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INTRODUCTION

The Vodka History Museum occupies a single floor inside the Izmailovo Kremlin, a gaudy, fairytale-coloured complex in northeast Moscow that was built in 2007 to evoke traditional Russian architecture.

Inside, there are more than 700 bottles of vodka alongside recipes from the eighteenth century, advertising posters, labels and other assorted paraphernalia. A reproduction of an early piece of distillation apparatus sits at one end of the room, staffed by a mannequin monk – a nod to the monastic origins of spirits in Russia.

In truth, the word ‘museum’ flatters what is essentially a well-curated collection of bottles. A single room could never adequately tell the story of a drink that has intertwined itself so completely with a nation. This raises the question of whether the modesty of the space is accidental. There are some stories that the Kremlin would prefer were not told.

And yet, in one corner, there is an information plaque bearing a single, devastating line: ‘There is hardly a person in the multilingual world that surrounds us who, if Russia is mentioned to him, will not think of vodka.’

As Russian statements go, even George Orwell couldn’t have argued with that one.

Victor Erofeyev, writing in his 2002 essay ‘The Russian God’, captured vodka’s grip on Russian life with a visceral directness that could only come from someone raised inside it: ‘More than by any political system, we are all held hostage by vodka. It menaces and it chastises, it demands sacrifices.’

It is, in part, Russia’s complete cultural submersion in vodka, that supports their claim of historic ownership of the spirit (a better museum might aid in upholding that claim). But the roots of vodka run deeper and wider than any one country’s border. The word itself first appears in a Polish court ledger in 1405, where an unknown clerk casually wrote it down while going about their daily administrative duties. The word wódka came from woda, meaning water, with the kind of diminutive suffix (-ka) that makes something sound considerably less threatening than it in fact turned out to be. Not long after Polish clerks were writing about it, monks in Moscow were almost certainly distilling an ancestral version of vodka that would later be called khlebnoe vino, and later still the spirit known as polugar. In Vilnius (in modern-day Lithuania), court records from 1501 reference a producer of degtinė, meaning ‘burnt water’.

Three countries, various names, all converging towards one spirit.

The vodka origin debate will never be settled, which tells us something important, if a little unsatisfactory: vodka did not emerge from a single national cradle. It spread across a shared cultural zone shaped by grain, cold winters and the needs of people who had a great deal of both of those things, but very little in the way of hope or optimism. The Polish nobility turned it into an aristocratic signalling, while Russian tsars turned it into a state monopoly.

Vodka was also shaped by the availability of technology. Distillation, first in a pot and later in a column still, came about through advances in industrial engineering, which iteratively reinvented the spirit, stripping it of almost all of its odour, flavour and history. Filtration took away what little remained, producing something approaching the modern idea of vodka: clear, rectified and almost perfectly neutral.

At the close of the nineteenth century, Russian and European immigrants packed vodka in their luggage and carried it to American ports, where it was received with a mixture of curiosity and theatrical suspicion. ‘Vodka is generally supposed to be a very deadly drink’, wrote The New York Herald in 1883, with the caveat that the ‘Russian drink is not half bad, taken in the right way’. That way, it turns out is to begin with caviar.

Over the 60 years that followed, America mixed just about anything they could with vodka, and by the middle of the twentieth century it had reinvented itself once again. Along came the Bloody Mary, Moscow Mule and Vodka Martini. A Smirnoff bottle found its way behind the bar at the New York’s fanciest bars: the Stork Club, Rainbow Room and Waldorf-Astoria Hotel. The Hollywood set turned to it when discretion called behind the scenes, as James Bond showed us the dangerous and exotic allure of vodka on-screen. By the time Absolut arrived from Sweden in a clear bottle with a radical new approach to brand identity, vodka had already won. For the best part of 50 years it was the biggest-selling spirit in the world’s most valuable drinks market. In 2021 alone, Americans consumed over 80 million nine-litre cases.
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This book is vodka’s biography, capturing the history, chemistry, business, mythology and cocktails that have shaped vodka, and that have been shaped by vodka. We will meet the people who built the distilleries, crafted the cocktails, designed the adverts and did the shots. This is a historical journey that will take us from ancient China, to medieval Poland, to modern Las Vegas, from the grandest imperial distilleries to craft start-ups, from the kabak to the cocktail bar. Somewhere in that span of time, vodka became the most consumed spirit on earth.

