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			Ancestral Traditions

			We got thoroughly dirty playing in the barnyard and miserably scratched picking wild strawberries, blackberries, plums and possum grapes (as Grandpa called them), so that Grandmother could make her jams and jellies—and best of all, her exquisite wines.

			—Cleora Butler, Cleora’s Kitchens: The Memoir of a Cook, 1985

			Before there was refrigeration, there was the root cellar, a storage place buried in the cool, damp ground or in the basement where families stashed jars of homemade pickles, preserved fruits, canned vegetables, and fruited vinegars, a guarantee that the tastes (and nutrients) of summer lasted all winter long. Many also held a crock or two of homemade hard drink—corn liquor or wine or brews made with fruit picked from orchards or gardens, gathered from the wild, or saved from discarded leftovers, such as peach pits, rotting apples, or even carrot and potato peelings.

			Until recently, most American history limited this legacy to images of bootlegging mountain or enslaved Black men working illicit stills in remote corners of the woods. While this is indeed part of the African American beverage story, it is not the only part.

			We now know that enslaved and free Black women earned freedom or some degree of financial security for themselves and loved ones during the antebellum years by creating beverage enterprises from very small plots of land. A woman named Sally Scott owned an orchard in Virginia, where she established a vineyard and produced 130 gallons of wine in one year, as Juliet E. K. Walker explains in The History of Black Business in America: Capitalism, Race, Entrepreneurship. And in 1808, Patsy Young, a 16-year-old with a “bright” complexion, fled to freedom and made a life for herself in North Carolina by brewing beer, according to research unearthed by Theresa McCulla, curator with the Smithsonian’s American Brewing History Initiative at the National Museum of American History.

			During Prohibition, Bertie “Birdie” Brown, the only African American woman known to be homesteading alone in Montana, built a reputation for the hospitality extended in her parlor. She offered locals and travelers food and comfortable lodging and brewed what locals called the “best moonshine in the country.” Today, Saint Liberty Bertie’s Bear Gulch Straight Bourbon Whiskey, a triple-pot-distilled whiskey made in Austin, Texas, is keeping Bertie’s legacy alive, while innovative chefs, like James Beard award-winner Mashama Bailey, carry on ancestral distilling traditions, as seen in her experiments with ribbon cane shine.

			Black cookbooks also reveal African American knowledge and expertise in home brewing and wine making, as well as recipes for invigorating beverages, crafted as far back as the fifteenth century for medicinal purposes, such as herbed cordials and fruit syrups.

			“Who didn’t make some kind of spirit drink in Chatham County?” Mildred Council, the celebrated North Carolina soul food chef, asked in Mama Dip’s Kitchen. “People made locust beer, home brew, corn wine, tomato wine, muscadine wine, or blackberry wine.” The fruit was harvested during the summer and early fall, mixed with sugar, then left in a crock to ferment until Thanksgiving, and some would be kept for years, Council recalled.

			And then there is red drink. Today, Juneteenth tables and cookouts throughout the year feature brightly colored, sweet red drinks. This tradition may be the descendant of the African tradition of brewing a vividly colored beverage (variously called Red Sorrel, Sorrel, and Bissap) from kola nuts or roselle that has been carried on through generations of punch making, whether the red derives from cranberries, rhubarb, cherries, strawberries, or hibiscus flower petals, or even from the powdered drink mix Kool-Aid. The first published example of the African American practice of making and serving a sweet red-colored drink for summer appears in The House Servant’s Directory, an 1827 recipe collection by Robert Roberts. His recipe “#55, To Make Raspberry, Strawberry, Cherry and All Kinds of Waters,” used the heat of the sun to extract the juice from red fruit, which he mixed with water and sugar to create a “most delicious cool drink in hot weather.”

			Fruited or infused grain alcohol, such as liqueurs or cordials, expands upon this list of fermented sippables. Written recipes for steeping fruit with sugar and brandy until the flavors develop go back to 1866, when Malinda Russell, a free African American woman, featured recipes for blackberry, strawberry, and quince cordials in her collection, the Domestic Cookbook. Thirteen years later, a formerly enslaved woman, Abby Fisher, won a prize at the 1879 State Fair in Sacramento, California, for her Blackberry Brandy. And, more than a hundred years later, Edna Lewis kept this folk tradition alive, adding warm spices, black peppercorns, and bay leaf to the Blackberry Cordial in The Gift of Southern Cooking: Recipes and Revelations from Two Great Southern Cooks.

