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Where it all began: The slums of St. Giles, in the heart of London, was the eighteenth century home of gin making


1: The Ginnaissance

A MODERN G&T

Fill a balloon glass with a generous double shot of gin and chunky ice cubes, then choose a garnish that picks up the main flavour of the gin and run it around the rim of the glass before stirring it in
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TO BE A gin-drinker in this day and age is to be born at exactly the right time. For the past 300 years the British have been making and drinking gins of varying quantities and qualities, but they have never been so deliciously diverse as they are today. Every month a new, beautifully packaged gin arrives on the scene, vying to earn its place at the bar. Of the 200 commercially available in Britain, many have only existed for a matter of years. In a short time we have come a long way from the classic trinity of Gordon’s, Bombay Sapphire and Beefeater.

Since its lowly birth in London’s Georgian backstreets, gin has clawed its way up to respectability through gin palaces, gentlemen’s clubs and the cocktail parties of the Bright Young Things to become the most subtle spirit at the modern bar. The story of gin is a rise from grime to grandeur, from notoriety to acclaim, from recourse for the desperate to accessory for the fashionable – it has quite literally been a journey from the slums to the Savoy.

What makes gin such a useful prism through which to view London’s history is the range of scenarios in which Londoners, of all walks of life, have turned to it. Say ‘gin’ to one person and it will evoke the wretches of William Hogarth’s Gin Lane, say it to another and they will picture flapper girls sipping Martinis, or the Queen Mother clutching a G&T on a day at the races. Despite the glamour that gin acquired during the twentieth century, it retains an intriguing aura of melancholia and seediness, left over from its earliest incarnation as ‘mother’s ruin’. It has taken on layers of cultural significance so that its current image of sophistication co-exists with historic connotations of drunkenness and despair. 

By the time that gin was first mentioned in the Oxford English Dictionary in 1714, it was already defined as ‘an infamous liquor’. It would eventually overcome this gin craze stigma, but it was such a traumatic, vivid event in London history that its memory has not quite been forgotten. Many modern drinkers, for example, still insist that gin has the power to make them more maudlin than any other alcohol. Given that there is no scientific explanation for that idea, it is simply gin’s dark history that makes people believe in that effect.

As with so many things that we hold as quintessentially British, gin in fact had its origins abroad. When the malty Dutch import genever was crudely imitated in the tenements of Georgian London under its new guise of ‘gin’, few contemporaries would ever have believed that what they were making would become the symbol of British refinement around the world that it is now. Although recently barns, garages and garden sheds the length of the country have been transformed into micro-distilleries, historically gin has been considered an English, more than a British, drink. Back in 1834 the Spectator noted the difference between the Celtic fringes and their whisky, and the particular Englishness of gin, which ‘is so much more congenial to the palate of John Bull’. Gin’s history is strongly one of Englishness and more precisely of London as the hub of both gin-making and gin-drinking. Even now almost twice as many people drink it in the south east as in any other part of the country.

Not so long ago, however, it seemed that gin’s ties with the city of its birth may be severed altogether. After the Second World War, when sales went into steep decline, it became difficult to find a London Dry gin that was actually made in London. One by one the distilleries closed down or moved away as they were priced out of town. All but gin’s most dedicated older fans had moved on, and what makes this current boom, which shows no sign of relenting, so remarkable is that gin was totally neglected throughout the 1980s and 1990s. Vodka was the order of the day, although it has little of gin’s charm. Gin is very much a drinker’s drink – complex not only in cultural associations but in its flavours. Unlike vodka, it does not lend itself to being a wallflower in a sickly cocktail or playing second fiddle to a soft drink; it has its own distinct taste to be relished. Vodka is in fact very close to being neutral grain spirit, which is just the base for many gins. So where vodka stops, gin starts – with the addition of all the botanicals that give gin its breadth of possible flavours, its subtlety and its character. 

Until its twenty-first century renaissance gin was a sad, unloved spirit, and with its popularity in long-term decline it would have been a sorry end for a spirit with such a rich 300-year history. However, gin has weathered many a storm in its long life and fortunately the vodka boom of the 1960s has not proved the one to finish it off. Thanks to enterprising distillers, adventurous bartenders, and enthusiastic drinkers, gin has dusted itself off for a comeback and now production across the country has risen a quarter in the past decade. 