This is the story of how.


THE VODKA HEARTLAND

BASE MATERIALS

Vodka can be made from practically anything that contains starches or sugar, but in the historic ‘Vodka Belt’ of Central Europe, four base materials came to the fore: rye, wheat, potatoes and barley.

RYE

Rye is the traditional grain of the Polish heartland and central Russia. It gives a spirit with body, a peppery spice and a faintly oily texture that survives heavy rectification. Rye is harder to handle than wheat and yields less alcohol per kilo, which is why brands like Wyborowa, Belvedere and Chopin still pay for the privilege.

WHEAT

Wheat is the most common vodka base in the world. It produces a soft, clean spirit with a faint sweetness, which is why the majority of large commercial brands rely on it. Absolut, Grey Goose, Ketel One and almost every Russian label are wheat vodkas. It is cheap, grown right across the heartland and easy to process.

POTATOES

Potatoes took hold in Polish and German distilling through the 1800s, prized for thriving in poor soils where grain struggled. Potatoes cost several times more to handle than grain, but the payoff is a creamy spirit with mild vanilla or marshmallow notes, often detectable in blind tasting.

BARLEY

A Nordic signature crop and dominant in Finland, barley is used by both Koskenkorva and Finlandia to distil spirit at the Koskenkorva plant in the west of the country. It also turns up among Scandinavian and craft producers who make whisky alongside vodka. Barley lends a nutty, biscuity quality, a hint of toasted grain and a drier finish than wheat.
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SETTING THE STAGE
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Pliny the Elder condensed turpentine vapour using hanging fleeces.



Alcoholic fermentation (the conversion of sugars into ethanol) is an ancient and largely accidental pastime that gave us beer, wine and cider among other delicious and refreshing beverages. Distillation, however, is not. It requires an understanding that alcohol behaves differently from water, that vapour can be guided and captured, and that flavour and potency can be manipulated by design.

In some ways, modern vodka is the ultimate expression of a distilled spirit: pure, clean and concentrated – the end point in the evolution of a technology thousands of years in the making. But to understand it, we must first understand the origins of distillation itself: how the technology emerged, how it developed, and how it shaped the first proto-vodkas that blossomed into a global industry.

The earliest artefacts that may have been used for distillation date back to late Shang-dynasty China (1300–1046 BCE) and were all-in-one pots with a boiling vessel, domed lid and collection cup situated inside the pot. Historians theorise that, given their diminutive proportions, they were used for perfumes and medicinal extracts. There is no known record of either the knowledge or practice of distillation in China during this time, however, nor in the two millennia that followed (the first two literary references of Chinese distillation arrive in the twelfth century CE). Regardless, the practical knowledge of distillation was there, and it moved westward along the Silk Road, absorbed and refined by the great scientific cultures of the ancient world.

The Silk Road was a 2000-mile/3,200-km trail first carved out around the tenth century BCE, but it took a good 700 years to really get established. Gold, jade, silk and spices were all up for grabs, but it was as a hub of cultural networking that the Silk Road really came into its own. It was, in effect, the information superhighway of its time.

The Greek philosopher Aristotle was certainly aware of distillation in one shape or another. One section of his Meteorologica (circa 340 BCE) concerns experiments that he undertook to distil liquids, discovering that ‘wine and all fluids that evaporate and condense into a liquid state become water.’ What he was observing was not spirit as we would recognize it, but the basic principle that vapours could be captured, cooled and returned to liquid form.

