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INTRODUCTION
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I fell into a relationship with vermouth by accident, one drink down at the since-closed Haus Bar in Bristol where I was ordered a negroni. The tell-tale weight and colour of equal parts gin, Campari and vermouth in a thick-bottomed glass tumbler drew a taste that had me hooked. I wanted to know more about the mysterious third ingredient. At the time, I shared most people’s perceptions of vermouth – of ancient bottles that gathered dust in corners of drinks cabinets and kitchen cupboards, with faded labels and bottle tops fused shut with crystallised sugar; and oxidised brown liquid that parents and grandparents sipped on chintzy sofas, or as they sat under beach umbrellas on long-forgotten holidays. If this sounds like a description of your vermouth collection at home, it’s time to clear out those old bottles (not least because vermouth is only really at its best for around six weeks, well sealed and in the fridge) and begin a new relationship with this much misunderstood libation.


My passion for vermouth – a fortified wine flavoured with herbs, spices, fruit and other natural flavourings – began after I started to explore what goes into a vermouth and unpick recipes botanical by botanical, attending tastings by leading producers and staying behind to ask questions. A welcoming aspect of the vermouth world is that most producers are fairly open about the ingredients they use, as it is the blending, maceration of ingredients, wine selection and ageing (rather than the ingredients themselves) that sets truly exceptional vermouths apart from the rest. As I started to study the subject, the only dedicated book on vermouth I could find was by drinks historians and lifelong vermouth lovers Jared Brown and Anistatia Miller, The Mixellany Guide to Vermouth and Other Aperitifs (published in 2011). It delves deep into the world of vermouth and its producers and was a fascinating read, but there was otherwise surprisingly little written on the subject. One of the reasons that I have been given the opportunity to write a book about the mysterious world of vermouth – yes, I am still pinching myself – is because this once sidelined drink is having what can only be described as a ‘moment’. More and more people are waking up to the fact that it is without question one of the tastiest, most interesting drinks around. It features in the majority of the most popular cocktails in history and is available in a variety of styles, with complexities of character that range from mouth-puckeringly astringent to bittersweet. The history of vermouth dates as far back as ancient Greece and early Chinese dynasties, through Samuel Pepys’s London and the beginning of its commercial production in Turin at the end of the 18th century to the ‘golden age’ of cocktails and its modern-day renaissance. In this book I share my enthusiasm for this mysterious world of aromatised wines (the category that vermouth falls into) and take you on a botanical journey.


At the time of that first sip of that fateful negroni, I co-owned The Ethicurean restaurant in Somerset with three friends. I initially worked in the kitchen, having begun my career in food some years earlier as a cook, but was naturally suited to talking rather than being a super-organised member of the kitchen team. Before long, I found myself working front of house and dived head-first into the world of drinks. As my knowledge increased, my attention turned to the idea of making a vermouth at our bar with my partners Matthew, Iain and Paula. I started approaching producers and talking to them about their ingredients, production methods and their enthusiasm for the category.


The Ethicurean is set in a traditional walled kitchen garden and framing the red brick paths are beds filled with sage, rosemary and thyme – all traditional ingredients in vermouths. With an interest in foraging, along with my colleagues and with making our own vermouth in mind, we sought out wild ingredients, such as yarrow, rosehips, hawthorn and edible pines, that would complement the traditional herbs that grew within the walled garden. Once we had located a Somerset grower of wormwood, the key ingredient in an authentic vermouth, we were nearly there. Our vermouth recipe was published in 2013 in The Ethicurean Cookbook and it was one of the first modern vermouth recipes in the world to make it to print. It remains a popular guideline for home mixology enthusiasts and bar industry experts.


