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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 in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images and tables 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


My father, he drank whisky; my mother, she drank gin. This may sound like the start of a country song, but it was, kind of, the truth – the first bit anyway. My mother didn’t really drink – a small sherry before dinner perhaps. Once, however, she did confess to me that “the drink I love the most is a gin and tonic, but, you know…” The sentence didn’t need to be finished. Women didn’t drink gin. Its taste may have been wonderful, but people would have tutted.


Strangely, though, gin was behind her getting married. Her first date with my father was also the first time she had ever been to a pub. When my dad asked her what she would like to drink, she panicked and said, “Gin and It”. She had heard about it, maybe seen it mentioned in a movie, but had never tried it. My mother’s first drink was the British equivalent of the Martinez, served in a pub in Glasgow’s East End. That gives me a certain sense of pride. The fact that they married soon after and, a couple of years later, I came along also means that, in some curious way, I have gin to thank for my existence.


Her relationship with gin was a throwback to the gin-fuelled mayhem of London in the eighteenth century; it also carries the chill of Scottish Presbyterian disapproval (and, trust me, there is nothing as fearsome) and the disreputable whiff of the excesses of the “Bright Young Things” in the twenties and thirties. Gin was flash, too strong, and uncouth. Being assailed by all sides simultaneously has long been part of gin’s burden.
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My own love of gin began later. In the Scotland where I grew up, men drank whisky. Gin was also seen as an “English” drink, one for snooty golf clubs and a certain social class; a signifier of status, class, and attitude. This was, of course, in the days of gin’s decline.


Years on, I had my first Martini. It was made for me by Desmond Payne at the Beefeater distillery (see page 62), in those days a lonely, echoing place that seemed only to be kept warm by one man’s passion. I inhaled the scents of the botanicals, marvelled at the stills, nosed the new make, sipped the drink, and thought, “Where have you been all my life?”


Gin was still in the doldrums. Distillers were flailing around, lowering strength and adding flavours. Then along came Bombay Sapphire (see page 66) and people began to become interested in gin once more. Equally significantly, it coincided with the London cocktail revival, when people of my age could drink classics; a small band of sisters and brothers in the wasteland crying, “We love gin”.


Then came the realization that every person worth talking to in Scotch whisky drank gin as their first drink of an evening. I became a confirmed gin drinker, fascinated by its complexities, reveling in its history, loving its underdog status. Negronis (see page 186) were added to the repertoire (even if some bars thought it was an Italian beer).


Then every day seemed to bring news of another new gin. It started quietly – the revival of Plymouth, the appearance of Sipsmith, then Botanist – but quickly built up speed. Every country seemed to be making gin, then every town… soon it might be every street. New botanicals appeared, linking gin more closely to the flora around each distillery.


So here we are – a second edition. Eighty two new gins to try, new countries added and, most hearteningly, evidence of genever’s revival. This is a personal selection of gins which, I feel, best represent what is happening in each country or style. I have unashamedly inclined the selection towards juniper-forward gins. Gin is a juniper-based spirit! There are no flavoured gins, but there are more genevers. Wave your juniper branches in the air: gin is back!
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HISTORY


What follows is a tale of depravity and joy, of low-life and sophistication, of creativity and unscrupulousness, of medieval mystics and scientists. Gin’s globe-spanning story weaves through medicine, alchemy, politics, the birth of national identity and that of the working class, imperialism, the spice trade, war, disease, Prohibition, frivolous Bright Young Things, and hard-eyed WASP businessmen. Gin’s praises have been sung by great writers and musicians, its subtleties created by masterly distillers and given extra dimensions by mixologists. In its time, it has variously been blamed for society’s ills and become a symbol of middle-class respectability.


Most of all, gin is resilient. It knows that people will eventually come to their senses and appreciate it for what it has always been – a spirit of extraordinary complexity and depth. Listening to gin’s story is to sit at the feet of a war veteran and wonder quite how they survived the fantastical escapades they describe. Survive gin did, and prospered. We are now in gin’s second Golden Age. How we got here, however, is quite a yarn. So sit back…






The Miracle Berry


The small conifer emerged tentatively, ally to the heaths, grasses, mosses, and lichens covering and colouring the new landscape that the ice had left after it had gouged and scoured the rocks for millennia. With the ice in retreat, juniper, with its black berry-like cones, was at the forefront of the recolonization of the land by vegetation, and its pollen remained safely preserved in peat banks for Man to discover several millennia later.


Ancient Remedy


In the early days of human civilization, when people cured themselves with whatever the earth could provide, the berries of what came to be scientifically named as Juniperus communis were valued for their particular potency. The Ancient Egyptians noted in the Ebers Papyrus (c. 1550 BC), one of the oldest records of medical knowledge, how juniper cured jaundice. For the Ancient Greeks, it was both a performance-enhancing drug and a remedy for colic. The father of medicine, Roman physician Dioscorides (c. AD 40–90) detailed the effective use of juniper berries steeped in wine to combat many chest ailments, and also as an abortifacient. Were they distilled? Perhaps. Dioscorides’s “pot-on-pot” distillation method would appear in medical and herbal texts over the subsequent 500 years. Pliny the Elder also praised juniper, mentioning it 22 times in his Naturalis Historia (c. AD 77–79), where he writes:


“The seed… dispels flatulency and sudden chills, stops coughs and brings indurations to a head… and the berries taken in red wine act astringently on the bowels… The seed is diuretic in its effects… either as a dose of four berries in white wine or in the form of a decoction of 20 berries in wine.”
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Juniperus communis, the Common Juniper, has been used for thousands of years as a cure for numerous ailments.





