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Today cocktails use a wide range of innovative ingredients; in this case a cocktail has been made from gin and kombucha, a type of fermented tea drink, and garnished with cucumber and rose. (Getty Images)



Gin is, at its simplest, a neutral spirit imparted with flavour from a range of plant‑based materials referred to as botanicals, one of which must be juniper. If this was all there was to it, then gin would be just another one of many alcoholic spirits. The story of gin is, however, far more intriguing: it has undergone many changes in status and fortune in over 300 years since it was first drunk in Britain. The twists and turns of this intriguing history, as much as the botanicals used in its production, give gin the depth of flavour that have made it in recent decades a vastly popular drink once again. This book provides a short history of gin production and consumption in Britain and beyond.

The origins of gin can be traced to the use of juniper as a medicinal plant in the ancient world and in the use of alcoholic tonics in later centuries; when these were combined the ancestors of gin were created. Consumption of juniper‑flavoured spirits for recreation was first seen in the Netherlands and Belgium where the spirit still known today as jenever is manufactured.

When gin consumption increased dramatically in Britain in the first half of the eighteenth century a moral panic was created. The spirit was blamed for all of society’s ills and it took almost fifty years to curb consumption. So strong is its association with degenerate behaviour that gin has provided the English language with several phrases from that era, such as ‘gin‑soaked’, ‘gin joint’ and ‘gin mill’, none of which have particularly positive connotations.

However, new technology in the nineteenth century enabled gin producers to improve the quality of gin on an industrial scale, leading to the development of London Dry gin. American influences led to the use of gin in cocktails so that by the 1920s it had entered a golden age of consumption and popularity.

Tastes would change in the decades after the Second World War and gin was in the doldrums for some time. The last twenty years, however, have seen the spirit soar in popularity once again. Craft producers and large distillers alike are today making gins of a quality and diversity never seen before.

From medicinal tonic to imported luxury, corrupter of the young to the basis for stylish cocktails and today a crafted product of distinction, gin is the most intriguing, versatile and adaptable spirit that can be found.


AVIATION

INGREDIENTS

60ml gin

15ml maraschino liqueur

7.5ml crème de violette

25ml lemon juice

METHOD

Add ingredients to a shaker with ice. Shake then strain into a cocktail glass. Garnish with a brandied cherry.
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 An Aviation cocktail, ready to drink, the beautiful colour coming from crème de violette. The cocktail was made in America before prohibition and has recently seen a revival in popularity. (© Erich Wagner (www.eventografie.de)/CC‑BY‑SA‑4.0)




GIN PRODUCTION
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A pot still used in the manufacturing of gin. Although this is an older type of still than the continuous still, it is widely used today, particularly in craft gin manufacturing. (Getty Images)



The manufacture of gin involves taking a base spirit and flavouring it with extracts from organic material known as botanicals. This chapter provides a summary of how this process is carried out, and explores some of the intriguing stories behind it.

DISTILLATION AND BASE SPIRITS

Gin starts life as a neutral alcoholic base spirit, formed by distilling a source of ethanol. In gin production this base spirit is normally formed from a fermented wash of grain. This wash is then heated in a still with vapour rising into a condenser. This process separates heavy alcohols, many of which are not wanted in modern spirit production (methanol, for example), from the alcohol that is required – ethanol. This is then commonly boiled again in a re‑distillation process that separates the ethanol from water and gives a neutral spirit. To legally manufacture a distilled gin or London Dry gin within the EU the base spirit needs to have been distilled to over 96% ABV (alcohol by volume).
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Gin production on an industrial scale. This is the Goswell Road Still Room, home of Gordon’s Gin in the 1950s. (Diageo)



The range of base spirits used in gin production today in many cases involve considerable innovation, although maize and barley remain the most common origin for base spirits. For example, Haymans of London use 100% English wheat to produce their base spirit. At St George Spirits in California, pot distilled rye is used as the base spirit. The Oxford Artisan Distillery uses ancient species of grain to produce base spirit working with an archeobotanist as part of the process. Some gin producers take what is sometimes referred to as the ‘grain to glass’ or ‘field to bottle’ approach, which sees them manufacture both base spirit and gin. The above‑mentioned Oxford Artisanal Distillery, Copper Rivet Distillery and Chase Gin are all examples of this. Many gin makers, however, buy distilled base spirit from a distiller and then use this as the basis for making their gin.

Having either purchased or manufactured a base spirit the gin maker must then impart flavour to that spirit to transform it into gin. This flavour comes from the use of botanicals and is transferred by either distilling or compounding. There is incredible variation in the plants, seeds, fruits, spices and other organic material used in this process but essential to all gin production is juniper.
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The distillery at St George Spirits, USA. The gin produced here invokes flavours from the local area including Douglas fir, bay laurel, sage and other forest plants. (St George)



To transfer the flavour from the botanicals, the base spirit is first put into a still. In the production of some gins the botanicals are placed into the spirit itself. The spirit containing the botanicals is heated to draw out the oils and flavours of the botanicals. In others the alcoholic vapours pass through the botanicals and the flavour is transferred that way.

The earliest form of still was the pot still. In a pot still the base spirit is heated directly; alcoholic vapours then condense in a second cylindrical still by running through pipes surrounded by cold water. When producing gin in a pot still the botanicals are contained in the pot with the spirit. The first portion of spirits to come from a distillation are generally discarded as these contain impurities and would contaminate the taste of the final gin. Likewise, the end of the distillation will also be discarded. These are known as the ‘heads’ and ‘tails’ respectively.
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The Distillery of the New York Distilling Company, which maintains a tradition of distilling in Brooklyn dating back to the eighteenth century. (New York Distilling Company)



A significant development in spirit production came in 1831 when the Coffey Continuous Still was patented. It uses two columns, one filled with horizontal perforated plates that allow vapours to pass through and condense. Each plate essentially performs a distillation; the more plates there are, the purer the base spirit produced. After the heated base spirit passes through the first column it condenses in the second.

This allowed the production of a very pure spirit with a far higher degree of purity than the spirits produced in earlier distilling apparatus. A purer base spirit meant that there was much less of a need to flavour and sweeten the spirit, allowing it to be sold in a purer form. This in time came to be referred to as dry gin, giving rise to the world‑famous London Dry style of gin.


GIN TWIST

INGREDIENTS

45ml gin

22.5ml lemon juice

15ml sugar syrup

Boiling water

METHOD

Pour ingredients into a warmed glass and stir well. Garnish with lemon zest.



A Carter Head still, also invented in the nineteenth century, is similar to a Coffey Still but sees botanicals used in a different way. In a Carter Head Still botanicals are suspended near the top of the still to allow vapour from the heated base spirit to pass through them. This is sometimes referred to as the ‘gin head’ method.

Whatever still is used, most distillers create a concentrated version of their gin which is then diluted with water to the required strength, thus increasing the amount of drinkable spirit which can be produced with each distillation, although a few modern producers distil to the exact strength required to bottle. The water used for bringing gin to a drinkable strength needs to be of a high degree of purity. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries this saw gin distilleries cluster in certain areas, particularly in London where fresh water was at a premium. This explains the concentration of activity in gin making (as well as brewing) around the Clerkenwell district where fresh water was available.
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Copper is used in the making of stills of all types. This
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COVER IMAGE A restorative and refreshing glass of Jinzu Gin with Luscombe Tonic Water. Gin has come a long way from its disreputable eighteenth-century image and is among the most popular drinks today. (Photograph by kind permission of Helena Bradbury: helenabradbury.com)
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