Our homemade vermouth had a great reception and was soon being slid under tables to intrigued bartenders and packed into the luggage of visiting Michelin-starred chefs. We decided to begin making the vermouth on a larger scale and cobbled together some pieces of distillation equipment with the help of a mad genius friend of ours. We went legit and launched The Collector Vermouth and I began walking the streets of London hawking our new drink, sleeping on friends’ floors, with a case of vermouth in one hand and, more often than not, a hangover to go with it. I loved the contrast of my home in the countryside with the fast-paced, innovative and intriguing approach and aesthetic of London’s bar and restaurant scene. My days here began with a coffee, then I’d duck into a restaurant where breakfast’s last tickets were being served before the bustling build-up to lunch. You can sense this growing vibration as a restaurant approaches service; the energy feels like the swarming of bees. Movement and actions speed up until the energy settles and is replaced by nervous expectation, those calm moments before the first ticket arrives. Vermouth would be sipped, tasting notes examined, and discussions would begin about possible cocktails, noting producers that have sparked interest. Perhaps a quick pastel de nata (Portuguese custard tart) or a bacon sandwich, thank you very much. The diversity of the venues I visited opened my eyes to new ways of serving vermouth, to alternative approaches to pairing it with food. It provided me with stories of people’s drinking rituals and their thoughts in a glass. With lunch service over I was through another door, sat at the bar, sharing more conversations, anecdotes, recipes, infusions and tasters on the back of the hand. At Morito, I would be handed a Gilda pintxos – acid, salt and umami exploding on the tongue; at Quo Vadis it might be an eel sandwich; and at Murano, cicchetti and soft gnocchi with sage and butter. Every dish, bite, or spoonful of food sneaked from the kitchen was framed by vermouth and by its open-armed embrace to a collaboration with all flavours. I would be out of the door as white linen floated down onto neat tables, while chefs’ thoughts turned to mise en place and staff playlists boomed. Now I’d enter bars that weren’t quite dark enough yet, down side streets, upstairs, through curtained doorways. The conversations turned to the minutiae, to nuances and textures of flavour, to the many histories of the cocktail. I tasted blends, homemade vermouths, infusions and extractions and smiled at just how passionate we can be when we find a subject or work that we love.


We had produced what is regarded as an amber vermouth, sitting somewhere between a bianco, blanco or white vermouth, a sweet pale-coloured vermouth and a rosso, rojo or red vermouth. Red vermouth is what most of us know as Italian sweet vermouth, and dry vermouth (the ingredient in a classic martini) is what’s often referred to as French vermouth. With a growing knowledge and appreciation of the category, I started to help train bartenders and waiting staff that we supplied our vermouth to, and in turn they taught me their skills and the vermouth drinks they knew. This exchange of knowledge was invaluable. Unfortunately, The Collector Vermouth is no more, as I left as a partner at The Ethicurean, but I have maintained an enduring interest in the category and culture of this aromatic drink.


In the coming chapters I’ll walk you through a potted history of vermouth and share my notes on the preparation that puts you in good stead for accurate and delicious drinks making, provide simple ways to mix drinks, with approachable techniques, and recipes for ingredients such as sugar syrups and botanical infusions. I also discuss vermouth with my friend and acclaimed bartender Brian Silva at Rules restaurant, and include margin notes from producers and brand managers. As well as my original recipes, this book contains recipes and cocktail ideas from a host of other talented folk in the food and drink world, including Jeremy Lee of Quo Vadis, Sam and Sam Clark of Moro and Morito, Russell Norman, Gill Meller, Olia Hercules and Tom Adams, and classic drinks, too. I wanted to capture the world of vermouth as I see and experience it. That will always be through stories, conversations and recipes with their eccentric notes. The reality is that even as I finished the last sentence in my Producers chapter, I was tasting another new vermouth that deserved a mention.


I regard making vermouth as an art form. For me, it’s as close to cooking as the drinks world gets. It’s about a careful balancing of a huge array of contrasting herbs, roots and spices, wine and sweetness. There are a vast range of flavours in vermouth, with many volatile compounds that could obliterate gentler flavours in an instant. Take cloves, for example: if you use too much of this tiny dried flower bud in the process of making vermouth, you won’t taste anything but clove for at least an hour. Knowledge of the wine world is crucial, too, and respect for ingredients is critical. The speed at which quality new products are arriving on the scene, and the future possibilities of winemakers to create their own expressions as vermouth’s popularity increases, is so exciting. I’ve taken a close look at how vermouth is made, exploring the various ways producers choose to extract flavour and at the wines that many choose as their base.