In London there are currently six important gin distilleries, with Beefeater as the grand dame. Of all the great Victorian gin-makers, Beefeater has been the only one to hang on in the city since it was founded in 1863. All of the 2.6 million cases of gin that it sells around the world every year are made at its imposing distillery in the shadow of The Oval cricket ground. A gin that is steeped in history, there are reminders of its earliest days everywhere in the building to this day. A diminutive still that belonged to Beefeater’s founder James Burrough is in use even now; his recipe cards and notebooks covered in carefully written instructions are kept out for inspiration in the office; and the staff still share their Christmas lunches with the thirty-seven Beefeaters, also known as yeoman warders, who work at the Tower of London. With such rich heritage, no wonder the current master distiller Desmond Payne says that he can always feel Burrough ‘watching over him’ – in a comforting way, he quickly adds.

The current flurry of gin-drinking has been fuelled by a blossoming scene of independent distillers, including Dodd’s Gin, Sacred, the City of London Distillery and Sipsmith, which all make their own brands. Of these, Sipsmith is the eldest, at only five years old. The new distilleries themselves are as individual as the gins that they produce – from Sipsmith’s copper pot distillery, which started off life in a garage on a street in Shepherd’s Bush, to Sacred which is made using laboratory equipment in a living room in Highgate. Down the road from Beefeater, the Thames Distillery in Clapham does not make its own brand, but produces forty different gins in small batches. It works for big players including Fortnum & Mason and Marks & Spencer, alongside newcomers such as Portobello Road, the world’s first organic gin Juniper Green, Little Bird and Oxley. 

The flavour, of course, is vital to a gin’s success but so too these days is the story of how it came to be made, and the thought and ambition behind it. In the same way that people have become very curious about the provenance of their food, the same is now true of their drink, which makes these carefully crafted gins all the more appealing. In a time when we know very little about so much of what we consume, it is perhaps comforting to know that there is a human, handmade element to a drink like gin. 

There are so many innovative brands emerging in London, but the inspiration for it coming back into fashion this time around came from some unexpected corners of the country. The first two British boutique brands to test the water were Hendrick’s, up in the wilds of Ayrshire, and Martin Miller’s in the Midlands. The stunning success of Hendrick’s in 1999 gave other distillers the courage to experiment with high-quality, unusual new gins. Its evocative apothecary-style dark bottle and offbeat ingredients set the bar thereafter for all those entrepreneurs with a dream of making gin. Miller described launching his eponymous brand, when Hendrick’s was the only other artisanal gin out there, as the result of ‘love, obsession and some degree of madness’. A man of diverse talents, his other ventures included owning hotels and writing books such as Success with the Fairer Sex, and Miller’s Antique Price Guides.

Perturbed by the irony that only Beefeater made its own London Dry gin in London anymore, the founders of Sipsmith were the first of the new-wave distillers to set up shop in the city in 2009. Unlike Hendrick’s however, they wanted to revive a more traditional flavour. Brimming with enthusiasm the three Sipsmith founders, Sam Galsworthy, Fairfax Hall and master distiller Jared Brown, applied to Customs and Excise for permission to get going, but heard nothing for six months. Eventually explaining the hold-up, Customs told them that no one had applied for a gin distilling licence of that kind since 1823. They added that the quantity that Sipsmith wanted to make was so small that it was, legally speaking, moonshine. 

The restrictions that Sipsmith were up against had been set in place when strict regulation was needed to prevent Londoners using illicit little stills to avoid paying duty. The Sipsmith founders were finally ready to make gin when they secured a change in the law after another two years of negotiating. Aiming for the top, Sipsmith headed to the Dorchester to pitch their newly minted gin, and to their amazement its venerable bartender, Giuliano Morandin, gave them a chance. With the Dorchester as their first client, many others soon followed, and Morandin is very proud to have championed them. 

So many newcomers have started up since 2009 that Sipsmith already seems like a veteran of the scene. Just after its fifth birthday, it had outgrown its Shepherd’s Bush garage and moved its copper pot stills, Prudence and Patience, to an old brewery in Chiswick. Prudence and Patience can produce 300 bottles a day each, so Sipsmith can now get up to 900 a day with the help of a third, new still, Constance. Sipsmith has also branched out to make sloe gin and the wonderful Summer Cup, which is like a less sickly version of Pimm’s. Even now, however, it still only makes in a year what Beefeater can produce in a morning.

One unusually uplifting upshot of the recession was that it gave us all another exceptional new London gin. When work began to dry up for City headhunter Ian Hart whose main client, Lehman Brothers, collapsed in spectacular fashion in 2008, he turned his hand to an activity about which he had always been curious. Hart’s father used to distil and had left his 1940s textbooks to him, so Hart dug them out and constructed his own six-foot still at his house in Highgate with equipment from a laboratory supply specialist. 

