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Praise for Botanical Bar Craft


“Botanical Bar Craft is a deeply thorough, well-informed, and tremendously inspired guide to creating herbal beverages for professionals and anyone interested in infusing their imbibing with a bit more nature. From comprehensive herbal-ingredient profiles to recipes that push and blend the boundaries between cocktails and mocktails, this book will be well used and much beloved by its readers!”

—Rachelle Robinett, RH (AHG); writer, artist, and naturalist; author of Naturally

“Botanical Bar Craft captures something unique among cocktail books—it helps readers reconnect their creative selves with the natural environment and healing plants. This isn’t just your average book about building cocktails. Cassandra Sears invites you to use nature as your muse and equips you with the proper bar techniques to harness the power and fleeting beauty of your surroundings. Wild and expansive yet thought-provoking and educational!”

—Brian Catapang, bar director and co-owner, Magnus on Water, Biddeford, Maine

“Ceremonial elixirs and wild plant beverages can be sacred additions to the ritual of socializing. Cassandra unites her bartending background with inspiration from nature in her valuable guidebook, Botanical Bar Craft, creating wild and magical cocktails with nature’s wisdom woven into the blends.”

—Katrina Blair, author of The Wild Wisdom of Weeds

“In this beautiful and creative book, Cassandra weaves together the time-honored art of making cocktails with a fresh approach to incorporating botanicals for drinks that build wellness and taste delicious! A feast for the senses, her recipes include a deep dive into seasonal elixirs and herbal tonics as well as the foundational practices of mixology. Whether you are new to bar craft or a seasoned mixologist, there is something in this book for everyone. Raising a glass in celebration for Botanical Bar Craft—can’t wait to try all these fabulous recipes!”

—Jeff and Melanie Carpenter, authors of The Organic Medicinal Herb Farmer; owners, Zack Woods Herb Farm

“As a Black woman herbalist and herb farmer, I experience the connection between nature and nourishment as more than just a profession—it’s a legacy. Cassandra Elizabeth Sears’s Botanical Bar Craft is a beautiful reminder that plants are not only a source of sustenance but also of creativity, community, and healing. This book reclaims our ancestral relationship with herbs, blending the artistry of mixology with the deep wisdom of the land. Each recipe feels like a celebration of our power to heal and thrive through the gifts of the earth. For those who understand that growing herbs is an act of resistance and resilience, Botanical Bar Craft is a vibrant affirmation of our roots, both in the ground and in our hearts.”

—Clarenda “Farmer Cee” Stanley, herb farmer; founder, Green Heffa Farms

“Cassandra Sears is one of those herbalists who can confidently say, ‘Plants chose me.’ Her work beautifully captures the seductive intersection of beauty, plants, and playfulness with flavors and botanical effects that come alive in social gatherings. Her plant monographs include both folklore and chemistry and are sure to inspire your creative play with plants, an intention of all great herbalists!”

—Jane Hawley Stevens, author of The Celestial Garden; founder, Four Elements Organic Herbals
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To all of my teachers, especially Jack Pine, who left a legacy in my heart

To my family and friends: We are growing together

To the wild & Free
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INTRODUCTION
An Inspirited Cocktail Philosophy


The Dandelion Hypothesis compares the resilience of humans with that of plants. It suggests that there is a sweet spot for early exposure to adversity, and that a certain amount of challenge is required to create strength. This concept has become popular in child psychology, especially as a way of evaluating how a person responds to stress in their environment.

Response to stress is largely dependent on an individual’s exposure to challenges and the way they must adapt physiologically and psychologically—mind, body, and spirit. If we are to compare people with plants, we might see the difference between the opportunistic, weedy ones and the rare, ephemeral beauties. The example commonly used is the difference between dandelions and orchids. Orchids that require special care and attention are delightfully beautiful but easy to kill if you try to grow them in conditions that don’t meet their specific ecological requirements. Dandelions, however, are so strong and resilient, they can bust through concrete. Of course, there can be too much adversity—stresses so great that a living system is unable to overcome them and thrive. This manifests in modern- day culture, where many people face too much challenge in the form of environmental toxins and lifestyle stress. The dandelions among us can survive, but the rest may struggle.