Medieval Panacea


By the thirteenth century, this miracle berry was one of a dizzying catalogue of ingredients that alchemists and apothecaries were experimenting with in cities such as Bruges. It was in nearby Damme, 7km (4½ miles) away, between 1266 and 1269 that Jacob van Maerlant wrote (in rhyme) the 13-volume encyclopedia Der Naturen Bloeme, itself a translation of Brussels-born Thomas of Cantimpré’s 20-volume Liber de Natura Rerum. In Chapter 8, van Maerlant advises: “cook [juniper] berries in wine for cramps… cook berries in rainwater for stomach pains”. He also describes a method of distilling the wood to make oil, which, along with juniper incense and berries stuffed into masks, led the battle against the onslaught of the Black Death (1346–53).


Hieronymus Brunschwig’s treatise on distilling of 1500, the title of which translated into English as The Vertuose Boke of Distyllacyon, contained a recipe for “water of genyver berries”:


“In the morning/at nine at night/drink of the same water at each time an ounce/is good against the gravell in the limbs and in the bladder/it causes the urine to come out and well to piss…”


This was the age of the herbals – encyclopedias of plants and their curative properties – and juniper played a prominent role in most of them. The Swiss naturalist Conrad Gesner chose to exemplify the distillation of juniper’s fruits in his 1559 herbal entitled The Treasure of Euonymus. Gesner’s herbal also contained a vast recipe for “a most noble water of vertues worthy to be preferred before silver and gold” and listed juniper among 23 base ingredients, while another recipe that claimed to “restoreth youth” had 44. The other ingredients are familiar to gin lovers: grains of paradise, sage, fennel seeds, nutmeg, pepper, bayberry, fresh herbs, cubeb berries, cardamom, and almond. Three years later, William Turner published his A New Herball, the first to focus on English plants, including juniper, which he reported “grows plenteously in Kent… in the bishopric of Durham and Northumberland” and could be used as a diuretic, as well as to keep vipers away. This was followed in 1640 by the last of the great herbals, John Parkinson’s Theatrum Botanicum, in which he wrote: “No man… can easily set down the virtues of the juniper tree”, yet undeterred he goes on to try. Juniper, it would seem, was good for treating everything from nosebleeds to the plague, including convulsions during childbirth and asthma. By then, however, in the Low Countries at least, juniper had another valuable attribute, and one that had an affect on wealth as well as health.
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Conrad Gesner’s The Newe Jewell of Health (1576) shows the master and assistant distilling alcohol using a primitive form of reflux condenser.






The Spirit of the Low Countries


We don’t know his name, but we can surmise that a certain merchant who lived between Arnhem and Appeldorn in 1495 was rich, because who else but a wealthy man would have a household book handwritten for his own delight? And who else would have been able to afford the outrageous amount of spices needed to make a recreational spirit, the earliest found to date to use juniper (see panel, left)? This was a decadent, liquid manifestation of power and also a clear indication that people were drinking for pleasure. Two years later, “brandy” – a catch-all term for spirits at that time – was being taxed in Amsterdam.
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1495 VERBATIM


This extravagant recipe starts by taking 10 quarts of wine (or “mother of wine”, possibly lees), thinned with clear water or Hamburg beer “until the water has the thickness of buttermilk”. It is then distilled in a two-pot still, the head being affixed and sealed with a mixture of egg yolk and flour. You then take 9 parts of this “burned wine” to 1 part of the following spice mix: 12 nutmegs, ginger, galangal, grains of paradise, clove, cinnamon, and cardamom. After this is distilled, you add 4lb of crushed nutmeg, 2 handfuls of dried sage, 1lb of cloves, and, finally, juniper. In the actual recipe, this is referred to as gorsbeyn de dameren, which translates literally as “ashes of frog’s bones” or, as Van Schoonenberghe argues, ground dried juniper [ghurst] berries [beyen]. This mixture is put into a cloth bag and suspended in the pot, then the mixture is redistilled.


In 2014, at G’Vine’s Cognac HQ (the original recipe calls for wine from close to Cognac), a team including genever historian Phillip Duff and David Wondrich (see Gin Punch) re-created this concoction and named it Verbatim.





Water of Life


To understand gin, you must first understand genever, the rise of which came on the back of warfare, religious persecution, nation building, and trade. There was a rich seam of alchemical-related writings in Dutch from the thirteenth century onwards, many of which mention juniper. However, it was Johannes de Aeltre’s 1351 copy of an earlier tract titled Aqua vite, dats water des levens of levende water that is particularly significant in highlighting a shift in the spirit’s function. In it, he stated that aqua vitae:


“Het doet oec den mensche droefheit vergeten


Ende maecten van hertten vro ende oec stout ende coene.”