The resulting gin, Sacred, is very eighteenth century, as it is made ‘at home’ rather than in a dedicated distillery and is unique for that reason. It took Hart twenty-three attempts to perfect his recipe – with a little help from his natural sciences degree from Cambridge and enthusiastic guinea pigs at the local pub, the Wrestlers. He started by delivering bottles around north London on his bicycle and then by bus around the rest of London with his partner Hilary, which they continued to do until recently. An inspiration to independent gin-makers the world over, Hart won a double gold medal in 2013 at the Oscars of alcohol – the World Spirits Competition in San Francisco. Despite great international acclaim Hart still makes his gin by himself in the sitting room and keeps his ingredients in the garden shed and his children’s old Wendy house.

Hart’s formula of twelve botanicals is so fresh and intriguing that it has become a bartenders’ favourite for Martinis, particularly with Alessandro Palazzi at the Dukes Hotel in St James’s. Hart has since developed a Sacred Spiced English Vermouth, Rosehip Cup, Cardamom Gin and Christmas Pudding Gin, among other Willy Wonka-esque innovations. He says that he can produce about 300 bottles per day, meaning that Sacred has the potential to produce 100,000 per year. At the moment, with help from Hilary, he manages to make about 25,000 bottles. 

Across the river in Battersea, Dodd’s Gin is made in the equally genteel surroundings of a Victorian dairy, using a copper still called Christina. The brainchild of distiller Darren Rook, Dodd’s is named after Ralph Dodd, a serial entrepreneur who tried to start his own Battersea distillery in 1807. Dodd founded his Intended London Distillery Company to ‘manufacture Genuine British Spirits and Compounds’ but to contemporaries he was best known for his failed attempt to build a tunnel under the Thames between 1799 and 1802. Poor old Dodd was a laughing stock and sadly his distilling company was no more of a success. Following a complaint by a distillery in Essex, a case was brought against him under the 1720 Bubble Act because he was offering transferable shares. He was very unlucky to be taken to court over it, as the law had not been used for eighty-seven years at the time. After raising all the necessary funds, mustering the staff and buying the Old Water Mill at Nine Elms, no distillation was allowed to take place after all. By 1812 his company was disbanded and his dream of making gin was over. Now, at last, we can raise a glass to Dodd’s efforts with a gin that bears his name.

Of the newcomers the most centrally located is the City of London Distillery on Bride Lane, which is tucked away behind Fleet Street – an area that used to be famous for its gin-makers, thronging gin shops and ostentatious gin palaces. From the C.O.L.D. bar, which offers a dazzling stock of gin, you can see the two highly polished copper stills that have been producing their gin and vodka since 2012. It was the first working distillery to open in the City itself for over 200 years. Their stills can make about 200 bottles per distillation, so they are at the very smallest end of commercial distilling. By contrast, a big player like Bombay Sapphire can make 2,000 litres each run.

For all the new gins that are launching every month, there seems to be unlimited space on the shelves for more. There will come a time when this growth becomes unsustainable and some will inevitably become a mere footnote in gin’s long and chequered history. For now though, the prospect of setting up a new gin is still very attractive. It is relatively cheap to start making, will not go off if it does not sell immediately, and what makes it particularly appealing is that entrepreneurs can commission a batch to be made at another distillery before establishing their own. Many gins that have ‘Distilled in London’ on the label are in fact made in the same place, by Thames Distillers in Clapham. It has proved a valuable start-up for fledgling distillers who want to see how popular their recipe is before they take the plunge and invest in their own. 

Charles Maxwell, the master distiller who oversees all the brands made there, says that he is now approached on a weekly basis with pitches. Although he does not share a surname with any of today’s famous brands, his family started distilling 300 years ago when they founded Finsbury London Dry Gin and Stone’s Ginger Wine. Aspiring gin-makers have all sorts of flavour ideas – one even asked him if they could distil cocaine. Although he tries to accommodate most botanical requests, Maxwell has drawn the line at class-A drugs. The main criticism of having several gins made in one distillery is that they can taste similar because most of them will be made in the same still at the same temperature. By contrast, distillers who make their own have the flexibility to tweak the recipe and experiment on a daily basis. 

For all the rocky patches that British gin has weathered over the past fifty years, Britain has held its position as the largest gin exporter in the world, dispatching 373 million pounds’ worth to 180 countries every year. Gordon’s has proved particularly robust as it remains Britain’s bestseller, shifting one million nine-litre cases a year on home turf alone. Despite all the newer brands snapping at its heels, it accounts for nearly half of all the gin that British people drink. Its closest competitor in Britain is Beefeater, followed by Greenall’s Original London Dry Gin from Cheshire. 

