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WELCOME TO SPIRITED


This collection of simple, accessible recipes will show you how to make delicious drinks and inspire you to experiment with ingredients you already have at home.


How often have you found yourself resorting to that bottle of wine at the supermarket because it’s on special offer, or picked up a bottle of elderflower cordial because you couldn’t think of a fun non-alcoholic drink to make at home? Perhaps you’re a keen cook but you’re uncertain about how to broaden your horizon when it comes to creating drinks?


This book springs from a long-held wish to see more diverse voices represented in the world of drinks. Much like other industries, the drinks trade was historically dominated by a handful of gatekeepers, and typically books on the subject reflected their tastes. Until recently, this was a niche market: aimed mostly at men, and dedicated to those who had a specific interest in learning everything there was to know about wine grape varieties, or how to master the perfect cocktail. Many readers, myself included, considered this ‘pale, male and stale’ approach to drinks off-putting, and while there isn’t anything intrinsically wrong with geeking out over whisky, or wanting to nail those pub quiz questions on obscure ales, I wanted to redress the balance, in favour of a more open and democratic approach to drinks.


Spirited is written from the perspective of a curious cook who loves to apply the same spirit of fun to a drink as she would making a dish from a new cookbook.


From experience I know that a well-crafted cocktail should not belong to the preserve of fancy bars or to experts who have fixed ideas on what is appropriate to drink and when to enjoy it. Stuff that sort of machismo snootiness – drink what you like, when you like.


I’ve lost track of the number of occasions during which I felt too intimidated to express an opinion about a particular spirit, or was browbeaten by someone with superior knowledge for either asking impertinent questions or for failing to embrace the gospel on a certain wine. The famous scene in the wine-lover’s film Sideways in which the main character Miles sings the praises of Pinot Noir, while disparaging Merlot in expletive-laden terms? It made me cringe the first time I watched it, and still makes me cringe. Who cares if I like Pinot Noir and you like Merlot, or vice versa? We all have our own tastes and turning one’s nose up at someone for their choice in beverage is pretty shameful.


You shouldn’t have to acquire years and years of obscure knowledge to enjoy a drink. I’ve been to tastings where the mansplaining was so blatant it took every ounce of willpower not to roll my eyes in exasperation. At a bar I once asked for a Lagavulin only for the bartender to pause and ask ‘are you sure?’ while gently directing me to the lighter, more floral (read: feminine) whiskies. ‘Thanks but I’ll have the Lagavulin.’ I replied brightly, while silently wondering when women will ever be trusted to know our own minds.
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Thankfully attitudes are changing, and the drinks industry is far more inclusive now than when I first set foot in it. The mansplaining is fading away, as men realize women of all ages take a keen interest in drinks and most aren’t prepared to put up with the condescending chatter of a know-it-all anymore. A woman can appreciate flavour as much as a man, that much is obvious. And while I have no desire to exclude men from enjoying this book, I like to think this is a mild corrective to tomes published with the intention of not only appealing to but confirming seemingly ‘masculine’ tastes.


Why does this matter? For the simple reason that representation in all areas of society matters. Sexist stereotypes are slowly eroding and women work as brewers, blenders, writers, executives, creators, ambassadors up, down and across the drinks industry. Bartenders are now more attuned to the fact that women are as nerdishly excited about drinks as men, and the perception that drinks are firmly part of a man’s world no longer has quite the same foothold in the popular imagination. It’s not laddish to drink beer, nor is it unbecoming of women to drink whisky. We are open to trying new flavours, and will no longer tolerate being told a certain drink isn’t ‘ladylike’ or ‘feminine’ – nor do we want to be fobbed off with sickly sweet sodas when we don’t want to drink alcohol. Female drinkers value complexity as much as men.


In recent years I’ve gathered a merry band of ‘spirited’ women on an informal basis to try spirits such as whisky, or have a go at creating simple cocktails. Women in completely different life and career stages – from those in their twenties to seventies – come together over drinks and salty snacks of every variety (or sometimes sweet: when the occasion calls for it, a Crunchie bar can make a better match with a certain whisky than a pickled onion Monster Munch) in a relaxed setting where we can talk nonsense and/or solve all the problems of the world – the two are not necessarily mutually exclusive. We appreciate a drink in the company of similarly open-minded women without worrying about displaying our depth of knowledge on American or European oak barrels, or comparing lengthy notes on vintages. There’s less peacocking and more palling around.


Drinks aren’t (just) for snobs or show-offs, and by coming together in a friendly fashion we shed some of the elitism, and trash-talk as much about the latest celebrity gossip as we consider the complex flavours of that drink in our hand. It’s a more playful, down-to-earth version of those high-octane female gatherings you see in cocktail bars; we swap heels, a full face of make-up and glamorous dresses for whatever clothing we feel like wearing and don’t worry about being judged for it. We’ve got nothing to prove, so we can fully savour the drink in our hand. It’s this spirit of inclusivity that is at the heart of the book you’re reading right now.
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THE RECIPES


While there is a joy in making a zingy smoothie as you unfurl from last night’s sleep, there is another convivial kind of joy to be found in those occasions when you share a few glasses of Scandinavian cherry gløgg on a bitterly cold afternoon or evening with friends, old and new.


I have fond memories of ‘drambling’ or taking small snifters of Scotch whisky along in a flask while walking along the pristine beaches of Islay off the west coast of Scotland. Drinks don’t belong exclusively to the preserve of that cocktail bar, your kitchen or indeed your home, and bringing a small thermos or flask along with your favourite recipe from this book while exploring nature and the outdoors is a fine way to switch things up. That’s why there’s a little bit of everything covered in this book: wholesome drinks to start the day, recipes to linger over, ferments, low-alcohol thirst-quenchers, bracing stiffeners and soothers.


