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CHAPTER ZERO

INTRODUCTION

“Constantly regard the universe as one living being, having one substance and one soul . . .”

— Marcus Aurelius

What is the “Universal Spirit”? The Universal Spirit is a joyous celebration of the limitless possibilities contained within a bottle of great spirits. Indefinitely customizable, it’s a DIY kit in a bottle. Add clean water and dilute to make two bottles of versatile neutral spirit, or mix in your own fresh ingredients as the basis for infusions, liqueurs, cordials, tinctures, or household cleaners. Both a look back at the historic inventiveness of our distilling forefathers and a nod to the endlessly changing future, The Good Reverend’s Universal Spirit is the perfect solution for the here and now.

While many products similar to those in this book can be purchased commercially, most are merely utilitarian — spirits without any spirit. Creating your own infusions with thought and care allows for the true nature and power of the ingredients to shine through.

In addition to these metaphysical benefits, making your own infusions, bitters, tinctures, and other concoctions at home allows you to save money and produce better flavor. Because you maintain total control over the process, you can ensure your ingredients are whole, natural, and of good quality, and tailor those ingredients to suit your palate.
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There are satisfying rewards found in taking the corporatized process back into your home and hands. You can create your own “house” spirit, label, and brand. In essence, performing this process is a homecoming; you are bringing to your home a ritual that was originally performed there. You yourself become the creator of something personal, thoughtful, and memorable.
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EQUIPMENT

IN ORDER TO BEGIN YOUR JOURNEY INTO THE WORLD OF SPIRITUOUS SOLUTIONS, YOU WILL NEED A FEW TOOLS.
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APPRENTICE TOOLS

Basic infusions and concoctions only require a few simple pieces of equipment.

1 Knife

2 Cutting board

3 Measuring Cups

4 Infusing containers * (16, 24, and/or 32 oz, depending on recipe)

5 Fine mesh strainer

6 Cheesecloth/ Clean tea towel

7 Funnel

8 Bottles (8 oz or smaller for bitters and tinctures, 24 oz or 750 ml for larger infusions)
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JOURNEYMAN TOOLS

9 Kitchen scale

10 Saucepan

11 Cast iron skillet or sauté pan

12 Muddler

13 Mortar & pestle

14 Coffee Grinder

15 Vegetable Peeler

16 Microplane

17 Ladle

18 Steeping bags

19 Tea balls

20 Nut milk bags

21 French press

22 Coffee filters

23 Dropper bottles

24 Spray bottles

25 Labeling tools
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MASTER TOOLS

26 Journal/Book of Shadows

27 Calendar/Almanac

28 Crystals

29 Athamé (black handled knife)

30 Boline (white handled knife)

31 Wand

32 Pentacle

33 Chalice

34 Incense and censer

35 Smudge sticks

36 Charms

37 Totems
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GRANDMASTER TOOLS

38 Emerald Tablets of Thoth

39 Philosopher’s Stone

40 Seal of Solomon

41 Aether/Breath of Life

42 Ark of the Covenant

43 Holy Grail
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A NOTE ON CONTAINERS

Certain containers work better than others for infusing. Alcohol can leach chemicals or lingering flavors from plastic, so glass jars are preferable. Mason jars with wide mouth openings are readily available, inexpensive, easy to clean and sanitize, and have airtight lids — all important qualities for a successful infusion.




CHOOSING & PREPARING INGREDIENTS

AN INFUSION IS ONLY AS GOOD AS THE INGREDIENTS YOU USE
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As alcohol extracts flavor from your fruit, herbs, and spices, imperfections and off flavors can be magnified and produce an impure and unpleasant result. Every element matters — age, freshness, ripeness, manner of growth, and harvest time and location all factor into your final product.