Rather than cutting out the luxury of drinking during the past recession, people have found more solace than ever in the gin bottle – and not just any old bottle. Even when disposable incomes dropped, drinkers proved unwilling to compromise. Rather than switching to cheaper brands, they started consuming less but better. Analysts coined the term ‘weekend millionaires’ to describe this kind of shopper – people who prefer to trade down on everyday items, and use the saving to buy high-end products. So rather than spend money drinking a lot at the pub, ‘weekend millionaires’ would rather buy a bottle of premium gin to enjoy at home, or just one or two expensive cocktails when out socialising. Spain, Europe’s other major gin-drinking nation, saw the same phenomenon. Despite record unemployment and profound economic strife, its gin market managed to grow 20 per cent in 2012. It is this desire to maintain little luxuries through times of hardship that has kept the premium gins climbing the fastest of all in Britain, and indeed globally, with sales soaring in the emerging markets of China, India and Russia. 

THE MASTER DISTILLER

Whether a big beast like Gordon’s or an artisan operation like Sacred, the lynchpin of any distillery is the master distiller. He monitors the taste of the gin, works on creating new flavours, collaborates with bartenders to develop cocktails and, of course, keeps the secret of the recipe. While the gin is being made, even in the large distilleries, the master distiller and his assistants will personally check the quality of each run by sampling a small amount that comes into a glass box called the spirit safe. From there, they can smell, taste and look closely at the spirit, while a computer will check that its alcohol levels are correct. Historically only the master distiller and the tax man would have held keys for the safe, as this was where the amount of duty to be paid on the gin was agreed.

Virtually all master distillers these days are men, as they always have been, but there are a handful of women in the role working outside London. Lesley Gracie created Hendrick’s, Laura Davies of the Penderyn distillery oversees Brecon Gin, Brecon Botanicals Gin and Brecon Special Reserve, while Joanne Moore works at G&J Greenall, where she makes Greenall’s Original London Dry Gin, Berkeley Square, and the floral Bloom Gin. When master distillers secure that coveted top job, they tend to hang on in there for a very long time. Moore is only the seventh master distiller at Greenall’s, even though the company was established over 250 years ago. 

In the past, master distillers would also have gone travelling to find natural flavourings for their gin, known as botanicals, as part of their work. Most large companies now commission a team of buyers to go shopping around the world on their behalf, although Bombay Sapphire has a master herbalist who is solely responsible for buying all their ingredients. One very traditional master distiller who does still nose through the juniper and coriander himself, however, is Desmond Payne of Beefeater, with a team of four or five to help him. 

Now in the industry for over forty-five years, Payne is Britain’s most experienced distiller. He came over from Ireland in the 1960s, where he took his first job at the wine cellar of Harrods. From there, he found his true calling in gin at the now-closed Seager Distillery in Deptford, south London. A job offer from Plymouth Gin managed to coax him out of his beloved flat in Chelsea and out to Devon. He stayed there until 1994 when he returned to take up one of the industry’s most-coveted jobs, master distiller of Beefeater – a post that he has held ever since. As well as his usual duties, Payne has overseen Beefeater opening its doors to the public for the first time in 2014. For gin enthusiasts visiting London, the distillery tours are a great chance to watch the process, ask questions and, of course, sample the fruits of his labour. 

HOW GIN IS SERVED NOW

A vital component in gin’s resurgence is the accoutrements with which it is served. Until a few years ago, outside the very best bars it was difficult to get a good cocktail or even a decent gin and tonic. A single shot of lukewarm Gordon’s with Schweppes, a bit of waxy lemon and a few lumps of rapidly dissolving ice was standard fare. Much has changed however. Now all aspects of the once-humble G&T are up for debate – from the type of glass, to the garnish, even to how the ice is made. 

For tonic, Schweppes is still the market leader, as it has been for decades. Although, because Schweppes has subcontracted its production around the world, it has created variation in the taste – in many cases not for the better. The American version is particularly sickly as it is sweetened with corn syrup, while in Britain sugar and saccharine is used. Artificial sweeteners like saccharine can leave an unpleasant aftertaste, particularly when coupled with artificial quinine, which most big brands use. 

Although all of today’s tonic water contains a medically insignificant amount of quinine, it still affects the flavour. In Japan they do not use quinine in their tonic at all, which makes it unpleasantly sweet for Western palettes. The Japanese market was, in fact, the inspiration for Sipsmith’s high juniper, high alcohol Very Junipery Over Proof gin because they needed the extra kick of 57% ABV, or alcohol by volume, to cut through that Japanese tonic. 