In 28 BCE, a practicing magi known as Anaxilaus of Thessaly was expelled from Rome for performing his magical arts, which included setting fire to what appeared to be water. The secrets of the trick were later translated into Greek and published in around 200 CE by Hippolytus, presbyter of Rome. It turned out that he had used distilled wine, not water. Around the same time the Roman philosopher Pliny the Elder experimented with hanging fleeces above cauldrons of bubbling resin, using the expansive surface area of the wool to catch the vapour and condense it into turpentine.
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The Silk Road was the information superhighway of its day – carrying goods, ideas and distillation knowledge westwards.
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An alembic from Hieronymus Brunschwig’s distilling treatise, printed in 1500.



One such place where this kind of thinking flourished was the Mediterranean’s most famous laboratory bench: Alexandria. In the Hellenistic period, the city’s ancient and epic library functioned less like a museum of books and more like a state-funded research institute, set up under the Ptolemies with the help of Demetrius of Phaleron. Alexandria’s book-hoarding ambitions were legendary, but what matters for our purposes is the kind of knowledge that could flourish when mathematicians, physicians, metallurgists and philosophers were all effectively living above the same reading room. Out of that Greco-Egyptian soup came early ‘chemical’ traditions, including alchemy, which later writers traced back to Alexandrian Greeks in the first centuries CE.

This Alexandrian thread is where we meet characters like Maria the Jewess (also known as Mary the Prophetess), who has been credited with describing, and perhaps inventing, kit that reads like an early still-maker’s catalogue: the tribikos (a three-armed alembic for collecting multiple distillates) and the gentle, temperature-controlled bain-marie that still bears her name. Around the same time, Zosimos of Panopolis, the world’s first self-proclaimed alchemist, described apparatus and procedures that hinge on fundamentals any distiller would recognize: sealing vessels, managing vapours and capturing condensate.

Zosimos of Panopolis was also thought to be somewhat of a wizard. He provided one of the earliest definitions of alchemy as the study of ‘the composition of waters, movement, growth, embodying and disembodying, drawing the spirits from bodies and bonding the spirits within bodies.’ It was Zosimos’ belief that distillation in some way liberated the essence of a body or object that has led to our definition of alcoholic beverages as ‘spirits’ today. Even the vocabulary gives the game away. ‘Alembic’ ultimately comes to us via the Arabic al-anbīq, but that Arabic term itself is built on the Greek ambix, meaning a cup or beaker.
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Distillation equipment described by Zosimos of Panopolis, who treated distillation as the liberation of essences.



The scrolls and ledgers that documented all these works were largely preserved in the great libraries of the time, such as the legendary library of Alexandria, which was thought to contain over 500,000 scrolls. That was until successive religious and political power struggles during the first half of the first millennium CE caused them to be either sold, stolen or, as was the case with Cleopatra and Julius Caesar, simply given away only to be burned. In the year 642 CE Alexandria was captured by a Muslim army and the last remaining remnants of the library were destroyed, and along with it the collective knowledge of much of the ancient world.

Or so we thought…

It would seem that some scraps of information and hastily copied texts still remained, written in ancient languages by long-dead men. The secrets to the mysteries of ardent waters and humid vapours did still exist, secreted away in monasteries and temples of learning dotted around Europe and the Middle East.

By the time we reach the Islamic Golden Age (roughly the eighth to tenth centuries), distillation found its first true institutional home. Scholars working across Persia, Mesopotamia and the Abbasid Caliphate translated inherited know-how into repeatable science, building on Greek and late- antique material that arrived through the broader translation movement (often via Syriac intermediaries) and the scholarly networks we shorthand as the House of Wisdom.

This is where Jabir ibn Hayyan (also known as Geber) looms large. He, and his eponymous school, helped to standardise apparatus and process: alembics, controlled condensation and the basic logic of separating a mixed vapour into something more useful and more concentrated.
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The Library of Alexandria, was the largest and most significant library of the ancient world.



Some time around the close of the eighth century CE, Geber invented the first true alembic still, which remains today the basic form for all pot stills. The major breakthrough was that rather than using bits of sheep hair or an old rag to collect the spirit vapours, Geber’s al-ambiq incorporated a condensing retort connected by a pipe. With the alembic, Geber came tantalisingly close to realising the full potential of distillation, in what has to be one of the greatest understatements of all time: ‘And fire which burns on the mouths of bottles due to boiled wine and salt, and similar things with nice characteristics which are thought to be of little use, but are of great significance in these sciences.’