“It makes people forget about sadness,


and makes their hearts happy and brave.”


Clearly, a change had taken place. People were realizing that what had been regarded purely as a medicine had another property. And so juniper berries were ready to assume their modern role.


The position of Bruges as a centre for trade and intellectual investigation dwindled in the sixteenth century when the river Zwin silted up, and the focus shifted 90km (56 miles) east to Antwerp where, in 1552, Philippus Hermanni wrote Een Constelijck Distileerboec. It not only featured a recipe for juniper berry water but went into forensic detail about how to distil. It would become the manual for distillers in the Low Countries.


All of the healing waters up until this point had been wine-based, but a succession of poor harvests and cold weather prompted distillers to turn to what was around them – initially sour beer and subsequently rye and malted barley. As genever specialist Tess Posthumus points out, the spirit’s early history has been muddled through mistranslation. “Korenbrandewijn (grain-based brandy) was common, but was also known simply as brandewijn (brandy),” she says. “It wouldn’t have made sense for distillers to keep using imported wines when they had a large supply of grain. Adding juniper was not a way to imitate grape brandy but either for medicinal purposes, or to mask the flavours of stale grain.”


There was another reason for this shift from grape to grain. Supply of the former was severely restricted from the start of the Eighty Years War between the Low Countries and their then rulers, Spain, in 1568. A Protestant uprising, centred around Antwerp, was violently suppressed by the Spanish. The combination of increased religious persecution and a fall in trade prompted a mass exodus of artisans, distillers, and merchants. Six thousand refugees went to London alone during this period.


As Antwerp’s importance declined, distillers reestablished themselves across the new Dutch Republic, in towns such as Schiedam, Leiden, Amsterdam, Weesp, and Hasselt (now in Belgium). There was a second wave in 1601, when the rulers of the Spanish-controlled south, Archdukes Albert and Isabella, banned distillation from grains, an edict which remained in force for 112 years.
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Crock bottles, like these antique examples from Dutch distiller Bols, are still used to bottle genever today.





Added Values


By the start of the seventeenth century, war was imposing a change. In 1606, the Dutch Republic taxed brandy, anise, and genever. Since prior to this only brandy had been taxed, it’s evident that the latter was now being more widely consumed. A shift in flavour also took place. Rather than just juniper, other spces were becoming easier to obtain. In 1602, the Dutch East India Company (Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie or VOC) received its charter. Until its dissolution in 1799, it was the world’s most powerful trading body, with a virtual monopoly on the spice trade. The Dutch Golden Age had begun.


Among the refugees from Antwerp were the Bulsius family who, after a short period in Cologne, had arrived in Amsterdam in 1575, changed their name to Bols, and began making liqueurs. By 1664, they had added genever to their range (see Bols Genever Original). Both styles of drink required exotic ingredients, and the family established close ties with the 17-man Council of the VOC. In 1700, at the height of the VOC’s power when it had risen to the status of a de facto state, Lucas Bols became a shareholder, allowing him preferential access to the spices as well as a distribution network for his products.


The VOC’s nigh-on 5,000-strong fleet made Amsterdam the centre of world trade. As E M Beekman observes in Fugitive Dreams, “monopolies can be legislated, but they can only be maintained by force…” Yet what did Amsterdam’s merchants and distillers care of the brutalities in the East when its riches were being unloaded on the city’s wharves? In came the spices and silks; out went the genever. By this time, the Dutch navy and army were receiving a daily ration of genever. Colonists in the East Indies would have soopjes (shots) of “parrot soup”, “fathead”, and “hopping water” throughout the day, and take their “mosquito net” nightcap before sleep. Genever was also used in bartering. The missionary Herman Neubronner van der Tuuk was offended when a Batak chief in Sumatra asked for 12 bottles of genever in exchange for a sacred text.
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The trading post of the Dutch East India Company, the VOC, in the Hooghly district of Bengal, in India. Painting by Hendrik van Schulenburgh, from 1665.





Hollands Go Global


Genever had become part of a complex web of trade and culture, one thread in the intricate tapestry of identity that the new nation was stitching for itself. As it began to be distributed around the world – to western and South Africa, India, Japan, China, the Caribbean, South America, and Europe – it became a signifier for the Dutch. It wasn’t just genever, it was “Hollands”. Production continued to rise. Grain came in from the Baltic, and malted barley from England. Casks were needed, made by coopers such as Petrus de Kuyper of Horst, whose son Jan opened a distillery in Schiedam in 1752, its smoke and scents mingling with the effusions from the town’s other 126 operations.