Packaging is the other major drawback for many tonics because the plastic bottles mean that they lose their fizz disappointingly quickly. Between the sweetness and the flatness, many distillers feel that the big brands can blanket the subtleties of their recipes. One such frustrated man was Charles Rolls, the ambitious former managing director of Plymouth Gin. 

Rolls and his business partner, Tim Warrillow, set about filling the gap in the mixer market with Fever Tree, the now-ubiquitous alternative to Schweppes in upmarket restaurants and bars. With their flat tonic bugbear in mind, they were determined to make their own brimming with bubbles – so many, in fact, that in the test run the caps would not stay on and kept flying off the bottles. For the tonic itself, they took inspiration from scouring historic recipes in the British Library. Their research convinced them that they needed to track down a specific type of real quinine, which they found in a plantation run by German settlers in the Congo. Like the gin distillers, Warillow and Rolls keep the exact botanicals in their tonic to themselves. They use marigold oil, bitter orange oil from Tanzania, cane sugar, and water from the Buxton hills, but the other ingredients are closely guarded. After a year of tasting and experimenting, and with £100,000 of Rolls’s own money, they launched in 2005. Carting the bottles around to bars and shops from their base in Chelsea on Rolls’s motorbike rapidly paid off, as early adopters included the Ritz, Claridge’s and Waitrose.

A sign that they were truly on to a winner came from the ultimate flattery of being served at elBulli, the finest restaurant in the world at the time, in the form of a granita – sopa de Fever-Tree tonica. By chance Richard Hamilton, the father of British pop art, was a Fever Tree fan and had taken a bottle with him to Spain to show to his friend Ferran Adrià, elBulli’s chef. Fever Tree then went on to collaborate with Adrià on their Mediterranean Tonic, made with rosemary and thyme. 

After Fever Tree came a wave of other premium tonics. Peter Spanton launched his eponymous mixers in 2010 after running cult 1980s restaurant Vic Naylor’s in Clerkenwell. Entertaining regulars such as Tracey Emin, Sam Taylor-Wood, Jay Jopling and Stella McCartney at the bar had taken its toll on Spanton and he ended up checking himself into the Priory with alcohol addiction in 1999. When he was out socialising again afterwards, he realised as a non-drinker how few mixers there were, and became bored of endless elderflower spritzers. He has now developed several tonics, such as his Cardamom Tonic, Lemongrass Tonic and Mint & Bitters Tonic.

There are plenty of intriguing brands on the market now, which go to all sorts of lengths to become the connoisseurs’ new favourite. Spanish 1724 tonic does not just use real quinine, but quinine found at 1724 metres above sea level on the Inca Trail. You would need a pretty well-attuned palette to discern such subtleties, but perhaps it does make a difference. 

Hailing from Thornbury in Gloucestershire, 6 O’Clock Indian Tonic Water is unique in having its own brand of accompanying gin. Both the gin and tonic are made by Michael Kain, director of Bramley and Gage, which he runs with his wife and children. Kain, who started his business making fruity liqueurs, was inspired by his great-grandfather, the Victorian engineer Edward Kain, to make gin. After retiring from the Merchant Navy, Edward would take to his armchair at six o’clock every day with a G&T to ponder his possible designs, hence the name. Like many of these entrepreneurs, the Kains developed their drink in a makeshift manner, perfecting their recipe using a SodaStream at home to carbonate the prototypes. Kain’s plan for success was not to stray too far from drinkers’ preconceptions of how tonic should taste. In the same way that however innovative a gin may be, it still needs to please gin fans, Kain found a similar balancing act for making tonic: ‘Too esoteric and we faced disaster, too bland and we faced being a facsimile of what was currently available.’ 

The alternative to all of the fussing with tonic is to go for the really traditional approach of drinking gin with water. This came heartily recommended by bon viveur and author Kingsley Amis in his 1983 ode to alcohol Everyday Drinking as ‘an all-round improvement on gin and tonic: cheaper, less-fattening and less filling’. He railed against the fashion for any kind of tonic: ‘To pour sweetened fizz like tonic water into such a masterpiece of the distiller’s art makes about as much sense as putting tomato ketchup on caviar.’ He used to have his gin with a dash of Malvern water and no ice. This is certainly an acquired taste. However, it is one perhaps worth acquiring if you want to be scientific about finding your favourite brand. Many distillers will try a new gin in this way, to make sure they pick up all the subtleties behind the tonic.