Geber wasn’t alone. The polymath Al-Kindi treated distillation as a tool of perfumery and formulation, concerned less with intoxication and more with capturing aroma and virtue from plants. Al-Razi (Rhazes), a physician and practical chemist, refined laboratory methods and is frequently credited in the medical-historical literature with identifying and preparing ethanol, and with the clinical use of alcohol as an antiseptic.

Alcohol occupied an ambiguous position in Islamic society: prohibited for consumption, yet invaluable in medicine, alchemy and perfumery. Distilled spirits, often starting life as wine, were used as solvents, antiseptics, and carriers for botanical compounds, their potency framed as therapeutic rather than indulgent. And the word that would eventually name the thing tells its own story. Al-kuhl originally referred to kohl, a finely powdered cosmetic, before the term migrated through medieval scientific Latin into ‘alcohol’ and attached itself to the volatile essence that distillers were learning to isolate.
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Jabir ibn Hayyan, the eighth-century polymath known in the West as Geber, who is considered the father of distillation.



Possibly the earliest example we have of distilled spirits being consumed for enjoyment, rather than medicinally, comes from a poem written in Arabic by Abū Nuwās, who died in 814. In one poem he describes ordering three types of wine, each of which becomes stronger as the poem continues. For the final drink he asks for a wine that ‘has the colour of rain-water but is as hot inside the ribs as a burning firebrand’.

Europe entered this story late. Following the collapse of the Western Roman Empire, much technical knowledge was lost or neglected, while the Islamic world continued to translate, preserve and expand upon Greek and Hellenistic science. The turning point came through discovery rather than invention. From the ninth century onward, Islamic rule during the Moorish occupation in parts of Iberia and Sicily brought European scholars into direct contact with advanced libraries and laboratories. Translation centres, most notably at Salerno and later Toledo, transcribed Arabic medical and alchemical texts into the preferred language of the literary elites at that time: Latin.

The Englishman Robert of Chester can be thanked for completing the first Latin translation of the works of al-Kindi, al-Razi and Geber, in his book Liber de Compositione Alchimae (Book on the Composition of Alchemy) published in 1144.

European alchemists such as the Franciscan monk Roger Bacon and German Dominican Friar Albertus Magnus began experimenting with stills and, by the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, distilled wine spirits had firmly established themselves in European medical practice. Known as aqua vitae (water of life), they were believed to preserve youth, strengthen the heart and balance the humours. These early spirits were often steeped with botanicals: juniper for digestion, wormwood for fevers, chamomile for calm. In this regard, aqua vitae was just another tool in the medieval pharmacopoeia.

Around a hundred years later Arnaldus de Villa Nova, a professor from the University of Montpellier, successfully translated Arabic texts that revealed further secrets of distillation. He went on to write one of the first complete sets of instructions on the distillation of wine, and it’s this man that we have to thank for the term aqua vitae, a name which stuck in the Scandinavian akvavit, French eaux de vie, and Scottish uisge beatha, which was later corrupted to whisky. Around 1300 he wrote, ‘We call it aqua vitae, and this name is remarkably suitable, since it really is the water of immortality. It prolongs life, clears away ill-humors, strengthens the heart, and maintains youth.’

While this may seem like a sales pitch with more than a bit of hyperbole, Villa Nova’s observations pervaded for the next century or more. But how?

Strong liquor was able to retain a place in the physician’s toolkit because it appeared to do a little bit of everything, and often did something when nothing else did. It disinfected wounds that would otherwise fester, dulled pain that had no other remedy, steadied nerves, warmed cold bodies, preserved herbs, extracted their virtues, and, crucially, could be trusted not to spoil. In a world where medicine was guided as much by observation and tradition as by theory, distilled spirits earned their place through sheer reliability. If a treatment failed, it could at least fail cleanly, and if it succeeded, the results were visible and immediate. For a very long time, strong liquor belonged to the sickroom and the apothecary’s shelf, not the bar, and its authority came not from taste but from the simple fact that it seemed to work.