I believe that each one of us has gifts and aptitudes to share in service to the community. Modern society pushes us to act like robots: heartless servants to a monstrous machine. It is easy for an individual’s purpose and potential to be stifled by the grind of school and work. It is also easy to focus on our points of disagreement with other people, but what might happen if we focus on the points where we agree and on what we have in common? I think we could all afford a little more live-and-let-live mentality. If somehow you were able to look through everyone’s eyes (human, animal, plant, fungi, et cetera), on multiple timelines, before and past death, you might be able to know ultimate truth. But we humans only know what is true based on our own experience, which is highly individual. I don’t know why people want to waste their time fighting about who is right when that energy could be a lot more productively channeled. The fact that we cannot possibly know everything should be humbling!


My Journey with Plants

Something quite profound that all humans have in common is our dependence on plants. Without plants, we would not be able to exist—we could not breathe, eat, or have shelter. The plant kingdom cares for us deeply, and our DNA has been intrinsically woven together with theirs since the beginning of time.

As a person with a somewhat mystical and literary mind, I often think in symbols and metaphors. One of my English teachers once said, paraphrasing Joseph Campbell, “Change the metaphor, change the world.” We are all on our own heroic journey, with gateways to pass through and dragons to tame. My journey began with plants, but how did it lead me to where I am now, serving clients as an herbalist while also working behind a bar and putting on special events? And to write this book?

As a small child, I always found groups of people to be overstimulating. Most of my childhood memories begin with me walking away from a group and end with me sitting in a sticky pine tree for hours, all by myself. Even as a wee person, I knew that nature was the truth. (I would like to thank my mother for letting me sit in the grass and for all the nature walks—and my father for giving me my first herbal remedy.)

For a short time around puberty, I did forget about nature and plants. I was lucky to end up in a small private high school that celebrated free thinking and taught agency to young people. I was a deeply rebellious spirit saved from the fate of inevitable combustion in the public school system. The first class I really loved in school was ecology, and my favorite teacher gifted me a plant press. Poetry was the other subject I connected with deeply. My friends and I were existential teenagers, studying metaphysics and meditation in our free time. The world had made space for us to be ourselves.

Instead of going to a traditional college after high school, I found an apprenticeship at Darthia Farm, an organic farm in Maine. The farmers had been tending their land and crops for thirty years—what an amazing opportunity to learn! Cynthia Thayer saw my interest in plants and put me in charge of the herbal products for the season. I planted, weeded, watched, harvested, dried, processed, and saved my first seeds of Calendula officinalis.

I spent most of my twenties working on organic farms or landscaping crews, often learning more about the “weeds” I was pulling out of the ground than the cultivated varieties of vegetables or flowers alongside them. I decided that I wanted to go deeper with herbal medicine than my self-study was taking me. I chose to attend the three-year clinical herbalist program at the Vermont Center for Integrative Herbalism and paid my way by bartending in the evenings and gratefully receiving some help financially from friends and family. A snapshot of a day in the life of twenty-five-year-old Cassandra would include running her dog up a mountain, going to work on an organic medicinal herb farm, jumping into a river to cool off before showing up to bartend in Stowe, and then waking up the next morning to head to class.

After finishing the program at VCIH, I had a strong desire to help people make their lives better through the use of healing plants. I thought I could do this by offering one-to-one consultations, so I rented a room and set up a private practice.

Long story short, that proved a difficult way to make a living. I continued working nights as a bartender in restaurants. For several years I also operated a small edible landscaping business, a one-woman show where I would design and install food and medicine gardens out of my little red pickup truck. Then I decided to start a third business! The Remedy Cocktail Co. embodied the spirit of hospitality and the essential aspects of everything that I loved to do. I had a deep sense of knowing my aptitudes, drives, and passion, but it was a challenge to figure out how to fit it all in. It has taken imagination, guts, and perseverance, as well as many mentors and threshold guardians who gave me gifts, tools, and the keys for getting through the next gate.



Restoring Connections

My vision is to connect people to plants, which inevitably inspires vital health as well as an instinct for environmental stewardship. Healthier people are more mindful and make better decisions. One of the joys of my work with the Remedy Cocktail Co. is journeying to local farms to pick fruit. I take satisfaction knowing it benefits the local agricultural economy and the farmers.
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I made a home for my creativity to express and share my gifts, but it benefits the local community as well. I use my platform as a bartender to teach people about the astounding and multiplicitous benefits of plants—and that urge to teach is also ultimately what led me to write Botanical Bar Craft.