I have dedicated a chapter to my love of cooking and eating with vermouth: its complexity brings so much to a dish, it’s a really versatile alternative to wine. The vast array of botanicals in each bottle offers numerous opportunities to pair vermouth with food. I am very fond of my conversations with James Swift of Trealy Farm Charcuterie and have recorded the notes and recipes from our tastings and pairings on page 248. There are lots of excellent small bites, tasty things and pickles to try while you drink, too. I have sections on seafood and dry vermouth (they are made for each other), and the sweet spicy expression of red vermouth is beautiful when cooked with gamey meats and added into desserts. I am so lucky to have such splendid contributions from some of the best chefs and cooks in our land and abroad.


I hope you enjoy my thoughts on this liquid, my love letter to vermouth.




PART ONE
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HISTORY AND PRODUCTION




WHAT ON EARTH IS VERMOUTH?
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For the craft cocktail aficionado, it’s a staple ingredient and the latest drink with which to mix and tinker; for the Catalonian or Italian it’s part of weekly life; for the French it’s a dry and sophisticated sip; but for the majority of us it’s a reminder of adolescent hangovers and old drinks cabinets. My aim here is to induct you into the formerly exclusive club of the vermouth nerd. You can dazzle friends with your new, impressive understanding of what makes a vermouth a dry vermouth, or the difference between a Campari or martini.


I must confess that normally I run for the hills at the first sign of any numbers or percentages – they make me shudder and remind me of grey textbooks and maths at secondary school – but my word, numbers and facts are so much more interesting with a glass of vermouth in one hand. So take my lead, pour yourself one, and have the bottle handy.


According to the EU, vermouth is a fortified wine that falls into a category of products known as ‘aromatised wines’. This category has three subdivisions and vermouth belongs to the first: aromatised wine or wine-based aperitif. Trusty Spanish sangria, the old holiday favourite that always seems like a good idea at the time, and lethal Glühwein or mulled wine, the ‘made me do it’ Christmas party drink, are both in the other two categories that fall under ‘aromatised wines’. Wine must be at least 75 per cent of the total volume: usually this is white wine or a mistelle (a wine what has had its fermentation halted with the addition of alcohol and retains residual sweetness from unfermented sugar) that has been fortified with a distilled alcohol. It also contains lots of herbs, barks, roots, spices and peels, all extracted using maceration or distillation. Before 1991, it had to contain wormwood but a relaxed bureaucrat has cut us all a bit of slack and redefined this as the Artemisia species of which there are 400 possible members. It can be sweetened with grape must, concentrated grape must (grape juice that contains skins, seeds and stems), rectified concentrated grape must, sucrose or sugar. Also, caramel can be used for sweetening and to add colour. At this stage it all sounds a bit like vermouth soup, but rest assured, there are a huge number of filtering processes that take place throughout production.


All main categories of vermouth have an alcohol strength of between 14.5% and 22% ABV and differing sugar content:


Extra-dry vermouths have less than 30g sugar per litre and tend to be very light or straw coloured. They are a touch lower in alcohol than most vermouths and therefore generally cheaper. Noilly Prat is 18% ABV, by comparison. Look out for Cinzano Extra Dry and Martini Extra Dry.


Dry vermouths have less than 50g sugar per litre and also tend to be very light or straw coloured. This category is traditionally known as French vermouth, on account of Noilly Prat’s pioneering product. Keep your eyes peeled for Dolin Dry.


Semi-dry vermouths have between 50g and 90g of sugar per litre and are typically very light or straw coloured. Look out for British producer Albourne Estate’s ‘40’, or Aussie producer Causes and Cures’ semi-dry.


Semi-sweet vermouths have between 90g and 130g of sugar per litre and are also typically very light or straw coloured.


Bianco or blanco vermouths have an unspecified sugar level, but are generally speaking in line with sweet vermouth. They are usually light in colour. Dolin Vermouth de Chambery (geographically protected) blazed the trail with Martini Bianco, and Gancia Bianco followed suit.