With that in mind, practically all distilled spirits of the time were enhanced with herbs and spices that were deemed to have medicinal benefits (most notably juniper, angelica, fennel seed and wormwood) and therefore could be most closely compared to gin.


[image: An elderly man wearing a hat, sitting and reading a book, with a thoughtful expression on his face.]

Arnaldus de Villa Nova, the Montpellier professor who popularised the term aqua vitae around the year 1300.



Production remained small-scale and almost entirely monastic or academic, carried out in infirmaries and laboratories rather than commercial distilleries. And with scant understanding of the underlying chemistry, the spirits were harsh and unstable. But the symbolic power of a liquid that could burn with a flame stayed with people, because it suggested something more than a medicine. It suggested a hidden essence you could coax out of grapes, bottle, and carry with you. And yet, while wine remained the raw material of choice in the vineyards and monasteries of southern Europe, further north and east the logic of distillation was already beginning to shift. Grapes were scarce, winters were long, and the crops that sustained everyday life were cereals rather than fruit. If distilled spirit truly was a way of concentrating the essence of a thing, then it followed that barley, rye, wheat and oats had essences worth coaxing out too. In these colder regions distillation would gradually be pulled out of the infirmary and into the household, away from the Latin of learned physicians and into the hands of farmers, traders and soldiers. What emerged there would be less concerned with immortality or the balancing of humours, and far more interested in warmth, preservation, taxation and trade… and eventually, taste. The stage was quietly being set for a very different kind of spirit.


VODKA BEFORE VODKA

The City of Genoa in the late Middle Ages was a state that thought in sea lanes not acreage. Perched on the Ligurian coast, it grew into a merchant republic whose power stemmed from a fleet of ships that could turn up and build relationships wherever profit was waiting. By the fourteenth century, Genoa was competing with Venice for influence across the Mediterranean and crucially, for our story, pushing through the Bosphorus into the Black Sea. Trading privileges, secured in the wake of Byzantine politics, opened the door and Genoa walked straight through it, planting a forest of outposts and establishing fortified ‘factories’ that linked Italian money to eastern goods.

The jewel in the crown was Caffa (modern Feodosiya) in Crimea, effectively the administrative heart of the Genoese colonial possessions that became known as Gazaria. Other stations along the rim of the Black Sea fed the network and kept the lanes open. But commerce did not stop at the shoreline. Goods and people flowed inland via river routes and overland tracks that tied Crimea and the Sea of Azov to the principalities of the Rus people, including the fast-rising Principality of Muscovy.
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Genoese merchants treated the medieval Mediterranean as one large market place, sailing wherever profit looked likely and turning up uninvited everywhere else.



It is this piece of Genoese trading history that provides the scaffold for the oft-repeated tale first recounted in The History of Taverns in Russia by Ivan Gavrilovich Pryzhov in 1868, where Genoese ambassadors arrive in Moscow in 1386 with a gift of aqua vitae for Grand Duke Dmitry Donskoy. This act that allegedly kickstarted the story of vodka in the region. And the story has a certain logic. Diplomats followed trade, and diplomatic gifts were often expensive, portable signals of sophistication. We can be confident that Genoese envoys did indeed reach Moscow in the fourteenth century, and it is also plausible that such envoys were granted an audience with the Grand Duke. However, Pryzhov supplies this story without citation of any surviving document that explicitly records the event, and so it should be approached with a fair degree of scepticism.

Had Genoese ambassadors presented aqua vitae to the Duke, he would likely have regarded it as an exotic Western curiosity – something to be examined, perhaps cautiously sampled, then set aside among the many strange novelties that arrived from abroad, such as pepper, saffron, resins and balms. Aqua vitae would have fitted neatly into the same category. Potent, unfamiliar, expensive, and not yet embraced as a drink of pleasure. If Dmitry did taste it, it was almost certainly in drops rather than gulps, and probably with more suspicion than enjoyment.