I chose to include both alcoholic and nonalcoholic tonic recipes in this book because they are equally important. In creating this career that blends my expertise as herbalist and as bartender, I discovered I had to meet the world where it was at. If you want to be of service, it is essential that you perceive and listen! And while I have observed that people want to resensitize and expand their consciousness through sobering up, alcohol continues to have roles to play. As herbalists well know, alcohol is an excellent solvent for extracting many medicinal plant compounds. Alcohol has also had an important role in the development of human consciousness. I am an everyone-is-invited kinda gal!

The hearts and minds of humanity are being called to all that is inherently whole, healthy, and good. The influence of consumer decisions has significant potential in that shift. Voting with your dollar is the most powerful action that you as an individual consumer can take in a capitalist economy. There are also powerful actions you can take in your local communities such as collaborating with other organizations and small businesses that embody shared values, to begin weaving the future together. The consciousness of the importance of quality is rising within many industries, but especially within those that are selling drinks, food, and cosmetics, the things that we put in and on our bodies. Your everyday decisions about what you eat, drink, and wear have an impact. It is important to maintain a holistic view of things when possible, and to always look at the hidden costs of your decisions.

Humans are crying out for connection to each other and to nature. We are not robots. When we build the future together, the transformation can pervade all industries. In some ways we’re stepping forward and in others we are stepping back in time, recalling the hand-forged ways of our ancestors. Some folks are worried about artificial intelligence. Could it make humans redundant or unnecessary? Only if humans were posing as robots in the first place! Computer minds do not and cannot possess the knowing or intuition that comes by being a part of the natural world. Emotional intelligence is undervalued, but from the beginning of human existence, wise people have known that vitality and health come from being a part of anima mundi. It is confounding how shortsighted modern people can be. Experience is the foundation of all knowledge and what guides the scientific method. Experience is inherently sensory. Why worry about AI when you can embrace your senses and spiritual intelligence?
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What Is a Tonic?

Sometimes I subconsciously make the mistake of assuming that everyone else knows what I know. But when I share my mission to popularize the use of tonics, people’s reactions remind me that they don’t really know what a tonic is. When people hear the word, most think of only one thing: the astringent and bitter quinine-laced bubbly mixer called tonic water. This type of tonic water does have medicinal origins, but the essential meaning of the word goes deeper. Tonic literally refers to toning; it describes an agent that is toning to the system, that makes it stronger. Tonics are an extension of nutrition and diet, and they can include a diverse world of phytochemicals (natural chemicals found in plants) that gently protect us from the perils of life when we make them a regular part of our diet. It might be argued that in today’s modern world, in the face of immeasurable toxicity and stress, there has never been a better time for the knowledgeable use of plants as tonics. Good health is the accumulation of health-promoting choices, like money in the bank.

It is time to say goodbye to sticky-sweet mocktails and a buoyant hello to tonics! We would not be able to eat or breathe without the ubiquitous presence of this green kingdom that we take for granted. Many herbalists, including myself, believe that plants want to help human beings. They mirror us in coevolution. Do we deserve it? Forgive this slip of misanthropy that is a hallmark of my generation. We are evolving together: plant consciousness and human consciousness. Phytochemicals can affect the body in so many ways, including how our genes are expressed. Plants do not speak, but they do communicate. I wonder what they might say if they were talking about us. Do you think they are praising us as good stewards of our home? Perhaps not, but fortunately for humans, it does not seem to be in the nature of the plant world to seek revenge or do harm.

A tonic can be a lifestyle or an activity; it can be a place or a thought. The act of being in nature is inherently tonic and completely necessary. Being dissociated or disconnected makes us sick. We cannot forget that we are a part of the whole wild connection of life’s organisms. Health is something that is built over time, and the effects of choices of inputs and experiences is cumulative. As people become healthier, they make better decisions (a fundamental reason to ensure that good nutrition is something available to all).



About This Book

This book is both an herbal medicine book for bartenders and a mixology book for herbalists. My goal as a bartender-herbalist is to use the bar as an engaging platform for teaching about plants. In this book I invite you to step inside the fantastic and magical green realm of the plant kingdom—a colorful place of generous abundance, sparking unlimited curiosity.

Depending on your own experience with making drinks or working with herbs, you will find yourself on familiar ground in some chapters of this book and brand-new territory in others. Embrace it all.
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The book begins with my exploration of the ways that herbs and spirits have been part of the practice of medicine from ancient times to the present, as well as reflections on the serious question of whether the risks of alcohol consumption are offset by its benefits. Chapter 2 then turns to the practical essentials of botanical bar craft: basic cocktail-making techniques, the importance of selecting quality ingredients, an inventory of equipment you may want on hand for bar crafting, and an overview of the terminology of classic cocktails.