Rosata or rosé vermouths have no specified sugar level but often rest somewhere between a semi-sweet and a bianco. Made with rosé wines, they often have a clear pink hue. Look out for Regal Rogue Wild Rosé (this breaks the mould with very low sugar), Belsazar Rosé and Martini Rosato.


Sweet vermouths have 130g of sugar per litre, and contain caramel which gives them a dark caramel to tawny port colour. This category is also known traditionally as Italian vermouth. The geographically protected Vermouth di Torino is in this category. Look out for Cocchi Vermouth di Torino, Sacred English Spiced vermouth and Casa Mariol.


Amber vermouths have no specified sugar level but often settle around the semi-sweet level. They are – wait for it – amber coloured. Look out for lighter amber style Noilly Prat Ambre, Martini Reserve Speciale Ambrato, and Sacred English Amber that is just under the vermouth limit of 22% ABV.


A few notes on other drinks similar to vermouth


It would be all too easy to shoot off into all sorts of sub-categories and styles of vermouth, therefore I thought it sensible to examine the key relatives of vermouth. Many of these styles overlap, so I have aimed to explain how they differ. Vermouth is one of six aromatised wine categories according to EU definitions, and the examples below technically sit within ‘Bitter Aromatised Wine’. They are all but vermouth in name, with just a slightly different set of botanicals creating their flavour.


Americano – It is easy to get tied in knots when hunting down origins of the names for all of the fascinating relatives of vermouth. Here, wormwood is combined with lots of gentian, an ingredient that is also found in Suze, the French aperitif liqueur. While it maintains the same levels of sugar as the sweet vermouth it is undeniably more bitter. They are typically 14.5–22% ABV and can be produced as a red or white style. Interestingly, Cocchi, one of my favourite producers of an Americano, states that the name refers to a bittering by botanicals and a nod to the American way of drinking vermouth over ice, with soda. Cocchi adds gentian, wormwood, cinchona (that’s quinine) and bitter orange to their recipe. I’ve often heard that Cocchi Americano is the closest product we have to the original recipe for Kina Lillet that was discontinued in the 1980s and replaced by Lillet Blanc. Mauro Vergano (see page 140) produces an excellent Americano that is sublime sipped over ice with a splash of soda and and twist of orange.


Chinato – Chinato is another combination of styles bridging the gap between a sweet vermouth and quinquina wine. ‘China’ is the Italian word for Cinchona Officinalis, the source of quinine (of tonic water fame). Again, chinato vermouth lies somewhere between 14.5% and 22% ABV. Sitting in this category is Punt e Mes, one of my all-time favourite drinks that is essentially a vermouth with a little more cinchona and gentian. It is full power. Other chinato-style drinks are Dubonnet and Lillet Blanc, which also happen to be quinquina wines on account of their leading bitterness being cinchona. Confused yet? During the early 1800s it was the French who identified the quinine in cinchona bark as having anti-malarial properties, which led to it becoming commercially available. However, it was the Spanish who noticed the medicinal benefits of cinchona centuries earlier, while colonising Peru. While the stiff-mustached and bonnet-wearing British preferred to partake in their anti-malarial fix by drinking quinine-laced G&Ts in the 19th century, the French chose to add quinine to aromatised wines.


Barolo Chinato – Unlike chinato vermouth and Americano, this one doesn’t quite fit into the vermouth category but it is notably similar in how it is produced. Once again, it’s typically 14.5–22% ABV. Wormwood is replaced with cinchona bark and in the case of Cocchi’s offering to the category, rhubarb, cardamom and gentian. To be a Barolo Chinato it must contain Nebbiolo from the Piedmont region of Italy, aged for three years. This style is much richer that other red vermouths and is often served as a digestif rather than at the beginning of a meal. Mauro Vergano has produced an excellent example of chinato that can’t technically be called a Barolo Chinato. He chooses a 2-year-old Nebiollo (Barbarseco) and always focuses on simplicity when choosing wines for his creations. I can recommend nibbling on some good-quality dark chocolate while drinking a glass of this. Also look out for Pio Cesare, another seriously good producer.