In terms of glasses, some London bars have ditched the traditional highball, following the lead of the Spanish. Together Britain and Spain account for over half of all the gin sales in Europe and both take their gin preparation very seriously. In the bars of Barcelona, you will find gin served with fresh garnishes, lots of ice and only a little tonic in big, open balloon glasses. Happily, this is catching on in London too. The wide glass, along with the garnish, is believed to deliver more aroma to your nose and the ice will not melt so quickly as in a highball if held by the stem. However, there is no need to throw the trusty old highball away just yet – the jury is still out. After all, the tonic loses its fizz faster in a wider glass and many London bars are reluctant to adopt the fashion for that reason. 

Even more dramatically improved than the humble G&T is the gin cocktail. Its revival has been so popular that it has helped gin sales at pubs, bars and restaurants to spike up 12 per cent in a year, with the keenest guzzlers in London, unsurprisingly. Shaking things up on the cocktail scene are experimental proprietors such as Tony Conigliaro of 69 Colebrooke Row and the Zetter Townhouse who pioneers new flavours at the Drink Factory, his laboratory in Pink Floyd’s former studio in Islington. As well as macerating and infusing cocktail ingredients, Conigliaro dabbles in molecular mixology, which has earned him the plaudit of being ‘revolutionary’ from the doyen of molecular mixology himself Heston Blumenthal. Conigliaro experiments with deconstructing flavours and remaking them as foams, aromas or reductions to give his cocktails the edge. The results are rarities like his Woodland Martini, in which gin is laced with bitters made from three different types of bark, and the Barbershop Fizz, a cocktail of patchouli-infused mint and Beefeater 24 infused with pine. Such bespoke ingredients are a strong feature of London’s new cocktail bars. Tristan Stephenson’s Worship Street Whistling Shop in Shoreditch has even created its own cream gin inspired by Victorian gin palaces, where gin was often mixed with cream and sugar and left to infuse in barrels before being served neat. 

In the 1990s, cocktails were fashionable if they were casually thrown together, or at least appeared to be, with minimal decoration. Now the spectacle of ordering a mini-masterpiece is no longer dismissed as old-fashioned. One sign that the old rituals are back is the renewed love of cocktail trollies. Once the epitome of starchy formality, now the gleaming trolley and the fussy preparations at the bars of the Ritz, Dukes, Shoreditch House, Quo Vadis, the Connaught, and Bring Your Own Cocktail in Covent Garden are winning a wider, younger audience.

In much the same way that classic gin brands have been spurred on to innovate by the newcomers, classic cocktail bars have been revitalised by the competition. Eighty years after head barman Harry Craddock wrote his seminal The Savoy Cocktail Book, the hotel’s American Bar is still a beacon of cocktail-making – the present head bartender, Erik Lorincz, is winning world-class accolades and the bar is buzzing. However, the Savoy cannot afford to be complacent; it has a great deal to compete with around London.

Over in Piccadilly the Ritz’s Rivoli Bar, an homage to gold leaf and Lalique, underwent a drastic overhaul in 2011 to bring it up to date with all the changes in cocktail-making. A new Portuguese bar manager, Luis Simoes, shook up the menu, taking the plunge of halving the number of cocktails and making sure that the staff perfected a smaller selection instead. Simoes’ cocktail cull paid dividends very quickly. Over the next two years, cocktail sales soared from 1,000 a month to up to 6,000. The old list had not changed much in over ten years, but now it is reviewed quarterly. House drinks are sacrosanct however and will be safely on the menu for years to come, such as the Ritz 100, which was invented to celebrate the centenary of the hotel and is made with Champagne, vodka, Grand Marnier and peach liqueur, topped with 24-carat gold leaf.

Like its more casual counterparts, the Ritz is now keeping up with cocktail trends as never before. This involves making many ingredients in-house and seeking out the latest gins, the most popular of which with Ritz drinkers are currently The Botanist from Islay and No. 3 London Dry Gin, made for London wine merchants Berry Bros. & Rudd. The gin list leans so far towards the high-end that there is no Gordon’s – or so it appears, until you catch sight of a familiar green bottle on their cocktail trolley. They do have Gordon’s, but it is sixty years old. So if you have ever wondered what it was like to drink a Negroni in the 1950s, you can order their £90 version made exclusively with ingredients of the period. Despite the inherent formality of the Rivoli, Simoes manages to coax fashionable drinkers in with creative presentation. When he arrived one of the first things that he did was to investigate what treasures lay in the hotel cellars. Alongside rare spirits for the vintage drinks list, he found the silver room, and the miniature shakers and treasure chests from there are now used to serve the Manhattan cocktails.