The creation in 1713 of the Austrian Netherlands (now Belgium) had, finally, seen distilling recommence there, though contemporary reports suggested that quality was not particularly high. By the end of the century there was also an increase of gin (genièvre) distilling in France, which, up until then, had banned distillation from grain. Although exports of genever to England were interrupted by four wars between the English and the Dutch (1652–4, 1665–7, 1672–4, and 1780–4), by the end of the eighteenth century, “Hollands” was selling in the London’s new “strong water shops” at half the price of French brandy. As the capital’s fledgling distillers were struggling to shake off the stigma that had attached itself to gin, genever entered the nineteenth century with confidence. It wasn’t only its colonies and neighbours that wanted genever, now America wanted it as well.
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MODERN GIN IN THE MAKING


The Distiller of London of 1698 contains a number of proto-gin recipes. Most often, the long and complex recipe XXVI is reprinted, but I find XXXIII more intriguing. Juniper is the first ingredient, alongside dried parings of quince and pippin (apple), lemon and orange peel, nutmeg, aniseed, and clove. After distillation, strawberries and raspberries are macerated in the spirit, prior to sweetening. It’s as modern as you like.





The Difficult Birth of British Gin


Although the recipe contained in Sir Hugh Plat’s Delightes for Ladies is often quoted as the first English juniper-flavoured spirit, it isn’t. It does, however, demonstrate how spirits were no longer the preserve of alchemists and apothecaries, and could – indeed should – be made by the lady of a household. Distilling was now practised by scientists and doctors, the gentry, and specialists, many of whom were refugees from the Low Countries. By 1621, there were 200 registered distillers in London, and in 1638, The Worshipful Company of Distillers was granted a Royal Charter and the power to control the quality of the spirit being made. The 1698 reprint of its recipe book The Distiller of London (see panel, opposite) instructed “that all wines, low wines, lees of wines, and spirits under proof be first distilled… into strong proof whereby they may be corrected… before they are compounded”.
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DUTCH COURAGE


Soldiers played a strange role in English gin’s story. According to some gin historians, it was thanks to them bringing back “Dutch Courage” from the battlefields of the Netherlands at any point between Elizabethan times (about 1560–1600) and the Thirty Years’ War (1618–48) that prompted gin’s rise in popularity. However, the idea that the troops were advocates of genever is, I think, over-simplistic. When they returned, unemployed, they were looking for cheap spirits; the fact that by the eighteenth century the cheapest was gin was pure coincidence.





Dutch Influence


Among the influx of immigrants into England was William Y-Worth of Rotterdam, a respected alchemist and confidant of Isaac Newton who, in 1692, published The Compleat Distiller. Y-Worth’s book is a clear account of the Dutch methods of distilling and compounding. He has some sharp words to say about the “defective” approach of the Worshipful Company, though his only mention of juniper is in the medicinal Pharmacopoeia Spagyrica section. Along with improved Dutch distilling techniques, the seventeenth century also saw the importation of genever, both legally and by smugglers, and this was soon regarded as the measure against which British distillers should compare their gins. At this time, members of Scotland’s Haig distilling dynasty were also studying genever production in Schiedam (see here).


By this time, Britain also had a Dutch king, William III, who had been invited to take the throne in 1688. His accession is often cited as the trigger that prompted people to start drinking gin out of patriotic enthusiasm. In reality, the gentry were already drinking it, and its consumption only spread thanks to an act of political expediency. In 1690, Parliament passed “An Act for encouraging the distilling of brandy and spirits from corn”. Lowering the duties on spirits made from English corn and initially banning French brandy was a way to curry favour with farmers and landowners who were experiencing a corn surplus. It wasn’t an attempt to encourage people to drink gin, though they did, and how. Deregulation of production meant that anyone could now distil or compound. As a result, consumption of spirits rose from 2,600,363 litres (572,000 gallons) in 1684 to 5,455,308 litres (1.2 million gallons) in 1700. The combination of cheap corn from 1715–55 and a mass of new distillers saw prices crash, and as they did, so did quality. By 1720, the Gin Craze had taken hold.


Crazed Times


Out of chaos, in the eighteenth century, Britain formed itself into a new nation, and the greatest manifestation of that bedlam was London. The city was expanding rapidly, with people packed into its growing slums. It was a febrile time, with almost constant war, the continuing threat of Jacobite rebellion, and uncontrolled financial speculation. The siren call of London’s possibilities lured ever more souls into its fetid embrace, only to dash them into its gutters. Some, though, prospered and learned a trade, or obtained a position, but the majority salved their misery with the balm provided by Mother Geneva.


By 1720, 90 per cent of English spirits were being distilled in London and most of that was gin. It was cheap, strong, imitated the “Hollands” that the gentry were drinking, and easily available from taverns, public houses, coffee houses, and the grimy gin shops that festooned the city’s alleyways. You could buy it from the chandler’s shop, where the poor got their twists of sugar, stale bread, and hard cheese, from barrows, or from hawkers. The rise in gin consumption by the lower classes had become enough of an issue for the government to pass an Act in 1729 to try and curb demand. However, it saw just 453 of the new licences (costing the equivalent of a year’s income) being granted and had no effect on the volume being sold. Distilling and selling was becoming the sole option for earning money in the slums.
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William Hogarth’s Gin Lane, which was issued in 1751 in support of the Gin Act: accurate depiction or over-heated propaganda?