Old Russia was no stranger to alcohol, of course. Records describe how ingredients, strength and social application were delineated by name. There was pivo, a broad term covering beers and ales. Med referred to mead (fermented honey), which carried deep ritual and seasonal importance. Kvas sat at the everyday end of the scale. A lightly fermented drink made from bread or grain, it was nourishing, sour, and rarely very alcoholic. Wine appears too, usually as vino, but this was imported, expensive, and of marginal interest in a grain-growing society.

Alongside these sat syta, a simple mixture of honey and water. On paper it looks non-alcoholic, but left to its own devices, it would ferment easily and drift imbibers into weak intoxication. That ambiguity mattered because medieval Russians did not draw a sharp line between alcoholic and non-alcoholic drinks. Fermentation was understood as a spectrum, and many liquids lived somewhere in the middle. Even water mixed with honey could, given time, warmth, and neglect, become something stronger.
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Zurab Tsereteli’s bust of Dmitry Donskoy on Moscow’s Rulers’ Alley, alleged recipient of the Genoese aqua vitae gift in 1386.



The same linguistic looseness applies to berezovitsa (birch sap wine). Fresh birch sap is sweet and refreshing but leave it for a short while and it ferments on its own. Drink it fresh and it is closer to juice. Drink it later and it begins to behave like alcohol. People drank what the season provided, and fermentation was as much a matter of chance as intention.

Mead was the most widely consumed alcohol in medieval Rus’ (the federation of principalities inhabited by the Rus people) because it matched the landscape. In the forested zones of Eastern Europe, honey was abundant and wild beekeeping was well established, making mead the most practical fermented drink available. By the eleventh century, it had become common across territories such as Polotsk, Lithuania and parts of present-day Belarus, with long-aged meads becoming prized and reserved for princes and major feasts.

But the real shift came in the thirteenth to fifteenth centuries. Mongol-Tatar invasions and the weakening of Byzantine trade disrupted supplies of imported grape wine from Greece. As wine became scarce, local drinks moved to the centre of daily life. Mead brewing expanded not because it was new, but because it filled a growing gap.
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Medieval distillation as illustrated in early scientific texts, is really not all that different from the production of whisky or brandy today.



At the same time, political power drifted north-east from Kiev to Moscow. Moscow sat far from vineyards but close to forests and grain, so honey and cereals became the dominant fermentable materials. As such, drinking habits increasingly reflected what could be produced locally. Some meads were matured in barrel for years but typically reserved only for the posher end of society. If you didn’t have much money, you got a cheaper, stronger version. The trend for strength had been established, and while mead did not lead directly to vodka, it did set the conditions that made vodka inevitable.

Another Russian legend tied to the origins of vodka concerns a Greek monk named Isidore, who is alleged to have learned the art of distillation and produced the first distilled spirits in Russia at the Chudov Monastery in Moscow in or around 1430. The story of Isidore is another slice of history blended with legend, recounted centuries after the fact. No evidence exists of specific techniques or observations, or that Isidore was even a real person.

Nevertheless, we can be confident that a monk, or monks, somewhere in Russia, at some point in the late fourteenth or early fifteenth century, distilled spirits for the first time.

Poland, by contrast, provides something quite rare in the annals of spirits history: a dated, unambiguous written reference.

In 1405 the word wódka pops up out of nowhere. It appears, regrettably, neither on a tavern menu nor in a medical text – and certainly not in a cocktail book. Instead, it shows up in the court registers of Sandomierz, then an administrative province of the Kingdom of Poland, preserved in what later scholars group under the Akta Grodzkie tradition of municipal and land court books. In other words, it is a court ledger. Not the last time vodka would find itself in court I should say, and also a wonderfully unromantic debut for the spirit.

And that is precisely why it matters.

Courts recorded the everyday traffic of goods, debts, quarrels and property with a diligence that taverns rarely matched. So when wódka appears here, it is less an announcement of a new national drink than evidence that the term had become common enough to be understood by clerks and anyone else drawn into the machinery of local administration.