Amaro – The Italian word ‘amaro’ translates as ‘bitter’, and this is a category of drinks that is defined by its name. In this camp we have Campari, with a secret botanical list of ingredients numbering over 60, including cinchona and cascarilla, along with sugar, alcohol and water. Aperol is another member of this club (now owned by Campari – [see Box]) and leads its botanical recipe with orange, rhubarb and gentian. Cynar is a firm favourite of mine and has a recipe of around 13 botanicals with globe artichoke as the star of the show. The word cynar comes from ‘cynarin’, an acid found in artichokes. It has a label the colour of a super-hero costume and is enjoyed by many people as a digestif. I sometimes like to make a spritz with Punt e Mes and Cynar for something a little different. Fernet Branca is an amaro, an intensely bitter drink that is made with a whole host of botanicals. I rather struggle with this drink and now associate it with dreadful hangovers, but my friend Mark Gurney of Salon in Brixton and Levan in Peckham insists I drink it whenever I see him.




Some notes on alternatives to Campari


I love Campari and it will always be a staple in any bar that I stock. However, it is good to experiment with a few alternatives: variety, as they say, is the spice of life:


Quaglia Bitter Berto was originally produced in the early 1900s but has been re-launched fairly recently. Gentian, bitter orange, alpine daisy and bitter wood are the forward botanicals. They also produce two excellent vermouths.


Argala Bitter Aperitivo is one of four terrific drinks from Italian producer, Argala. Steered by gentian, like many of its peers, this bitters is also made with hibiscus and sweet orange amongst a whole host of the usual spices. Jeremy Lee is a big fan and makes an Americano with it on page 140.


Tempus Fugit Gran Classico was originally made in Torino in the 1860s but has been produced in Switzerland since the 1920s. It is a touch sweeter than Campari, and contains wormwood too, if you fancy upping your intake of artemisia. Bitter orange and rhubarb balance very well with the bitterness of gentian.


Back in dear old Blighty we have very good alternatives:


Sacred Rosehip Cup Liqueur is made with over 20 botanicals including English rosehips, English rhubarb, Spanish sweet orange and ginger. The red colour is from red grape skins. Mark Hix makes a Full English negroni with it on page 151.


Fellow Londoners are Victory Bitter who have approached production in quite an unorthodox way. They infuse their botanicals in a wheat spirit and then blend this with an organic and biodynamically-produced wine. The ABV sits at 33.3% and is a tad stronger than Campari. To give it a vivid red colour they use hibiscus flowers and I can pick out the gentian, orange and apricot. I like it.


London-based British aperitif makers, Kamm & Sons, launched in 2011. Alex Kammerling has been a real leader in this category for some time and it’s brilliant to finally see the industry catching up with him. His recipe contains 45 botanicals, with ginseng as a key ingredient. Try it in Alex’s cocktail, The Grosvenor, on page 230.








THE HISTORY OF VERMOUTH
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The history of vermouth is a long and winding road that can be traced back to as early as the second millennium BC. To chart this history is to gain the knowledge that vermouth is descended from a drink that had deep sacred and medicinal significance. It is only in the last fifteen years that archaeologists have identified wines dating back to c.1050 BC, a period in Chinese history when the Shang dynasty (the earliest Chinese dynasty supported by archaeological evidence) was replaced by the Zhou dynasty. The wines are known as Chang wines, and they counted wormwood among their herbal ingredients. It is worth noting it was the genus Artemisia and most likely mugwort that were present. There is certainly earlier evidence of the production of alcohol and herbal wine, from Georgia in the Caucasus to modern-day Iran, but let us focus here on the course of vermouth’s history, defined as a wine containing the plant wormwood.


Wormwood certainly had a place in Indian herbal wines with Ayurvedic texts c. 1500 BC showing recipes that helped treat intestinal worms, a loss of appetite and heart conditions among other ailments.