Chapters 3 and 4 introduce the fundamental concepts of herbal actions, energetics, and the chemistry of extraction. Yes, there is some chemistry in this book! But it’s all in service to the goal of making tonic drinks that truly embody the healing power of plants—and that tastes wonderful.

Chapter 5 is an ode to the art of craft distillation, and a reminder that the creations we make at the bar can only be as good as the quality of the spirits we choose. Mass-market spirits may be popular, but when you learn more about how spirits are made at an industrial level compared with those made by skilled artisans, I believe you will make the commitment to leave mass-market spirits behind.

I love to use flowers, fruit, and herbs fresh from the garden as garnishes for my custom recipes, and one of my goals is to turn more bartenders into gardeners. Toward that end, chapter 6 offers basic instructions for growing herbs and flowers in containers or a garden bed, along with tips for growing some of my favorite garnishes. Gardening is its own journey, and I hope this chapter will help guide some of you to make a start.

I have a great love for the art and process of creating functional tonic beverages and cocktails animated by a close connection to nature. In chapter 7 I share sixty-five of my best original recipes for herbal tonics and apothecary cocktails. The chapter is a tour through the seasons of bar craft, beginning with winter. Recently artisan bartenders and home cocktail enthusiasts have started to extend their high level of craftsmanship to include nonalcoholic libations as well as cocktails. I invite you to walk one step farther into considering the choice of including superfoods and medicinal tonics as daily tonics for your health!

Among the cocktail and mocktail recipes, you’ll also find a healthy helping of instructions for making herbal teas, syrups, tinctures, and other extracts, and even a recipe for homemade marshmallows to put in your winter hot chocolate.

In the book’s final chapter, a selection of monographs (illustrated plant proﬁles) provides further knowledge of tonic plants and how to use them behind the bar … and anywhere!



Meeting at the Crossroads

Join me at the intersection of herbal medicine and craft cocktails. Both places are inspiring, sensually stimulating, fully alive, and free.

You’ve let your hair down for the sun to kiss as it swishes across shoulder blades. Balanced at your side is a handwoven basket filled with aromatic plants: resinous pine, a few early seaside roses, apple blossoms, lilacs, and sweet violets. Each harvest is the experience of honoring a moment in time. Each taste has a unique effect on your palate, a palate that you prize for its flexibility and acuity. Each place where you stopped to gather plants affected you differently. The experience was usually therapeutic although not always pleasant. The burning-stinging hairs of the deep green nettle surprised you as you ambled along the sunny side of a river in the spring.


A Prescription to Play

Here is a list of ingredients for an herbal tonic cocktail:

2 parts artistic rebellion

2 parts inspiration directly derived from nature

1 part wild-harvested abundance

1 part local and seasonally cultivated

1 part specific to you in this time and place

Shake it up, baby!

Everything is inspiration and the rest is practice.


On a winding path through mysticism, tradition, and science, I find myself reflecting on how the fate of humanity is inherently woven with the plants. The quest for real and raw sensory experience is part of what it means to be human. Through a shared evolution on planet Earth, we have a deep desire to interact with the wild plants embedded in our consciousness. Our destinies are woven on a biological and fundamental level, from our DNA to our need to breathe, eat, and take shelter, as well as to recover from illness or injury. Humans and plants are interwoven, each requiring the care of the other to thrive.

The quest to be truly alive involves seeking places where nature never left us, or where we have not disassociated from the land. The true heart of science is curiosity. It is not dogmatic. The spirit of science is a continually open-ended question marked by observation, discipline, and experiment. Before modern research, herbal medicine was used effectively for thousands of years. What a wonderful thing that the world seems to be bridging the tipple and the remedy. The two are intimately linked. From a biochemistry standpoint, alcohol is a strong solvent for many types of medicinal constituents found in plants. And the bar is one of the places that has consistently been infused with plants, even if they’re not consistently acknowledged or intentionally engaged with.

Many modern bartenders are intrigued and enchanted by the botanical but lack the deep connection to the elements of their environment or knowledge and practice of using plants functionally. It is my hope that Botanical Bar Craft will serve as a guide for those already engaged with bar craft and wanting to expand their knowledge of herbal medicine.

This path is an ode to beauty and creativity—to be a grand host/ess, adorned by, with, and for the plant realm. Happiness is green and flexible, adaptive, and in the flow of all natural things.