The rise in duty not only attempted to raise much-needed revenue (the century’s constant wars had to be paid for), but played well with the neo-Prohibitionists. It also cleverly avoided conflict with the vested interests of the distillers and landowners by only targeting the estimated 1,500 compounders. The problem was that it didn’t work, and by 1730 gin consumption had reached 13,638,276 litres (3 million gallons). Opposition to gin had become a moral crusade fought with sermons, plays, and pamphlets relating dreadful tales of debauchery, murder, and dissipation.


In 1736, a third Gin Act was passed (see panel, left), but in spite of its draconian measures designed to drive gin out, only 20 of the new £50 licences were issued and the demon spirit was even more freely available. Two years later, production topped six million gallons. The fury of gin’s opponents was only matched by that of those they were targeting. They queued up in front of “Puss and Mew” devices, pioneered by Dudley Bradstreet, where, by a painted sign of a cat, patrons whispered “Puss”. On the affirmative response of “Mew”, the patron placed two pennies in the drawer that shot out and were dispensed a dram through a lead pipe under the cat’s paw. Informers, eager to claim their rewards, were now organizing themselves into gangs but, if uncloaked, they could pay a very high price. In 1738, for example, the body of a deceased woman informer was dug up and a stake driven through her heart. Drinking gin had now become an act of civil disobedience; the mob was restless. In time, magistrates fearful of attack gave up trying to impose the law.


Out of the eight million gallons of gin produced in 1742 (over two gallons per capita), only 40 gallons of licensed gin were sold. Revenue was now desperately needed to help pay for the 80,000 troops sent to fight in the war of the Austrian Succession (1740–8), so the Government changed tack with yet another Act (see panel, left). Initially it appeared to work, with 481,000 of the low-priced licences being taken out between 1743 and 1747. The distillers, however, objected to not being allowed to sell direct and, in 1748, they and the compounders were once again permitted to retail. At this precise moment, however, the troops returned, prompting a gin-fuelled crime wave.


London was in crisis. The city’s birth rate fell between 1720 and 1750, while the death rate rose, with infant mortality averaging 242 deaths per 1,000 births per annum between 1730 and 1779. Alcoholism played its part, but gin was far from being the sole cause. The Gin Craze was born out of poverty. Although gin consumption began to fall during the late 1740s, the war with gin was soon once again top of the political agenda. In 1751, artist William Hogarth’s print of Gin Lane was issued with its hellish depiction of life in the “rookeries” (slums) around St Giles. It depicts a fractured society, with gin as a symbol of its moral and physical decline. The drunken slatternly mother letting her child tumble to its death in the centre represented not just Mother Genever but women themselves.




THE GIN ACTS


1729 A higher duty of 5 shillings per gallon on compound waters. Retail licence now cost £20.


1733 The extra duty on compound spirits scrapped. Street vendors banned. £10 fine to be paid if caught. Informers to be paid £5 on conviction and payment of fine.


1736 £50 licences for selling distilled spirits; duty £1 per gallon. £100 fine for unlicensed retailers. £10 fine for street sales. Illegal to sell less than 2 gallons wholesale.


1743 Duties on low wines doubled to 2 pence per gallon, duty of spirits 6 pence per gallon. Licence cut to £1. Gin to be sold in licensed premises only. Distillers not permitted to retail.


1747 Wholesale distillers allowed to retail on payment of a £5 licence.


1751 Duty rises to one shilling per gallon; cost of licence rises to £2. Distillers banned from retailing. Licensed premises restricted to inns, alehouses, and taverns and gin only for sale to publicans whose premises are rateable at more than £10 per annum.


1760 Duty increases of 5 pence on low wines and 1 shilling 3 pence on corn-based spirits. Export subsidies offered.
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The perils of gin-drinking among young women was a popular theme for illustrators such as Thomas Rowlandson, who produced this drawing at the beginning of the 1800s.





From Notoriety to Acceptability


“If a woman accustoms herself to dram-drinking she… becomes the most miserable as well as the most contemptible creature on earth.” So wrote the anonymous author of A dissertation on Mr Hogarth’s Six Prints in 1751. If women are depraved, the abolitionists posed, then what hope has society? Women are meant to hold society together, they argued, not be the ones with bottles in their skirts selling gin at 5am. More to the point, if they are bad mothers, then where is the next lot of cannon fodder coming from? Yet selling gin was one of the few ways that single women could make money. The same year, yet another Gin Act was passed (see The Gin Acts), which finally appeared to work and, bar for a spike in 1756, consumption continued to fall. Any residual thirst for cheap gin was washed away between 1757–63 when poor harvests meant that no grain was distilled, and small distillers shut up shop. With gin now expensive to make, prices rose and with them quality. The Gin Craze was over and spirits were returned to the hands of the wealthy, the same people who had been drinking rum, brandy, and genever through its duration.


Gin distilleries were now owned by men of considerable substance – families such as Boord, Currie, and Booth – and in 1769 Alexander Gordon started distilling in Bermondsey, south London (see Gordon’s). By the 1780s, James Stein had installed a gin plant at his Kilbagie whisky distillery in Fife, Scotland, capable of producing 5,000 gallons of “Hollands” a day, and although his export licence was revoked, it was a sign that London gin distillers no longer had a monopoly. Thomas Dakin had established a gin distillery in Warrington, northwest England, in 1761 (see Thomas Dakin), while in 1793 the Coates family started up in Plymouth. Four large new distilleries in Bristol, a trio in Liverpool, and increased exports of spirit for rectification from Scotland also put pressure on the London firms.