Francisco Santos, Simoes’ deputy, is thrilled to find that drinkers are far more open to trying new gins now. These days if you order a simple ‘gin and tonic’ the Ritz waiters immediately suggest four different brands that may be to taste. The new gins are so popular that the bar is introducing a separate menu of their favourite combinations of gin, tonics and garnishes, including a gin-based tribute to Margaret Thatcher, who lived at the Ritz in her final years. 

At the Langham, the hotel bar has undergone a similarly comprehensive makeover. Artesian has been transformed from a dowdy polo-themed bar into a low-lit, velvet-lined drinking den with bartenders Alex Kratena and Simone Caporale at the helm. Like the Rivoli, they reduced the old menu to fewer than half of the thirty-five cocktails that it used to offer. Instead of trying to cover all the bases, they focus on presenting their new cocktails as memorably as possible. In fact, they almost certainly serve London’s most outlandish concoctions. The Forever Young comes concealed behind a mirror so that leaning in to drink from the straw gives the drinker an up-close view of themselves, and Opium incense sticks are tucked behind the mirror to create a smoky, mystic feel. Artesian’s Super Panda cocktail is also a sight to behold. The drink is served in a tumbler sitting on top of a small paper cushion filled with a tangerine aroma. As the tumbler crushes the inflated paper, the aroma is released to accompany the cocktail. Plastic stirrers, glacé cherries and paper doilies clearly do not cut it with today’s drinkers.

Thanks to the enthusiasm of bartenders and distillers, London is both the gin and cocktail capital of the world. Artesian has now won the title of best bar in the world for two years running, and London bars make up four of the top ten in Drinks International’s all-important rankings. It is no coincidence that London’s gin and cocktails have experienced a revival at the same time. As effusive Italian bartender Giuliano Morandin, who has worked at the Dorchester for twenty-eight years, explains, ‘There is no real flavour to vodka as such,’ but with gin, on the other hand, ‘there are so many weird and wonderful things that you can mix with the spirit that makes it so creative to work with.’ 

As well as exploring conventional cocktail bars, gin lovers are also discovering how gin is made and how they can blend their own at places such as the City of London Distillery, the London Gin Club and the Ginstitute. Weekly master classes and tastings, such as the Juniper Society at the Graphic Bar in Soho, Gin School in Chiswick and the Gin Ramble walking tour are invariably booked up months in advance. At the moment the Guinness World Record for the world’s largest commercially available gin collection is held by the Feathers Hotel in Oxfordshire with its 161 bottles. However, the Graphic Bar in Soho is now snapping at its heels with a tally of over 180, hoping to bring the accolade to gin’s spiritual home. 

So how did Londoners become hooked on the spirit in the first place? Remnants of past gin drinkers and makers are to be found all over the city, it is just a case of knowing where to look …


2: The Trouble Begins

GENEVER

Malty and smooth, Dutch genever would have been served neat, at room temperature

[image: Image missing]

WHEN WILLIAM OF Orange arrived on the coast of Devon in 1688 to rule Britain, he heralded a rather inglorious revolution in drinking. Once the new Dutch king had made himself at home at Hampton Court Palace, one of his first major decisions was to liberalise gin distilling. This fateful move in 1690 led directly to Britain’s first binge-drinking epidemic – one that would take sixty years to finally wrestle under control. 

Thanks to William’s new rules, with only ten days’ notice and a token fee to Customs, anyone could make spirits out of British grains. This new lax approach had the benefit of rewarding William’s landowning supporters because the excess grain, and ones not fit for food, that were grown on their land could now be sold off to make cheap spirits instead. Landowners and farmers thereafter had strong shared interests with the distilling industry, and it became a tricky alliance to defeat. Whenever anti-gin campaigners argued for a clampdown in the decades to come, they would have to make an assurance to the landed gentry that they would not suffer financially. For William, this encouragement of the gin trade was an expedient move. For London, it would prove a disaster.

The idea of drinking a juniper-flavoured spirit recreationally came from William’s native Holland, and until he opened the floodgates for the British to make their own, they had to rely on imported genever, also known as Hollands. It was only available on a very small scale, so it was naturally the preserve of upper-class drinkers; the very fact that it was imported gave it a sophisticated aura. An inability to grow grapes in Britain also made wine and grape-based spirits such as brandy and port into elite drinks, leaving a limited selection of alcohol for everyone else. In the nineteenth century the British would manage to create a new product altogether – London Dry – but in the meantime they would make do with a rip-off version of the Dutch original.