A party is a wonderful thing. A celebration of the senses. A fostering of connectivity and relationship. An expression of gratitude, a marking of time. Let me say thank you. Let me say Love. Let us laugh and grow together along with the flowers.

Here is my cocktail manifesto: Imagine cocktail hour as a potential ritual for wellness, infusing mindfulness and phytochemistry into a daily tonic. There is no dependence because you are giving your mind-body-spirit what it truly craves: something relaxing, stimulating, hypnotic. Something away from the world—heightened experience, a ritual of self-care or connection.

The drinks I create have a function. They are a way to cultivate health prophylactically and preemptively. It is a daily practice, if you will, to take care of this vessel that we find ourselves in. A ritual creates space for the spirit, mind, and body to talk to one another or provide a healthy escape, a bit of time out of mind. It could be argued that good health begins with motivation, and what better way to be motivated than to be nice to yourself?

The study of plants is a lifelong pursuit of love. The knowledge of plants is key to tying together the creative arts of herbal medicine and craft cocktail making. Whether you are a naturalist, herbalist, gardener, bartender, or some combination thereof, this book will serve as your compass and blueprint for engaging with spirits and flora, the land and its seasons.

As I wrote this book, I found myself answering many of the questions that people ask me when I’m at work behind the bar: What is an herbal tonic? How do I formulate herbs into bar preparations? Is there a mocktail I can make for myself at home—something sensational that hits the spot for relaxation without sedation? This book provides all the answers for those curious readers who have wondered how to make an exceptional drink inspired by and infused with plants. ¡Salud! To your good health!
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CHAPTER 1
Ancestral Botanicals in Spirits and Medicine



Humans have been evolving their consciousness for thousands of years by stretching and pushing the boundaries of sobriety. Fermented beverages have always been part of our history as Homo sapiens. The earliest record of an intentionally made alcoholic beverage is the residue found in a thirteen-thousand-year-old stone jug, and humans were likely brewing even before that. This marks a time often considered the dawn of civilization or the start of the Holocene, the same period when our early ancestors had mastered carving tools out of stone and were beginning to domesticate animals beyond our campfire buddy, the wolf. Humans were transitioning from being nomadic hunter-gatherers to becoming farmers. Some historians believe that it was our desire for drink that drove the discovery and development of agriculture. (If you would like to imagine with me what libations may have tasted like nine thousand years ago, try my Primitivo sangria recipe on page 217.)

Our spiritual origins are deeply tied to plant consciousness, and magical drinks have long helped us reach the outer barriers of our understanding of reality. The mythology and rituals of the great ancient societies were steeped in brew. But what motivates us to alter our consciousness? The urge to transcend reality, although often debased in modern society, is a part of our very nature. This urge has always been integrated fundamentally with a desire to communicate with a higher power. Fermented beverages have been used in ceremonies to achieve elevated states of consciousness that allowed us to speak with the divine. From the libations of ancient Greece to the spit-laced pulque or magic mushroom cacao of the Maya, alcohol was often the carrier for entheogens. Human consciousness evolved through rituals involving drinking in pursuit of spiritual transcendence.


Plants in Ritual and Resurrection

The blue lotus (Nymphaea caerulea) flower is depicted in many temple carvings, paintings, and sculptures of ancient Egypt, demonstrating the culture’s reverence for this beautiful aquatic flower that grew along the banks of the Nile River for millennia preceding the Christian era. The illustrations indicate the use of this plant in ceremony and ritual, as well as its use as an aphrodisiac (including some, ahem, colorful images of very erect pharaohs).

[image: ]
The blue lotus had a deep spiritual significance for ancient Egyptians.


The Egyptians believed this water lily embodied the sun, bridging between day and night, life and death, symbolizing resurrection as well as longevity and immortality. The flower’s mention in The Book of the Dead confirms this; ancient spells described how to transform yourself into a lotus to assist in fulfilling the quest of resurrection. Perhaps it is in part due to the visionary effects of this narcotic bloom that we can thank the Egyptians for discoveries that continue to influence our lives today, including the very structure of time—the twenty-four-hour day and 365-day year.