FRESH PRODUCE

For fruits and vegetables, be sure that you are using unwaxed, organic produce — dirt, pesticides or wax on the skin of the fruit is undesirable. Organic ingredients are preferred, when possible. Be particularly mindful with citrus, a commonly called for ingredient in this book, as the outer layer of zest contains all of the fruit’s essential oils. In addition, always wash your produce thoroughly with cool water prior to using it in an infusion.

Items that are in season and grown locally are ideal, as they contain more flavor than produce farmed long ago and far away which has spent days, weeks, or even months in transit. Farmers’ markets can be a Shangri-la for these types of ingredients, especially unique, unusual, or delicate fruits and vegetables. Since these items are picked within days of coming to market, they also contain more prana (life energy) than anything found at a supermarket or big box store.


A NOTE ON NEUTRAL SPIRITS

While all of the recipes in this book use The Reverend’s Universal Spirit, other neutral spirits may easily be substituted. The higher the proof, the more intense the infusion, so high proof spirits like Everclear (matching RUS at 150 proof) are ideal. A higher proof (84˚-90˚+) or even standard 80 proof vodka will suffice. However, keep in mind that infusing at lower strength may require more time.



FROZEN PRODUCE

Fresh, local produce is ideal, but for hard-to-find or out of season items, quality frozen fruit is an option. Harvested at peak ripeness and then flash-frozen, frozen produce can sometimes contain even more flavor than its fresh counterparts. Typically, frozen foods don’t require washing, but read packaging thoroughly and note any expiration dates.

Some produce loses its shape or becomes mushy when defrosted. This is because the cells that make up produce contain water — and as declared by the laws of the universe, water expands in volume when it is frozen. As the water in the cells expands to form ice crystals, it ruptures cellular walls, leaving the cellular structure unable to hold together upon defrosting.

However, this also means that more juices and flavor are released into your infusion — keep this in mind when diluting, and determining proof (see p 13) for more information on proofing). When using frozen, defrosted fruit simply reduce the amount of water called for in the recipe by a quarter.

HERBS, TEAS, and FLOWERS

Herbs make for glorious infusions and tinctures, desirable not only for their flavor but for their many health benefits.

Since fresh herbs have a short shelf life, it is recommended to use them the day they are purchased — or, even better, the day they are picked. Choose verdant herbs with rigid, firm stems, healthy leaves, and fresh, strong aromas.

As with produce, both fresh and dried herbs can work in infusions. Freshness is important here as well — select dried herbs that have retained color and aroma, and use within 6 to 8 weeks of purchase. Care must also be taken when determining measurements — as a rule, use half the amount of dried herbs that you would if using fresh herbs.

Teas should be selected like dried herbs, and used within the same amount of time. Bulk tea is generally preferable to tea bags, though either will work. When selecting bulk tea, look for crisp, dry, fragrant tea leaves.

Edible flowers such as violets, chamomile, and roses make for excellent ingredients as well. It is imperative that flowers used in any solution have been grown specifically to be food safe. Supermarket roses are treated with dyes and pesticides and should never be consumed.
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SPICES, NUTS, and COFFEE

Like herbs, spices are desirable in solutions for their incredible flavor and health benefits.

When possible, use whole spices rather than ones that are pre-ground or powdered, and grind them yourself prior to infusing. This allows for fresher flavor as well as control over the size of the grind.

Depending upon the tools you have at your disposal and the spice in question, there are several options for grinding: a coffee grinder (manual or electric) or small food processor is quick and simple, while a mortar and pestle or other manual method (knife, hammer, rolling pin) are preferred when you’re looking for a precisely sized grind.

For whole seeds and dried berries, toasting them in a dry pan on the stovetop immediately before grinding them can bring out more flavor and aroma in the final product. To toast ingredients, simply combine in a heavy dry skillet over low-moderate heat, stirring constantly, until fragrant and a shade darker. Whole spices need only 1 to 2 minutes to release their oils and fragrance, while nuts take closer to 2 to 3 minutes. Ingredients with a larger surface area require longer roasting times: nuts will take longer than seeds, so don’t place them all in the pan together.
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