Drinks don’t only belong to the weekend, but much like using that beautiful glass you inherited from a beloved relative or setting the table properly for a midweek supper, instead of ‘saving the best for a special occasion’, why not treat the making of a good drink as an opportunity to make the everyday feel special instead? Spirited celebrates these occasions and I’ve found this considered approach to drinks – forgive the pun – a tonic. As a moderate drinker, I prefer a glass of something delicious to any intoxicating effects acquired from the second or third glass. Much like a plate of dessert, the law of diminishing returns applies and increasingly people are choosing not to drink much alcohol. In an age when health and wellbeing are both keenly aspired to, getting blitzed on booze doesn’t hold the same appeal. Booze has been with us for millennia, and I respect the role it’s played across cultures in bringing people together, while also accepting that for many people temperance is the best course of action – I’m somewhere in the middle of the spectrum, wary of too much inebriation but also open to the fact that alcohol can be a conduit to a damn good time.


As a cook, I use a palette of ingredients and flavours that already exist in my kitchen and home. There is some seasonality to these recipes but mostly I’ve tried to offer enough variety without overwhelming you with lots of obscure ingredients and kit. The best drinks are concocted with an optimal balance of tastes – sweet, sour, sometimes bitter and sometimes savoury.


CHAPTER ONE offers a few simple ideas to gently ease you into the day with bright and cheering fruit-centred drinks to give you a burst of energy. These aren’t intended as replacements for breakfast, but rather as deliciously nourishing options on days when you don’t have time to cook porridge or boil eggs and just need a quick, satisfying jolt of energy to keep you going all morning.


Having grown up in Scandinavia, a region of coffee enthusiasts, the rich smell of freshly roasted and ground coffee beans is instantly uplifting. As an Anglophile, tea is usually how I start the day. Coffee is saved for moments when I need to turbocharge a sluggish brain, and I like it old-school: drip-filtered and served with double cream.
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So if caffeine is your stimulant of choice, CHAPTER TWO delves into the world’s most consumed beverage category – I promise it’s nothing too elaborate, but rather a few recipes to play with when your daily cuppa or coffee feels a little underwhelming.


Savoury drinks are the subject of CHAPTER THREE. Much like Marmite, they can be divisive: some find them beyond the pale, whereas others can’t get enough of a piquant salty–sour concoction. Many drinks aficionados have a test when they go to a bar – is the bartender shaking or stirring that martini? (Contrary to what James Bond would have you believe, the latter is actually correct.) My test is to see the skill they have in making a Bloody or Virgin Mary. If you can nail the elements in this classic then I’ll definitely be back for another.


CHAPTER FOUR is dedicated to drinks that require a bit more time to prepare and in many of the recipes, to ferment. These are the equivalent to baking a loaf of bread, making marmalade or slow-cooking a stew: mindful, slightly more involved activities in the kitchen which may not have the convenience of being quick ‘n’ easy, but in which a real thrill can be found creating something delicious over the course of hours, days, weeks or even months.


Committed nature nerds hardly need an excuse to venture outdoors, but when there you can find wild ingredients that might prove useful at home? That’s a significant bonus. CHAPTER FIVE plays around with foraged ingredients: sorrel, brambles, elderberries and rosehips all feature as an introduction to the kind of drinks you can create from foraged ingredients. If you’re lucky you may spot some unusual birds or other wildlife, so make sure to bring a pair of binoculars.


As food writer Laurie Colwin famously wrote, hilarity can often be found in things going wrong while entertaining guests at your home. After all ‘a really first-rate disaster passes into legend’1 and how you handle that disaster has a great deal to do with whether it passes into legend or not. Her words have stayed with me, and the best advice I can impart is this: if you’re planning a party, the secret of every successful host is to get as much mise-en-place (preparation) done in advance. CHAPTER SIX gives you a number of drinks recipes to achieve that with an economy of effort, so you can relax and enjoy yourself.


Alcohol is the theme again in CHAPTER SEVEN, this time with an emphasis on stiffeners. As noted above, getting ‘tight as an owl’ as Wodehouse once wrote,2 isn’t really my jam but there is a time and a place for a proper stiff drink. A well-crafted stiffener still feels beyond most people’s reach at home, belonging instead to the elegant confines of hotels and swanky bars. A friend of mine was once so inspired by a zippy margarita he’d ordered in a hotel, he insisted on trying to recreate it back home by boiling a dozen whole limes in a saucepan full of water and letting that cool before adding tequila.


In mastering the basics, you’ll realize cocktails are in fact a cinch to make, and boiling whole citrus fruit should only be done when making marmalade or baking a cake.


While there is real joy to be found in creating a nicely balanced cocktail with all the right ingredients, sometimes you make do with the few ingredients you already have to hand. The cupboard cocktails in CHAPTER EIGHT channel the same spirit of creativity and freedom of a fridge forage – the curious cook’s way of spinning something magical out of whatever is available in a kitchen. There may not be the same glamour associated with this kind of drinking, but the fun lies in experimenting and knowing a few basic recipes to get you going.


Whether it’s hot as Hades or you’ve been sweating from intensive athletic activity, you’ll find respite in CHAPTER NINE. These restoratives help you replenish when you’re wilting, tired or in need of soothing before bedtime. And CHAPTER TEN celebrates the coldest and darkest of seasons, when the kinship of cosy, convivial gatherings brings us cheer during the challenging months of midwinter.
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