Gin was, tentatively, becoming an acceptable drink, but it was far from the spirit we know today. In his 1757 book The Complete Distiller, Ambrose Cooper advised distillers to follow a Dutch method, with the encouragement that if they were “careful in distilling and rectifying [their] malt spirit, may make Geneva equivalent to that of the Dutch”. Y-Worth’s message still ran true (see Dutch Influence).
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The 1751 Gin Act brought about the death of Madam Genever … or did it?






The Rise of the Cocktail


If gin wasn’t reaching the audience that its new monied distillers felt it deserved, by the start of the nineteenth century, it was beginning to inch its way across the English social spectrum, even achieving a certain bohemian approval. According to Thomas Medwin, Lord Byron, whom he met in Pisa, Italy, in the 1820s, kept his stamina up by indulging “too freely in wine, and his favourite beverage Hollands, of which he drinks a pint almost every night”. Byron teased his guest in return: “…why don’t you try it, gin-and-water is the source of all my inspiration”. Notably, though, it was still Hollands, not British gin, that was being drunk. The same would have been the case for the gin punch favoured by the members of London’s Garrick Club or in the new short drink named after John Collins, the head waiter at Limmer’s Old House, a hotel in Conduit Street, Mayfair in the 1830s.


Class Customs


As Olivia Williams recounts in her book Gin Glorious Gin, in 1833 the London magazine, The Spectator, listed genever and brandy as being a staple of the middle class household’s purchases, while “home-made spirits (gin and whisky) are falling on the poor”. Hollands was still regarded as superior, and there were further attempts to make it in Britain, with the Haigs trying to market their Scottish-made version in London in 1807. The distiller Robert More, who had trained in Scheidam, was selling “Geneva” produced at his Underwood distillery in Falkirk, Scotland, in 1828, but it wasn’t to work, and the next year he was declared bankrupt.


British gin was still a drink of the working classes. In his 1836 essay The Streets at Night, Charles Dickens portrays the rowdy post-theatre crowd in London calling for “goes” (drams) of gin and purl – aromatized beer dosed up with gin. Imports still outstripped domestic production and, in addition, there was still considerable smuggling. Carpeau and Stival’s Citadelle distillery in Dunkirk, northern France, was given royal dispensation to distil with grain in 1785 with the specific purpose of smuggling it into England, a state of affairs that continued until 1810, even as the Napoleonic Wars were being fought. It was this tale that inspired Alexandre Gabriel to create his Citadelle brand.


The British legislators then came up with a smart idea to boost domestic spirits. In 1825, they slashed duties from 10 shillings 6 pence to 6 shillings. Gin was now cheaper than beer and in a year consumption jumped from 3.7 to 7.4 million gallons. As Samuel Morewood reported in 1838, this did not improve quality. Because of the poor standard of the base spirit, he wrote: “All spirits were obliged to pass through the medium of [the rectifiers] who were then by a mistaken enactment made the arbiters of public taste.”


The return of cheap gin also created a new place in which to drink it, the gin palace, which dazzled among London’s malodorous thoroughfares. Glass-fronted, brightly lit, with long bars and barrels of gin behind, gin palaces appeared to offer a high-class opportunity to sip elegant drinks. It was a chimera. They were no more than tarted-up gin shops, seatless spaces for the poor to obliterate themselves with low-grade booze once again. Nothing had been solved. As Dickens put it in his essay on gin palaces in 1835, “Gin-drinking is a great vice in England, but poverty is greater.” Realizing their mistake, the government removed the duty on beer in 1830, prompting a rush back to pubs, which now took design cues from the gin palaces (with added seats), giving them the look of the Victorian pub seen today. By the end of the 1830s, the era of the gin palace was over.




MORE TURPENTINE THAN GIN


Ambrose Cooper in The Complete Distiller of 1757 differentiates between the “distilled spiritous water of juniper” and “the common sort [which] is not made from juniper berries… but from Oil of Turpentine”. He then gives two recipes: one for 1.3kg (3lb) of macerated berries distilled in 45 litres (10 gallons) of spirit and another that adds 50ml (2fl oz) oil of turpentine and 3 handfuls of bay salt to 90 litres (20 gallons) of spirit.
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The 1820s saw a second Gin Craze, this time centred around London’s gin palaces, like this one.





New Gin Styles


The gin distillers were, however, organizing themselves. From 1820–40, the Rectifiers Club met monthly, and while the group had a certain whiff of the cartel about it, the Club standardized practices, while also addressing the issue of inferior base spirit. In 1827, Robert Stein installed his new patent continuous still at Kilbagie (see here), a design then improved by Aeneas Coffey in 1832 (see illustration). The previous year in Warrington (see here), Margaret Dakin bought a Corty rectifying head for her gin still, and in 1836 installed another new rectifying head designed by a Mr Carter (see here). The result of all of these innovations was a cleaner base spirit, which in turn meant that there was less need to overload it with heavy botanicals. The new clarity allowed a widening of the botanical palette – more citrus, sweet spices, cardamom, caraway, and so on – and, consequently, gins of greater complexity. In London, gin distillers were now grouped together in Bermondsey, Lambeth, and Clerkenwell, where, in 1798, Gordon’s had joined Nicholson’s and Booth’s. By the middle of the century, the Plymouth distillery was supplying 1,000 barrels of Navy Strength a year to the Royal Navy.