Etymologically, wódka was born out of the Polish word woda, meaning water, along with a diminutive suffix. The logic works much like English endings such as ‘-let’ and ‘-ette’, used to describe a smaller version of a noun. In that sense, vodka means ‘little water’, probably named for the distillation process that reduced a larger amount of fermented material into a smaller amount of clear ‘water’. Because vodka is a diminutive it means that etymological dictionaries in both Russian and Polish convert themselves with the root form of the word (voda – water) and don’t describe vodka until it becomes a unique, recognizable category of spirit around the middle of the nineteenth century.

As benign and unglamorous as wódka’s first outing may have been, its presence in Polish records this far back is a thorny fact for anyone determined to argue that vodka is exclusively Russian.

And let’s be clear: 1405 is a long time ago. It predates the first known references to gin, whisky, rum or tequila, and is therefore guarded closely by the Poles and often cited as evidence that Poland is the birthplace of vodka. The word itself is undeniable, but I would argue that it is more a linguistic landmark than a cultural one. It does not tell us that people were already drinking vodka in the way we imagine it now. In the early fifteenth century, wódka is better understood as a catch-all term for distilled or alcohol-based preparations used for washing, healing, or cosmetic purposes.
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Vasily III, whose 1533 deathbed treatment is the earliest secure Russian-language reference to vodka.



Over in what were then known as the Russian territories, we have to wait until the sixteenth century for the first secure occurrence of the word vodka. In his short paper ‘From the History of the Word vodka’ (1972), the linguist Kazimierz Polański notes that vodka does not appear in Old Russian sources at all, and that its first secure appearance in Russian-language material occurs in 1533, where it clearly refers to a medicinal preparation rather than a beverage. This places the Russian usage firmly in the same conceptual lane as the Polish 1405 reference, where alcohol is a tool, rather than a pleasure.

The citation comes from a chronicle account of the final illness of Grand Prince Vasily III, who died in 1533. As the story goes, Vasily suffered from a severe, festering wound, and his doctors and advisers debated treatments. One recommendation was to ‘prepare vodka and apply it to the wound’, language that makes sense only if vodka is understood as an alcohol-based tincture or wash. Later lexicographers, including compilers of Russian etymological dictionaries, repeatedly return to this passage as the anchor point for the word’s Russian appearance, noting its medical context. The important takeaway is not national priority but continuity. Across Eastern Europe, vodka enters the written record first as something applied, infused or prescribed.

So yes, 1405 matters. It is a dated, unambiguous appearance of the word wódka in Poland, and that is chalk on the board for anyone keeping national score. But it is a not a cultural moment. The document does not show us a society drinking vodka in the modern sense, dancing on tables with espresso martinis and cursing the name vodka the next day. The continuity that matters is simpler. In both Poland and Russia, the earliest secure appearances of ‘vodka’ point to medicine and household use, not a national drinking habit. The drink, as a widespread and recognizable category, takes shape later.

So how and when did distillation arrive in Poland?

Unlike Russian legend, it seems likely that strong spirits flowed into Poland via academics rather than clerics. By the thirteenth century, Polish physicians were travelling abroad to study at Europe’s leading medical schools, particularly Montpellier and Salerno, where distillation was part of the curriculum. When they returned home, they brought those techniques with them. One of the most fascinating figures from this period is Mikołaj z Polski (Nicholas of Poland), a Montpellier-trained doctor who, in the 1270s, served as personal physician to Prince Leszek II the Black. Mikołaj was a contrarian of the like you might find on TikTok or instagram today: he railed against what he saw as the creeping dominance of laboratory-made drugs, arguing they were a dangerous departure from the folk remedies trusted by Polish peasants for generations. In his flamboyant Latin poem Antipocras, he attacked the assumption that highly purified substances were automatically beneficial, and championed humble, natural ingredients. Yet for all his scepticism, he was no luddite. His medical notebook, Experimenta, reveals that he happily employed the very techniques he had learned abroad, including distillation in an alembic, when creating his own compound, the so-called Philosopher’s Oil.