Just as no one person can take the credit for inventing vodka or whisky, genever’s Dutch roots are similarly murky. It is often attributed to Dr Franciscus Sylvius at the University of Leiden, with the claim that he was the first person to introduce juniper berries into alcohol at his laboratory, in the hope of treating kidney and bladder complaints. However, so far no mention of ‘genever’ has been found in Sylvius’s papers from his fourteen-year stint at the university from 1658. In any case the 1650s seem too late a date, because even in Britain there were already similar spirits being made on a small scale for medicinal purposes. Precisely when the British elite found a taste for genever is uncertain, but the phrase ‘Dutch courage’ is thought to come from the Thirty Years’ War (1618–48), when British soldiers fighting alongside the Dutch adopted their custom of fortifying themselves with a tot of genever. 

To this day, Dutch genever and London Dry gin remain very distinct. The Dutch still hold genever dear as a national drink, in the same way that London Dry now symbolises a certain kind of Britishness. When a Dutch delegation brought traditional items to the Lord Mayor of London, Sir Frederick Rowland, in 1950, he was presented with a stone bottle of Dutch gin and a keg of twelve herrings by a girl in national costume. Subtle it was not, but it did make the point that we should not forget gin’s Dutch connection. For all the popularity of London Dry, the Dutch are resolutely proud of their own genever and to this day it is still the Netherlands’ best selling spirit.

However, not only would the British create their own ways of making gin, they developed their own drinking culture around it. ‘Antisocial behaviour’ is a modern term, but eighteenth-century Londoners were all too familiar with what they referred to as ‘brawling’. The first Licensing Act, passed under Edward VI back in 1552, was triggered by the ‘intolerable hurts and troubles’ that arose in ‘common alehouses’, and ever since successive parliaments have struggled to curb Britain’s culture of heavy drinking. As recently as 2012, the coalition government published a strategy for implementation in 2015 to grapple with this national problem as British people’s bingeing levels remain some of the highest in the world.

However troublesome the alehouses had been, when the gin shops sprang up, they were an entirely new low in badly behaved clientele. Until the gin shops came along, for centuries alehouses had been the most basic drinking holes, with taverns one cut above because they generally sold more expensive food and drink, and sometimes offered accommodation. Inns were at the top of the hierarchy as they were akin to basic hotels. The ale at the ‘common alehouses’ was cheap and routinely drunk throughout the day from the early morning, but it was fairly weak stuff. If legislators felt that the behaviour from too many ales was ‘intolerable’, they were in for a very rude awakening. 

For gin created a ‘new kind of drunkenness’, as a fearful Henry Fielding, the author of Tom Jones and one of London’s most active magistrates, would describe it. It proved all the more frightening for taking hold among Londoners on the perilous fringe of self-sufficiency, at a time when society could offer precious few safety nets. Throughout the gin craze period, the upper classes would continue to get merrily drunk on sherry, brandy and claret without interference as heavy drinking in elite circles never made it on to the political agenda. Gin, however, had different connotations; it became synonymous with the darkest aspects of London – its poverty and desperation. 

Not only was gin cheap to make, but it also had little competition, particularly while William was at war with Louis XIV of France. With duties on French wine ratcheted up and brandy banned altogether, gin provided one alcoholic alternative. However, Londoners’ early attempts to make it were of such poor quality that anyone who could afford it carried on paying for the Dutch import. British gin would not become popular with the upper classes for another 150 years. To keep them well-oiled while heavy taxes remained on their favourite drinks, the 1703 Treaty of Methuen established favourable duties for Iberian fortified wine, allowing port and sherry to come into their own for the first time.

Until William’s free-for-all, only a select group of wealthy Londoners were allowed to distil spirits within twenty-one miles of the city. A Royal Charter granted by Charles I had bestowed the Worshipful Company of Distillers the power to run a monopoly of those making any ‘Aqua Vitae, Aqua Composita, and other strong and hot waters’. The distillers’ regal connections went further than just its royal charter. Among its illustrious founders were Dr Thomas Cademan, Henrietta Maria’s physician, who became the first master of the company, and Sir Theodore Turquet de Mayerne, physician to James I and Charles I. One of de Mayerne’s own recipes for a typical aqua vitae, Latin for ‘water of life’, survives. It must have been a very sweet-smelling, not to mention expensive, concoction given its extensive and exotic ingredients: rue, sage, lavender, marjoram, wormwood, rosemary, red roses, thistle, pimpernel, valerian, juniper berries, bay berries, angelica, citrus bark, coriander, sandalwood, basil, grain of paradise, pepper, ginger, cinnamon, saffron, mace, nutmeg, cubeb, cardamom, galingale. 

Pulling out juniper, cinnamon, cubeb, cardamom, coriander, grains
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