This period also saw gin being used to dilute medicinal concoctions. The officers in the Navy cut their dose of antimalarial Angostura bitters with Plymouth gin, thereby creating pink gin. In order to prevent scurvy, all vessels had by law to carry limes, which were most easily transportable in the form of the cordial created by Lauchlin Rose in 1862. Thus, taken with gin, a drink named after the surname of the Navy’s Surgeon-General, Sir Thomas Gimlette, was invented. Even the Army got in on the act, offsetting the bitterness of antimalarial tonic waters by mixing them with gin.


The publishing in Britain of William Terrington’s Cooling Cups and Dainty Drinks in 1869 also pointed to a further stage in gin’s evolution. Gin was becoming respectable and more sophisticated as a drink, since it could now be served cooled by ice, which was more widely available. Gin cups, such as the No. 1 famously created by (or for) Mr Pimm’s oyster warehouse, were gaining in popularity. The clearest indication of what was on offer in the way of gin from public houses is revealed in Loftus’s New Mixing and Reducing Book of 1869, where we learn that it would either come from the rectifier ready sweetened or be adjusted in the pub. Each brand had also established its own style: “Hodges, Booth’s, Vicker’s, and Nicholson’s… have each their characteristic flavour… while the differences between Liverpool and Bristol… or Bristol and Plymouth is as remarkable as the difference… between Scotch and Irish malt whiskey.” Loftus even offered guidance on how to give English gin “the creaminess and smoothness much admired in Geneva… mostly the result of age” by adding sugar, garlic, or sliced horseradish! He also observed the general shift in gin style preference: “Strong or unsweetened gin is in comparatively little request… and only amongst the respectable or monied classes”. The majority of people were now drinking Old Tom, the sweetened gin named either after a cat that fell in a vat, or more likely after “Old” Thomas Chamberlain of Hodge’s distillery. Consumption was, however, restricted to England. Export only started in any significant volume from 1850, when Sir Felix Booth successfully lobbied for excise duties on export gin to be dropped. After that, London’s gins headed mainly to the Empire market.


In the 1870s, phylloxera (the blight that devastated the great French vineyards in the late nineteenth century) removed Cognac from menus, allowing gin (and whisky) to become the spirit of choice for the middle class, evidenced by the appearance of gin drinks, such as the punch, julep, cocktail sling, and sangaree in 1871’s The Gentleman’s Table Guide. By then, the old distillers had been joined by Charles Tanqueray, who started compounding in 1830 (see here, Walter and Alfred Gilbey, and James Burrough who, in 1863, bought John Taylor’s gin distillery in Cale Street, Chelsea. In 1876, his Beefeater dry gin was launched to tap into the demand among gin’s new consumers for an unsweetened style akin to the then new “dry” Champagnes. English distillers now looked west to America, another market that was opening up, and one that had long developed a taste for gin.
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The 1832 invention of the Coffey still by Irishman Aeneas Coffey led to an improvement in the quality of gin.





Madam Genever’s Reign


The nineteenth century was to be genever’s golden age. The little city of Schiedam, close to Rotterdam, had a scant 37 distilleries in 1700, but a hundred years later there were 250, and by the 1880s they numbered 392. The industry was no longer solely supplying the domestic market: ultimately, 95 per cent of Schiedam’s genever headed out of its port where it joined brands such as Amsterdam’s Bols (see here) being shipped to Africa, Europe, southeast Asia, and America. Malt spirit (moutwijn) was also being exported as a base spirit to distillers in England, France, and Germany.


Everything from malting to bottling took place in the town. The soot from Scheidam’s hundreds of distillery chimneys mingled with that from the kilns of its 62 malt houses. The blackened air, fanned lightly by the sails of the town’s 15 windmills, and the black fungus that shrouded its buildings, created by evaporating alcohol in warehouses, earned the city the name “Black Nazareth”. The boom was not to last. Schiedam’s importance started to decline in the late 1880s as the country’s larger firms turned their back on malt spirit (the town’s speciality) in preference of the cheaper base spirit industrially produced from sugar beet. This change mirrored what had already taken place in Belgium. In the 1820s, Belgian distillers were quick to install Brussels-based Cellier Blumenthal’s column stills (see left), while Belgium’s independence in 1830 saw a drop in taxes, a ban on Dutch genever, and a doubling in the number of distilleries to 1,092 with exports starting to Brazil, Africa, India, New Zealand, Australia, and China. Consolidation soon followed, with the bulk being made by large urban distilleries using sugar beet base spirit. This new light genever (jonge) became a low-price working class drink, prompting Belgium’s very own Gin Craze, whose opponents countered the rise in consumption with messages and images eerily reminiscent of those used in London a century before. Madam Genever was not dead.