In 400 BC, Hippocrates has been cited as having added wormwood to wine, known as Hippocratic wine or vinum absinthium. It was called upon to treat a whole host of ailments including rheumatism and anaemia. It seems Hippocrates had been experimenting with bitter herbs and with wormwood and dittany in particular. Even though this bitter wine was sweetened with honey there are accounts of it inducing all sorts of physical reactions, including vomiting. It was Greek botanist, pharmacologist and physician Pedanius Dioscorides’s book De Materia Medica which named wormwood as an important medicinal herb, and his work continued to influence medicine until the 1600s. However, while Hippocrates and the Greeks laid the foundations, it was the Romans and Pliny the Elder that can be credited with the first comprehensive recipe for wormwood wine in his impressively named ‘Naturalis Historia’ (c. 77 AD). Incredibly, this is the largest single piece of writing from the Romans to survive to this day. Pliny’s recipe contained Roman wormwood (Artemisia pontica) which, along with grand wormwood (Artemisia absinthium), is the designated wormwood for Vermouth di Torino today. Pliny also writes of religious rites and chariot races where wormwood wine would be given as a prize of health, marking it as a precious and important elixir. During this period, we begin to see these herbal wines transition from medicine to pleasurable tonic. At the banquets of affluent and powerful Romans they would be drunk to aid the digestion of the coming feast and no doubt for their flavour.
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The Dark Ages followed in the wake of the collapse of the Roman Empire and unfortunately there is little evidence from this era of further developments in vermouth. It is likely that experimentation and production of infused wines would have occurred, perhaps by monastic orders that would later serve as the founding myth for brands like Bénédictine, but we have no way of knowing for sure.


In the early 1300s, Arnaud de Villeneuve (also called Arnau de Vilanova), a doctor and theologian, produced a handwritten book called Liber de Vinis or ‘Book on Wine’. This handsome work contains a recipe for wormwood-infused wine and explores the distillation process as a means of preserving and fortifying wine. This spirit was referred to as ‘aqua vitae’. However, recent research suggests there is doubt over whether we can appropriate these recipes and thoughts to Villeneuve. That aside, whoever the clever person responsible was, the evidence shows us wormwood wine had acquired its next crucial fortifying element: spirit. Villeneuve had realised that adding a spirit to wine could stop fermentation and preserve the natural sweetness left by the unfermented grape juice. This is a process that still takes place in vermouth production today.


We now jump forward a little to 1544, when we see the first translations of ancient texts, namely Dioscorides’s monumental De Materia Medica. The book offered cures and remedies for a huge range of illnesses and ailments and would be re-purposed and re-published countless times over the coming century. The printing press had arrived in Rome by around 1467 and this meant the steady distribution of written works of all kinds. In 1555, Girolamo Ruscelli’s (pseudonym; Alessio of Piedmont) book of curative recipes – Secreti Nuovi or ‘New Secrets’ – was published. It ratified the belief laid down by Dioscorides, in part, that spices and herbs could battle illness if they were infused correctly. There were references to these elixirs even warding off the plague, a pandemic that would haunt Europe from the 14th to 17th century. Alessio calls for the addition of a number of spices in his Absinthium vinum (wormwood wine) including spikenard or nard, a relative of valerian, found referenced in biblical documents. He began to manufacture aromatised wines from his home in Venice, the perfect location considering the city was a critical part of the trading route for spices and other exotic ingredients at the time. From this central location, Alessio’s recipes stretch their botanical arms, crucially, for the path of vermouth, to the port of Genoa in the Duchy of Savoy region of Piemonte, an area that stretched from Italy to France. With spices pouring into Genoa, and Torino as the capital of the region, it was natural that the trend of aromatised wines would capture the taste buds of the fast-growing middle class as well as lighten their pockets. Torino’s location close to historic wine-making regions created a perfect vermouth capital.