The sophistication of ancient cultures is reflected in both their artwork and their rituals. The Mayan Empire extended over what is now Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, and Belize. There is evidence that cacao played a defining role in the culture. Cacao or kakawa was sacred and drunk by all members of Mayan society. Traditional preparations of bitter cacao were used in ritual, connecting the people to their god of maize, Hun Hunahpu.1 Scientific testing of ceramics that are more than two thousand years old via liquid chromatography and high-pressure mass spectrometry demonstrates the presence of plant-derived compounds such as theobromine, which is found in cacao, thus indicating that the earliest Mayans (600 BCE) drank cacao.2 Knowing a little bit about the psychoactive chemistry of cacao, I wonder: Did this “food from the gods” contribute to the success of their civilization?

In ancient mythology, Dionysus is the Greek god of winemaking, orchards, fertility, theater, and divine madness. His nickname is the Liberator, and he is depicted with a fennel-stem wand sometimes wrapped in ivy and dripping with honey. This god of wine is defined by freedom. Divine madness is what happens when we partake: Lowered inhibitions lead to full expression and the joy of creation. If you want to summon this god, you may offer Dionysus a libation, which is a ritual pouring of liquid, often wine, accompanied by words of prayer.

The link between alcoholic spirits and spirituality continued in the Christian era. There is a deep tradition of extracting wild herbs into alcohol, preserving them for use and at the same time creating a tasty beverage.

Many orders of monks in Europe made mysterious elixirs—top-secret botanical recipes sometimes known to only one person at a time to ensure that the formula remained confidential. Some popular liqueurs and wines originally (and sometimes still) made by monks include Frangelico, Bénédictine, Dom Pérignon, Amaro Averna, and Mandarine liqueur from Lérins Abbey.

One of the most impressive liqueurs is Chartreuse, a beautiful spirit that has a brilliant verdant color to match its name. It is produced by Carthusian monks in the French Alps, who observe a deeply ascetic lifestyle and have lived in this refuge and sanctuary in the austere Chartreuse Mountains for more than eleven centuries. As the story goes, the monks were given the recipe for an “Elixir of Long Life,” but in keeping with the slow, intentional nature of their lifestyle, the first versions of the drink weren’t produced by the monastery until more than 150 years later. The lineage persisted, surviving fires, volcanoes, bankruptcy, and eviction.


Blue Lotus Wine Spritzer

1 bottle (750 ml) white wine

1 cup (224 g) dried blue lotus flowers

1 ounce (30 ml) lavender-honey syrup (see the Simple Syrups section on page 37)

4 ounces (120 ml) club soda

Pour the wine into a pot and heat very gently until it is just warm. Put the dried lotus flowers in the empty bottle and then pour the wine back into the bottle. Put a top on the bottle and place it outside in warm sunshine for several hours. Bring it back inside and allow it to continue infusing for about 1 week, and then strain.

Pour 6 ounces (180 ml) of the infused wine over ice in a wineglass, add the lavender-honey syrup and club soda, and stir. Garnish with any type of edible purple flower.

For a nonalcoholic version, brew a strong blue lotus flower tea by pouring 3 cups (720 ml) hot water over 3 tablespoons dried blue lotus flowers. Steep for 30 minutes and strain. Substitute the tea for the wine.




A Chartreuse Trendsetter

First recorded as printed on a 1916 menu at the Detroit Athletic Club, the herbal cocktail called The Last Word was later included in the 1951 cocktail recipe book Bottoms Up by Ted Saucier. Absolutely delicious, this trendy, retro, bright-green drink contributed to our renewed obsession with Green Chartreuse during the craft cocktail movement—sometimes referred to as the cocktail renaissance—beginning in the early 2000s.

¾ ounce (22.5 ml) gin

¾ ounce (22.5 ml) fresh-squeezed lime juice

¾ ounce (22.5 ml) Luxardo Maraschino Originale cherry liqueur

¾ ounce (22.5 ml) Green Chartreuse

Combine all the ingredients in a shaker tin with ice and shake. Strain and serve up in a cocktail glass. Embellish with a lime wheel.


To this day, only two friars of the Monastery of Grande Chartreuse hold this elusive recipe, which contains 130 kinds of botanicals and spices. The distillery is no longer located at the monastery but is nearby, and the Carthusian monks are the majority shareholders of the company that runs it.



The Deep Roots of Plants in Medicine

Human relationship with plants throughout history is centered in medical as well as ritual and lifestyle uses. The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that four billion people worldwide rely on herbal medicine as their primary source of healthcare. In the past several decades, herbalists and alternative medicine practitioners have brought new attention to these fundamental natural remedies. And while doing research for this book on the PubMed website, I was pleased to see that the trend is now to refer to herbal medicine as T&C medicine, meaning “traditional and complementary medicine.”

