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Introduction

You know the well-known saying ‘If a book doesn’t exist, write it yourself’? Me neither. Maybe I’m getting confused with ‘If you want a job done, do it yourself’. Either way the first adage conveniently sums up why I wrote The Alcorithm, and while I’m grateful that nobody had written this book before me, it was a bit inconvenient from a research point of view. There wasn’t anything available that looked at drinks from the angle of their flavours, so ironically the book I really needed to help me research this book was, well, this book.

Uniquely for a drinks book The Alcorithm leads by flavour, using our style preferences to guide us towards our new favourite beverages. It’s based around the algorithm ‘If you like this, you’ll love that’, found on streaming platforms to recommend movies, songs or books we might like based on our behavioural patterns. As your personal drinks algorithm, The Alcorithm will guide you through the gamut of flavour styles from floral and fruity to smoky and spicy, leading you to the drinks in which you can find them, from wine, beer, cider, tequila and vodka through to tea, coffee, mixers and everything in between. I mean, who knew that mature Champagne had flavours of black truffle and mocha coffee, that if you like a Pornstar Martini you might also be fond of Japanese sake, or that fans of Scotch Islay Malt Whisky may be down for sipping a cup of smoky Lapsang Souchong tea?

The Alcorithm is a light-hearted but highly informative go-to reference guide, aimed at anyone who likes a drink, to ‘choose your own adventure’ through the drinks universe via flavours and discover new beverages they may never have considered before. No two journeys should be the same in theory, and the idea of someone finding their new favourite drink via The Alcorithm makes me disproportionately excited.

Functionality-wise The Alcorithm is divided into two sections: Part One is based around ten flavour headings, from floral to spicy, while Part Two contains 300 drink references that illustrate where those flavours are found. The ingenious idea, if I say so myself, is to start in Part One by dipping straight into the flavour headings. For example, if ‘Creamy Sweet’ flavours float your boat, then check out the ‘Vanilla and Clove-Spiced Toffee Apple’ pairing. This will signpost you to drinks that share those flavours, such as Cask-Aged Cider, complete with its corresponding page number in Part Two. When you’ve flipped over to Cask-Aged Cider in the second section, you can read about its background, production method and how its flavours are formed, along with a ‘sip list’ of drinks that share its flavours, like Georgian Orange Wine. Likewise, jump over to Georgian Orange Wine and you can either stay in the drinks section to learn about other similarly styled beverages or be guided back to its formative flavours in Part One. You will find that most drinks are referenced in two or more flavour categories to reflect their complex network of flavour cues. This is designed to give the reader more to get their teeth into. Thus the possibilities for adventure are broad and varied, all powered by your own unique and personal flavour preferences.

With a drinks ocean that’s ever-expanding, choppy and noisy, I believe we need The Alcorithm in our lives more than ever. It’s no wonder that we cling to certain beverages like a life raft, pushing away new drinks like Rose did to Jack in Titanic. Abandoning a tried and tested tipple to branch out to something unfamiliar requires a giant leap of faith and a fair bit of cash, particularly without any decent rationale as to why we might like it. We’re embarking on a potentially perilous voyage that requires a trustworthy guide to remove some of the risk factor, which is just what The Alcorithm is designed to do.

Computerised algorithms are clever, don’t get me wrong; they detect patterns through our buying habits, building on them and adapting their recommendations as our tastes evolve. They have their limitations, though, lacking consideration for the crucial emotional side of the process. Automated recommendations generally work on the basis of ‘If you like this wine, you’ll love … this other wine’, without recognising that similar nuances can be found in cocktails or liqueurs. I guess it’s called artificial intelligence for a reason; without wanting to brag, The Alcorithm is based on ‘real intelligence’ and is powered by my experience of recommending drinks through my newspaper column and face-to-face, with a developed understanding of people’s individual flavour preferences.