Meanwhile, in the cooler climes of England, Nicholas Culpeper, defender of reason and opponent of what he perceived as useless and outdated traditions of medicine, was hard at work. Culpeper was a botanist, herbalist, physician and astrologer and was accused of witchcraft among other things. In both his 1652 book The English Physician and 1653 book The Complete Herbal, he provides recipes for wormwood wine and references the use of Rhenish wine in their production. These were wines from the Rhine region of Germany, notably the grapes were Riesling and Silvaner, the latter being a component of the dreaded Liebfraumilch. Wormwood wine was also common across Germany, known then as the Holy Roman Empire. Back in Britain, fellow Wormwood enthusiast Dr. John French, in his 1651 book The Art of Distillation, compiled the earliest definitive guide on distillation. As is often the case, much of its material relied on earlier writers, however there is no denying its contribution. The full text is available for free online, and is a fascinating read, with some intriguing headings such as ‘How to rectify all stinking thick black oils . . . and to take away their stink’. Dr. French distills wormwood with a whole host of ingredients. To give us a sense of what British subjects thought of wormwood in their drinks in 1659, the diarist Samuel Pepys refers to a wormwood ale known then as ‘Purl’. This was an ale that had been infused with the wormwood known as ‘old woman’ (Artemisia maritima) that grew along the coast and a species that particularly favours salt marshes. I am yet to try wormwood ale, although I spoke to the expert forager and drinks genius Andy Hamilton who has brewed a beer bittered with wormwood and it’s almost ready to drink. I am assured it is most delectable. Pepys’s interest in wormwood didn’t stop with ale, as he then references wormwood wine a year later in 1660, when he talks of a ‘Rhenish wine house’ where along with his companions he supped ‘two quarts of wormwood wine’.


During this time, this bitter wine was known as ‘eisel’ and it is name-dropped in Shakespeare’s Hamlet, but unfortunately the reference is rather negative – Shakespeare likened it to the level of discomfort brought on by eating a crocodile. It would be an understatement to say that eisel was overlooked after gin reached British shores in 1689. We only have to glance at the artist Hogarth’s print Gin Lane to see the grip this spirit had on the people of Britain. Mother’s Ruin, as gin became known, was dangerously strong and during its days of unlicensed production had a catastrophic effect on society, particularly in London. It seems that this bitter wine has faded into obscurity and when we began to make The Collector, a British vermouth using wormwood grown in the South West of England, it had been over 300 years since this drink had been made and widely enjoyed in Britain.


It is with the dawn of the 18th century that we really start to see the world of vermouth unfold into the product as we now know it, with recognisable brands popping up that continue to trade and pepper our bar shelves to this day. *Sound trumpet*. We now travel to Torino. At the time it was the capital of the Kingdom of Savoy and a prosperous city. Its convenient location near Genoa, a key city on the spice trade route, enabled local winemakers making aromatised wine to have access to the precious botanicals found in the mountains. Herbal liqueurs and wines infused with wormwood and other alpine herbs were everywhere, and people had the time and money to drink them. Torino is regarded as the birthplace of cafe culture and the home of the aperitivo. Individuals from all walks of life would frequent these cafes, which would range from the lavish to the basic, exchanging news and debating the subjects of the day. Then, between 6 and 9pm, coffee would be replaced with something alcoholic taken with a light bite to eat. Perhaps olives, nuts and small fried things. The drinks would have been aromatised wines, spiced, sweetened and bitter on the finish, to open the appetite and kick those digestive fluids into action. It is Antonio Benedetto Carpano that we charge with being the creator of the first commercial vermouth in Torino, in 1786. He took one of my favourite wines, Moscato, combined it with 30 botanicals, and created a drink adopted and adored by the Duke of Savoy. (To get a sense of what this vermouth may have tasted like look out for the producer Bonme. They also use Moscato and due to its nectar-sweet character there’s no need for additional sweetness.) Carpano named it wermut, the German word for wormwood, perhaps a cunning nod to the Duke’s closeness with the Holy Roman Empire. You’ve got to hand it to Carpano: his sales strategy is still seen globally in many new drinks brands. That is, seed the drink in the world of the rich and influential and it will be sure to permeate and travel through to the majority and the mass market. Vermouth was now becoming cool and the vermouth era had begun. Here is a brief history of the key players. Many of these are brands that continue to lead the market to this day.
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