The institutional spread of these ideas followed soon after. With the founding of the Jagiellonian University in 1364 in Kraków, advanced medical training became a formal part of Polish intellectual life. One of the few surviving books from the university’s fourteenth-century library, a manuscript collection titled Opera Medica, gives us a rare window into what students were actually learning. The first half of the volume, dated 1368, appears to have been copied by a student for practical reference, essentially a medieval study guide. Among its texts is a short Latin treatise on producing aqua ardente, burning water’, from wine, adapted from the Salernitan tradition. In other words, distillation was not only known but part of the syllabus.

When vodka does emerge, it does so across a shared zone of grain farming, trade routes and overlapping cultures, where borders shifted more often than distilling habits did. Then add to all of this the fact that fifteenth-century wódka would have tasted nothing like the vodkas we consume today. Distillation technology was simpler, and neutral spirits were out of reach. Only later do the language and liquids begin to channel themselves into clearer lanes.

For that to happen, the spirit itself needs to offer more than just function, but also taste, provenance and perhaps a little culture too. By the late fifteenth century, spirits were no longer confined to the learned world of apothecaries and monastery infirmaries. They had become familiar enough to be handled at home and talked about plainly. In Poland, imported Latin medical works on distillation remained popular at the Jagiellonian University throughout the fifteenth century, but by the sixteenth, something important happens. Local authors begin writing about these techniques in Polish. Distillation was becoming domestic knowledge, and the intellectual groundwork for vodka culture was being shaped.


[image: A red brick courtyard featuring a smooth, even surface and surrounded by greenery.]

Collegium Maius at Kraków’s Jagiellonian University, where distillation featured in the medieval medical syllabus.



I think that shift matters more than any first mention in a ledger. Once a household knows what a spirit is for, and once it can get hold of it reliably (or manufacture it themselves) it stops being a novelty and starts becoming a staple.

This wasn’t a sudden explosion of knowledge however, but rather a quiet dissemination in the way most useful crafts do – rarely with names attached, rarely with fanfare. A still is simple in concept, but fiddly in practice. You need someone who can bend and hammer copper, the ability to control heat, and the patience to learn where the good run ends and the nasty run begins. Those lessons moved with clerics, merchants, travelling craftsmen and estate stewards. Sometimes they moved with books. More often, they moved with people who had watched it done once and then tried their luck at home. Once small stills began appearing in town workshops and manor outbuildings, spirits stopped being an occasional imported marvel and became something you could make from what you had. With a growing population and the demand for honey to make mead outstripping supply, distillers turned to the last remaining abundant carbohydrate: grain.


THE EXTENDED FAMILY
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A half-grosz of the Grand Duchy, whose 1501 court receipts mention a degtinė producer.



The Russia versus Poland rivalry lives on to this day. But the fog of this particular war also obscures an awkward geographical truth: Poland and Russia were not close neighbours when distilled spirits first began to materialize in the region. Between them lay the largest and arguably most influential political entity in Europe at the time, the Grand Duchy of Lithuania – a sprawling, multilingual state that stretched from the Baltic deep into the lands of the Rus’, occupying much of present-day Ukraine and most of Belarus. Lithuania acted as a cultural, commercial and political mediator between east and west, the connective tissue of the region. Trade routes, scholars, clerics and techniques of distillation passed through its territories as readily as grain and honey. That raises an uncomfortable but intriguing question. Might Lithuania itself have been producing an early form of vodka?

The historical record is quieter in Lithuania, offering fewer named spirits and fewer patriotic champions. However, receipt books from 1501 from the court of Alexander Jagiellon, the Grand Duke of Lithuania, refer to a producer of degtinė.

Degtinė sits linguistically alongside the Polish word gorzałka (‘to burn’) and other Slavic terms meaning ‘burnt’ or ‘fiery’, which points to the physicality of the spirit itself rather than water or medicine. This is intriguing because it hints at a parallel vocabulary developing across the region, which is grounded in process and sensation rather than Latin
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