Getting acquainted with the flavours we like and dislike is a subjective and personal quest in its own right, involving a massive amount of psychology and our own human experience. It’s no surprise given that our perceptions of flavour are processed in the part of our brain that deals with emotions, motivation and behavioural responses: the limbic system [Glossary, p.17]. While taste is built on the five pillars of salty, sweet, bitter, sour and umami, flavour is the full sensory experience that is processed in the olfactory bulb behind the nose, and it combines aroma, taste, texture and temperature. In a plot twist, we also taste via our eyes, the visuals triggering our minds to search through the Rolodex of our past associations and sketch out the likely flavours in a drink before a drop even touches our lips.

Then there’s autosuggestion [Glossary, p.15]. I mean, if someone tells me I should be sensing a raspberry note, I may as well be drinking liquidised raspberries, as that’s all I end up tasting. Describing a drink as raspberry-flavoured is one thing, but who doesn’t want to know what makes a raspberry taste the way it does in the first place? Surely it can only enrich our sipping experience to know whether our drink shares flavour compounds with the foodstuff it’s being compared to, or whether our beverage contains molecules that mimic raspberries’ red-fruity, violet and woody notes, which collectively add up to the flavour of raspberry?

Early on in his career Heston Blumenthal tried to put together the definitive food-matching algorithm by breaking down the chemical composition of foods into a molecule database, but he concluded in a 2010 article in The Times that ‘any foodstuff is made up of thousands of different molecules, that two ingredients have a compound in common is a slender justification for compatibility’. I’d have to reluctantly agree, though I do find it fun to identify molecular connections and to learn how food flavours can be replicated in drinks via a network of completely separate flavour compounds that have no connection to one other.

In my capacity as a drinks writer I recommend drinks of all shapes and sizes to anyone who will read my column. I also happen to be a flavour maniac, zoning in when I’m chewing my food or sipping a drink, probably looking like a masticating, slurping shell of a human, my eyes turned skyward, sporting an intensely baffled expression while wildly scrawling on anything with pages. I sound like a catch, though in my mind I’m doing a roll call of flavours and playing a game of Snap with their descriptive associations.

I can trace my deep fascination for flavours back to when I started out in the drinks industry, ahem, years ago. I would take a sip of something and describe it as tasting of ‘russet pear skin’ rather than simply ‘pear’, or ‘Royal Gala’ instead of ‘red apple’. Am I pretentious? Yes, but I like to think there was more to it, that in some way I grasped, or was at least interested in, the unique characteristics of the subcategories of foodstuffs I was using to describe the booze and was digging into their textures, tastes, aromas and flavours, dreaming of one day writing a book about them.

While I’d love to say that The Alcorithm basically wrote itself, in reality it took months of planning, more than twenty Excel spreadsheets, lists full of hundreds of potential booze flavours whittled down and finely tuned into ten chapters segmented by flavour style. The practical research part, where I tasted my way through the flavour combinations, was a highlight, though more challenging than you’d think, being occasionally counter-intuitive and requiring multiple samplings of each drink ‘just to make sure’. One can never be too thorough!

The flavour combinations I’ve allocated to each drink are based on my assessment of some of their formative nuances and my knowledge of the subject. I include popular double-act flavour descriptors like strawberries and whipped cream, along with many more off-the-wall combinations. Anyone for kerosine and nectarine? My drinks selections include popular classics through to more esoteric tipples, all designed to showcase the flavour combinations in bottled form. I back up with science where I feel it’s relevant, and, trust me, there was a lot more science in the first draft – we’re talking hundreds of lengthy compound names that I eventually removed on the basis that if I couldn’t pronounce them, they shouldn’t be in there. That’s because The Alcorithm isn’t a science book but an entertaining (hopefully) reference guide, leading us by the taste buds for a frolic through flavours to discover the drinks we might like.

Here’s the last thing I’ll say before we get into the book: there’s a fair bit of information in The Alcorithm if you’re looking for it, but I’ve intentionally formatted it into short, snappy paragraphs to make it as user-friendly as possible. This hopefully means it caters to those who want to be guided by flavours to discover their new favourite drinks, and learn some fascinating factoids about them along the way.