How did plant medicine evolve with us? I can’t cover the full span of the use of plants in medicine in this chapter, but I can offer some brief glimpses through the lens of doctors, alchemists, and medical philosophers who all shared a belief that good health stems from nature.

Hippocrates of ancient Greece (circa 460 BCE) is a familiar name with the nickname “father of medicine.” Hippocrates’s work is the beginning of measured rational thought within medical practices: “But conclusions which are merely verbal cannot bear fruit, only those which are based on demonstrated fact.”

Hippocrates began the systematic categorization of disease and reliance on the use of clinical observation. Direct observation of a patient’s symptoms and behavior remains essential to how effective doctors and herbalists practice today. Hippocrates was also the first to popularize humoral theory, no doubt based on the observation of people, their energetics, and disease states in a low-tech world. The four humors were also known as the four temperaments, exemplifying the ability to understand that a person’s outward appearance and expression (their “personality”) is inseparably related to their constitution—the things happening inside the body. This is similar to the energetic categorizations of Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) and Ayurvedic medicine. Hippocrates perceived the health of a human as a part of nature and the elements as a whole. The Hippocratic oath begins as a pledge to the gods, demonstrating the connection of health to a larger spiritual context:


Whoever wishes to investigate medicine properly, should proceed thus: in the first place to consider the seasons of the year, and what effects each of them produces (for they are not at all alike, but differ much from themselves in regard to their changes).



Scientific discipline and evidence-based knowledge were bridged with a keen observation and understanding of nature as it presented itself in a human’s health. It is the foundation and basis for Western medicine, but at some point along the way, we lost the holistic perspective.

The Hippocratic Corpus, a collection of ancient Greek medical texts, mentions hundreds of species of medicinal plants. And the oldest known medical book, the Nei Ching, sets the roots of what is collectively known as Traditional Chinese Medicine, which is a system of holistic health that originated in Tibet, Japan, Vietnam, Korea, and China. The authorship of the Nei Ching is attributed to the somewhat mythical Yellow Emperor of China. As described in the Nei Ching, TCM sees health as a reflection of the five elements of Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal, and Water, which are also related to the seasons and are mirrored in a person’s personality and state of health. (For more description of Five Element Theory, see “Herbal Energetics and Five Element Theory” in chapter 3.)

In Italy in the first century CE, Gaius Plinius Secundus (Pliny the Elder) compiled an ambitious and diverse body of knowledge titled Natural History. Pliny wrote about everything in nature, including astronomy, zoology, geology, and medicinal plants. Many scholars relied on this encyclopedia for centuries, even into the Renaissance period (the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries). Much of his work was colored by a Stoic philosophy, which has its roots in Hellenistic Greece, a nature-based school of thought that called for people to maintain prohairesis, a will or moral character that is “in accordance with nature.” Pliny died on a rescue mission to the active volcano Mount Vesuvius.

Fortune favors the brave.

—Pliny the Elder

Pedanius Dioscorides was of the same era as Pliny but lived in Greece. Their work was similar, but they did not know each other. Dioscorides’s De Materia Medica includes a five-volume pharmacopeia that served as a reference for more than fifteen hundred years. It eclipsed the work of the Hippocratic Corpus, including a far larger number of medicinal plants, animal products, and minerals.

In the same era, Galen of Pergamon (Aelius Galenus) was a well-educated and well-read doctor, anatomist, and philosopher of classical antiquity. Pergamon was an ancient Greek capital during the reign of the Roman Empire, now placed in modern-day Turkey. Galen’s prolific writings reflect his keen logic. He authored hundreds of medical as well as philosophical texts. He was a freethinking intellectual influenced by several schools of thought, not committing to just one. He revolutionized psychology, drawing unique conjectures on the whereabouts of the soul as it relates to the mind and body. He believed there is no sharp distinction between the mental and the physical. Galen posited that reason and experience together ruled knowledge, and this empiricism (the theory that all knowledge is derived from sense experience) drove his individual path of discovery.

A classic medical reference work that includes Islamic theology is The Canon of Medicine, a five-volume medical encyclopedia that was used by the Arab world and much of Europe up to the eighteenth century. The encyclopedia’s author, Avicenna, was born in 980 CE near the historic capital of the Persian Dynasty in the Islamic golden age. He received basic education but was autodidactic and fueled by his own hunger for knowledge. The Canon of Medicine is a synthesis of Greek and Arabic medicine in which Avicenna also imparts his own views on the scientific method and includes his own experience. He added his own resource of Islamic theology to his predecessors: Plato, Aristotle, and Galen. The materia medica (a set of treatises on therapeutic properties of plants or other substances) in Avicenna’s remarkable work includes eight hundred botanical, animal, and mineral medicines of his time and discusses their energetics, uses, and how to find them in nature.