			Sipped as is, or served chilled or over ice, ferments, cordials, and shrubs are experiencing a renaissance as a new generation of African American cookbook authors and barmasters reimagine the beverage-making ways of our ancestors.

			
				Blackberry Brandy

				To five gallons of berries add one gallon of the best brandy; put on fire in a porcelain kettle and let it just come to a boil, then take it off the fire and make a syrup of granulated sugar; ten pounds of sugar to one quart of water. Let the syrup cook till thick as honey, skimming off the foam while boiling; then pour it upon the brandy and berries and let it stand eight weeks; then put in bottle or demijohn. This blackberry brandy took a diploma at the State Fair [California] of 1879. Let the berries, brandy and syrup stand in a stone jar or bandy ket for eight weeks when you take it off the fire.

				—Abby Fisher, What Mrs. Fisher Knows About Old Southern Cooking, 1881
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			STRAWBERRY WINE
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			Making homemade wine from deliciously sweet berries that grew on rambling wild bushes in the South is a throwback to the West African tradition of fermenting corn, sugarcane, and pineapple.

			The process figured prominently in the charming cookbook Norma Jean Darden and her sister Carole wrote to preserve their family’s culinary history, Spoonbread and Strawberry Wine: Recipes and Reminiscences of a Family.

			Alongside memories of Papa Darden (their grandfather), who sold strawberry wine in his store from a spigoted barrel “at 10 cents a water glass,” their cookbook provides a list of equipment and detailed tips for modern wine making, which begins with this wise counsel: “Wine making requires patience and a willingness to experiment. Try our method and use it to create your own.”

			This recipe is adapted from the Darden sisters’ book. It is a perfect project to follow a trip to the pick-your-own berry farm. makes about 3 gallons

			 

			equipment

			Clean stoneware crock or plastic pail (3- to 5-gallon capacity)

			Cheesecloth

			Funnel

			4 to 6 one-gallon jugs with fermentation locks

			Siphon

			12 one-quart mason jars or 16 wine bottles

			wine

			7 pounds fresh-picked strawberries, hulled

			2 gallons boiling water

			Juice of 1 lemon

			5 pounds granulated sugar

			 

			Mash the strawberries in the crock or pail. Add the boiling water, lemon juice, and sugar, and stir. Cover with cheesecloth and store at room temperature, 60 to 75 degrees, to ferment. Stir once daily to prevent mold from developing. Tiny bubbles will form around the edge of the mixture. Some cooks say the mixture will bubble and hiss. I didn’t experience this, but it does give off a strong odor as the composition changes.

			Strain the liquid
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			GINGER BEER
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				Measurements & Equivalents
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				The recipes in this book, as in most cocktail books,use fluid ounces as the standard measurement for liquor. While preparing drinks, bartenders traditionally use a jigger, the basic two-cupped stainless-steel measuring device. The larger cup measures out exactly 1 jigger, or 1½ ounces.The smaller cup is normally ½ jigger, or ¾ ounce.A shot glass is also 1½ ounces. A jigger or shot glass is a must for any home bar, but if you don’t have either of these tools handy, use the equivalents chart below. Measurements should always be level unless directed otherwise.

				
					⅛ teaspoon= 1 dash = 0.5 mL

					¼ teaspoon = 2 dashes = 1 mL

					½ teaspoon = 4 dashes = 2.5 mL

					1 teaspoon = ⅓ tablespoon = 5 mL

					1½ teaspoons = 1 bar spoon = 7.5 mL

					1 tablespoon = 2 bar spoons = ½ fluid ounce = 15 mL

					2 tablespoons = ⅛ cup = 1 fluid ounce = 30 mL

					3 tablespoons = 1 jigger = 1½ fluid ounces = 45 mL

					4 tablespoons = ¼ cup = 2 fluid ounces = 60 mL

					5⅓ tablespoons = ⅓ cup = 2¾ fluid ounces = 80 mL

					6 tablespoons = 2 jiggers = 3 fluid ounces = 90 mL

					8 tablespoons = ½ cup = 4 fluid ounces = 120 mL

					10⅔ tablespoons = ⅔ cup = 5 fluid ounces = 160 mL

					12 tablespoons= ¾ cup = 6 fluid ounces = 180 mL

					16 tablespoons = 1 cup = 8 fluid ounces = 240 mL
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