[image: Illustration]


Schiedam became the capital of Dutch gin distilling in the nineteenth century.
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Belgian distillers adopted the Cellier Blumenthal still design in the 1820s.





America’s Gift to the Globe


Gin became a world spirit thanks to America, but America’s taste for gin didn’t start with London gins. For much of the nineteenth century, when Americans drank gin they drank genever, which had been exported to the continent since at least 1732, with Bols starting to ship in 1750 (see here). Even by the end of the century, genever was being imported in vastly larger quantities than that from Britain, and it’s genever (and, in time, Old Tom) that provided the foundation for America’s first popular gin drinks and cocktails. As Lesley Solmonson points out in Gin: A Global History, it was Hollands that put Rip Van Winkle to sleep for 20 years.


When American distillers began making their own gin, it was to a genever recipe – and it was aged. Samuel McHarry in his 1809’s The Practical Distiller gives a recipe for gin made with clarified whiskey and an equal quantity of water “together with a sufficient quantity of juniper berries, a handful of hops [plus isinglass, lime water, and salt].” This gin, he adds, “… when fined, and two years old, will be equal, if not superior to Holland gin”.


It’s this recipe that Brooklyn-based New York Distilling Company (see Dorothy Parker), has re-created for its Chief Gowanus, and appropriately, too. Brooklyn was a hub of early distilling and is where, in 1808, Hezekiah Pierrepont founded the Anchor Distillery, said to be the first commercial gin plant in the USA. According to Henry Reed Stiles’s A History of the City of Brooklyn, Anchor “kept the gin for a full year after it was made by which it acquired the mellowness for which it was peculiarly esteemed”. Of the spirits distilled in South Brooklyn’s six distilleries in 1851, 2.9 million gallons of whiskey were rectified, much of it into gin.


America made gin because America began drinking mixed drinks. What started as simple, single-serve punches (slings) became fixes, sours, daisies, juleps, and smashes, and, with the addition of bitters at the start of the nineteenth century, “bittered slings” or “cocktails”. These were short, preferably cold, drinks to be taken quickly, as eye-openers, hangover cures, or apéritifs, and all could be made with genever. Initially, they were all morning drinks. The wider availability of ice from 1830 onwards made the drinks colder, as did the advent of the cocktail shaker in the late 1840s. As the drinks changed, so did their surroundings. Saloons were now, as Solmonson argues, designed to lure people in and keep them drinking.


With the saloons came bartenders and with bartenders came showmanship. The first great bartending superstar, Jerry Thomas, started mixing in 1849, and by 1862 had written the first cocktail book. By then, Thomas and his colleagues had “improved” the simple gin drinks. In came apricot brandy, absinthe, Chartreuse, and other ingredients, but the most significant shift took place when vermouth was found to be the Romeo to gin’s Juliet. The gin Manhattan, aka the Turf Club, emerged in the 1880s. Its first written reference is in 1884, though Terrington (see here) has a remarkably similar-sounding mix – alongside the vermouth-heavy Martinez. Both were either Hollandsor Old Tom-based. Of dry gin there is no trace. Harry Johnson’s 1888 Bartenders’ Manual has 11 gin drinks with Hollands, eight with Old Tom; Jerry Thomas’s 1888 edition is 6:4 in favour of Hollands; and “The Only William” Schmidt’s The Flowing Bowl of 1892 is 11:5 in favour of Hollands. By 1908, however, William “Cocktail” Boothby lists six dry gin drinks in his The World’s Drinks and How to Mix Them, nine each with the two older styles of gin. The tide was turning. America’s taste was moving in the dry direction just a s it was also going dry.
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While less scabrous than Hogarth (see here), the Temperance movement also played the “family values” card heavily.





Gin’s Rise, Fall, and Rise


You might think that Prohibition in the USA (1920–33) would have set gin’s global aspirations back a generation. Instead, it was the making of the spirit. British distillers, unwilling to abandon their new main market, simply shipped their gin to Canada or the Bahamas from where it flowed steadily into the speakeasies. Yet, while Prohibition didn’t see the volume of alcohol consumed rise, there was a shift away from beer to spirits. This was when gin first became truly popular.
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Despite the US authorities’ best efforts, gin’s popularity rose during Prohibition.





Bathtub Gin


As William Grimes outlines in his history of the American cocktail Straight Up or On the Rocks, drinks also became pricier. Prior to Prohibition, a cocktail would set you back 20 cents. That price now doubled for a shot at a speakeasy, and would hit $3 at a top-end club. This provided a further incentive to mix drinks at home and impress your friends with your Martini-making skills. After all, as far back as 1894 the tagline for Heublein’s pre-mixed gin drinks promoted them as “a better cocktail at home than is served over any bar in the world”.


For those who couldn’t afford bootlegged imported gin, there was an alternative, rustled up by mixing industrial alcohol and turpentine in a bathtub, its rank taste masked in the glass by creams and sweeteners. Adulterated “gin”, an increase in drinking among women, a rise in spirits consumption – sound familiar? Yes, Prohibition was America’s very own Gin Craze.
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