The contributions of women are often not recognized in the long record of history, but one woman’s voice stands out in the record of the uses of plant medicine. Hildegard von Bingen was a Benedictine abbess in Germany during the Middle Ages. Her role offered her the protection to be a mystic, poet, composer, and polymath. She was also confirmed as a prophetic visionary. Her visions were thought to come directly from God and were well regarded and recorded. She wrote two books about medicine: Physica, which includes descriptions of the therapeutic attributes of plants, and Causae Curae, which concerns matters of the human body and cures for disease. These scientific writings were a result of her work at the monastery’s herb garden and infirmary. She was a vitalist who frequently used the word viriditas, meaning “greenness” or “lushness,” to describe good health. Viriditas implies the understanding of vitality as being like a garden, connected to the elements.



Alchemy

The practice of alchemy was the medieval forerunner to modern-day chemistry. Alchemists focused primarily on the transformation of matter to reach sublime perfection. The roots of alchemy trace back to classical antiquity in Greco-Roman Egypt. The alchemists were also concerned about the elements and their qualities, creating highly specialized and methodical processes based on the acute observation of how these materials exist. They fermented and distilled substances, among other complex procedures. It is the alchemists we have to thank for discovering the process for distillation of alcoholic spirits. The alcohol distillations came to be known as aqua vitae, water of life. Alchemists thought that aqua vitae embodied the “fifth element” or quintessence—the stuff the stars are made of. For hundreds of years, aqua vitae was believed to be an extraordinary medicine that could cure all ills. Aqua vitae was also called an elixir. Most often this water of life was distilled from grape wine, but the name was used broadly to promote all medicinally intended distillations.

Alchemy is also associated with hermeticism, a philosophy arising from the mystical writings of Hermes Trismegistus, supposedly the physical embodiment of the Greek god Hermes and the Egyptian god Thoth. This philosophy combined alchemy, medicine, and astrology with a touch of magic. In modern times people think of hermetic writing as a general term for the ancient wisdom of the gods.

Alchemy and its principles of transmutation made their way into the Renaissance period, a time characterized by its massive overhaul of antiquated ideas, spanning all areas of knowledge. The texts of the ancient alchemists were shrouded in secrecy and confounding symbolism, mostly due to opposition from the church. Modern alchemists struggled to interpret and decode. Many elements of alchemical tradition were crystallized during this period, and new works were published during this heyday of alchemy. Alchemists were practicing herbal medicine in the form of spagyrics, which involved transmuting plant matter through various processes of “purification” (such as fire). The etymology combines the Greek spao, meaning “I collect,” and ageiro, “I extract.”

Magic is natural, for nature itself is magic.

—Paracelsus

Paracelsus, a hermetic physician of the 1500s, coined terms including calcination, projection, and sublimation for methods that embodied the philosophy and tradition of alchemy. The three essential principles, the prima materia of the four elements water, earth, air, and fire, are represented as sulfur, salt, and mercury (the soul, spirit, and body). The techniques were intended to essentialize these elements to create the most potent medicine. Spagyric tinctures are still made by herbalists today. The work of Paracelsus, who was living on the bridge of the old and new worlds, carried the mystic thread of alchemy and hermeticism into modern chemistry.



The Shift to Modern Medicine

The Renaissance was a period of scientific revolution. It was the time of Copernicus, Isaac Newton, Galileo, and Descartes. It was also a cultural and scholarly movement marked by the rediscovery and application of ideas from classical antiquity that had been shrouded in the preceding Dark Ages.

The humoral theory of medicine, which had been the unifying system of thought among physicians for two thousand years, began to be pushed aside by the seventeenth century. Even though it was falling out of favor, certain aspects or practices, such as bloodletting to “purge the bad humors,” persisted up until the nineteenth century.

English botanist Nicholas Culpeper was a critic of the unnatural medical practices used by some doctors of the time. Culpeper authored two great works on plant medicine, The English Physician (1652) and Complete Herbal (1653). He had an affinity for attributing plants to planets (this is the discipline called medical astrology), and
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