temperature of your refrigerator and the container you keep it in, which should, of course, be scrupulously clean – I use a jam jar that has been run through the dishwasher (see How to sterilize a bottle).


You can vary the type of sugar you use – for example, using demerara sugar or dark muscovado sugar instead of ordinary granulated sugar for making the syrup will give your drinks more of a fudgy flavour.


1:1


Put 200g (7oz) granulated sugar in a pan with 200ml (7fl oz) cold water and heat over a low heat, stirring occasionally, until all the sugar grains have dissolved. Bring to the boil, then simmer for 1 minute without stirring. Take off the heat and leave to cool completely before storing in a sterilized airtight container.


3:4


Make the syrup as above but reduce the quantity of sugar to 150g (5½oz) for a lighter result.


1:2


Reduce the quantity of sugar further to 100g (3½oz) – good for longer drinks.



Flavoured Syrups


It’s easy to flavour your homemade sugar syrup – my own favourites are cardamom syrup, made by adding about 10–12 lightly crushed cardamom pods to the syrup once the sugar has dissolved and then straining out before storing, and Kaffir Lime Syrup.
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IN THE REFRIGERATOR
Fresh Dairy or Dairy-free Milk


For making lattes and shakes (though keep long-life back-ups in the storecupboard). See here for my favourite brands.


Fresh Root Ginger


Adds zing to cordials and smoothies.



Lemons and Limes


The most essential fresh ingredients for your drinks, preferably unwaxed in case you want to use the rind/zest.


Seasonal Fruit


For making See here for making juices and smoothies.



IN THE FREEZER
Frozen Berries


Good for making cordials and shrubs and shakes (such as my Frozen Raspberry, Coconut and Chia Shake) when fresh berries are out of season, as well as for flavouring Kombucha.


Ice Cubes


You can never have enough (see Clean Ice).



IN THE GARDEN
Fresh Herbs


Rosemary and mint are especially useful.


Lemon Verbena


Well worth growing and harvesting the fresh leaves, or drying and storing the leaves to make delicious French-style tisanes.



IN THE COCKTAIL CABINET
Alcohol-free Spirits and Aperitifs


New examples are coming on to the market all the time, but at the time of writing the market leader is Seedlip. A good base for “alt-gin” (as non-alcoholic gin is referred to) and tonic or to give cocktails a bit more depth and complexity.



Bitters


With an ABV of 35–45%, you might think bitters are the last thing you want in an alcohol-free drinks cupboard, and indeed if you’re trying to avoid alcohol altogether you should give them a miss. But if it’s simply a question of trying to cut down on your alcohol consumption, bitters are used in such an infinitesimal quantity that they’re going to make your drink no more alcoholic than an alcohol-free beer. And they do add flavour. The most well-known brand of bitters is Angostura.
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Tonics and Other Mixers


Life has got a lot more complicated since the days when tonic water was synonymous with Schweppes. You used to be pretty confident your tonic water was Indian tonic water and that it would go with your gin (when you were drinking). Now it may be flavoured with all kinds of ingredients, which probably makes it a better drink to enjoy on its own.


Tonic Water: The classic Indian tonic water is flavoured with quinine, an ingredient derived from cinchona bark historically used for treating malaria. Its bitter flavour has a real affinity with the juniper in a London Dry gin, but is combined with citrus and a significant amount of sugar to make a palatable drink on its own. Schweppes currently has just under 5g (about a teaspoon) per 100ml (3½fl oz), while Fever-Tree has 7.1g (a heaped teaspoon) but no added artificial sweeteners. There are “slimline” and “light” tonics (no sugar in the case of Schweppes Slimline, 2.9g per 100ml in Fever-Tree Refreshingly Light).


There is also a vast range of flavoured tonic waters on offer, where Fever-Tree again leads the field. I always have their Aromatic Tonic Water and Mediterranean Tonic Water to hand (see Best Brands).


Tonic Syrup: This is favoured over tonic water by some bartenders as a purer form of quinine, to which you simply add soda water. It does admittedly make a more flavourful tonic drink, but it isn’t that easy to get hold of.


Soda Water: Also known as club soda, this is sparkling water to which sodium bicarbonate has been added and is sugar free, which makes it ideal for diluting drinks that are already sweet or where you want to preserve the fresh fruit flavour, as in cordials and shrubs. You can also use sparkling water for the same purpose.


Ginger Beer vs. Ginger Ale: Much of a muchness in terms of taste, ginger beer is brewed, while ginger ale is a ginger-flavoured carbonated drink. It’s rather more useful in the context of mixing drinks to know how sweet the product is (it’s generally sweeter than tonic) and how fiery the ginger is – Devon producer Luscombe, for example, usefully produces both a cool and a hot ginger beer.






WATER, WATER, EVERYWHERE...


You hardly need me to tell you that water is the obvious go-to for the non-drinker and drinker alike. We need it to keep our bodies functioning properly, and it’s refreshing, cheap, easily available (except in parts of the world where clean water is tragically not) and has zero calories. In other words, it’s the miracle drink.


So What’s the Problem?


Well, basically the taste. In modern industrial societies, the fact that tap water is heavily treated may be reassuring in one way, but one of the ingredients used in the process is chlorine, which has a distinct and not particularly pleasant flavour. Some sources, particularly in towns or in hard water areas, are more heavily treated than others. Drink water from the tap if you’re on holiday in the Scottish Highlands, for example, and you’ll be amazed how fresh and sweet it tastes.


Should You Use a Water Filter?


One solution is to have a water filter, which will take the chlorine and traces of heavy metals out of the water that comes through your tap, or so the manufacturers say. Opinions differ on how effective or beneficial it is to filter water – you could write a whole book on the subject, never mind a paragraph – but for what it’s worth, I find that using filtered water improves the taste of the drinks I make, especially tea and coffee. I also worry that although water is treated at source, it’s still passing down ancient lead pipes to my tap and I’d rather not ingest the residues it is accumulating along the way. But do your own research – I’m not advocating you do the same, merely putting the issues out there.
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