Rob Buckhaven

London, May 2021
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Glossary


Acetic Acetic acid/vinegar

Anethole A compound with a sweet taste, obtained from anise or fennel oils

Anthocyanin Compounds responsible for red, blue and purple pigmentation in fruit, veggies, cereal and flowers

Autoclave Oven An apparatus for steaming or ‘cooking’ agave piñas under high pressure in Tequila and Mezcal production

Autosuggestion The repetition of verbal messages as a way to influence behaviour

Benzaldehyde A compound with an almond-like aroma found in the essential oil of almond, cherry and apricot kernels

Bergamottin A fragrant compound found in the rind of pomelos, grapefruits and bergamot oranges, which has a citrusy-floral aroma

Brettanomyces A common yeast found in wines and vineyards that grows naturally on fruit skin, bringing aromas of barnyard, horse stable and plasters into fermented beverages

Camphoraceous Showing similar aromatic characteristics to those of camphor

Capsaicin An extremely pungent compound that provides the ‘burn’ in chilli peppers

Carotenoids Red, yellow and orange pigments found in plants and certain animal tissues

Carvone A compound found naturally in spearmint (R-carvone), caraway, and dill (S-carvone)

Cations Positively charged ions that link to negatively charged ‘anions’, hence sodium (cation) and chlorine (anion) give us sodium chloride, aka table salt

Cinnamaldehyde The compound that gives cinnamon its sweet, spicy flavour and fragrant aroma

Citral A compound with a strong lemon-like aroma, which is found naturally in the essential oils of lemon, orange and lemongrass

Clavelin Bottle A squat 62cl bottle that traditionally houses Vin Jaune from the Jura region of France

Colloidal System When one substance is dispersed through another substance without combining to form a solution

Column Still A variety of distillation ‘still’, consisting of two industrial-looking columns that produce a high-alcohol, clean and neutral spirit like vodka. Also called the ‘Coffey Still’ or ‘Continuous Still’

Conching Process A process used in chocolate manufacture in which the flavours and textures are refined by warming and grinding the cocoa mass, either in a ‘concher’ or between rollers

Cuminaldehyde A compound found in cumin, eucalyptus, anise and beef, which has a pungent green-herbal and spicy aroma and flavour

Cuve-close A sparkling wine production method where the second fermentation takes place in a closed pressurised tank not a bottle, as practised in Prosecco. Also known as the ‘Charmat Method’

Cynarin A major compound constituent of the artichoke that inhibits our taste receptors, making subsequent flavours taste sweet

Diacetyl A compound present in most beers and many wines, which is produced by microorganisms and imparts buttery flavours

Dimethyl Sulphide A pungent sulphurous compound that is a by-product of fermentation with an aroma veering from cooked corn and seashore to mushrooms, nuts and cabbage depending on its concentration

Dosage A solution of sugar, wine and sometimes grape must that is added to sparkling wine just before the cork goes in – allowing sweetness to be adjusted according to the desired style

Drupe Any fruit consisting of an outer skin, a pulpy middle layer and a hard woody outer shell usually enclosing a single seed, like a plum, peach, cherry or almond

Dunnage Warehouse A traditional warehouse used for storing the barrels in whisky production, typically with a slate roof, stone walls and an earthen floor. Barrels are stacked three high

Enzyme A protein produced by a living cell that acts as a catalyst to cause biochemical reactions, while not being changed itself in the process

Ester A class of fragrant organic compounds usually formed from an acid and an alcohol

Esterification The condensation reaction between an alcohol and an acid to bring about an ester

Estragole A compound found in the essential oil of tarragon and basil with the aroma of anise

Eugenol The main compound of cloves’ essential oil, which is also found in plants such as bay, allspice, cinnamon leaf and oak

Flavedo The coloured outer peel of citrus fruits, also known as the ‘zest’

Fructose A sugar that’s sweeter than sucrose that is found especially in honey and fruit

Gamma-decalactone A compound with an intense peachy aroma, particularly formative in the flavours of peach, apricot and strawberry

Geraniol A compound found in the essential oil of fruit, roses and herbs like lemongrass and lavender with a characteristic rose-like aroma and a sweet floral and citrusy flavour

Gingerol The most abundant compound in root ginger, with a ‘sting’ that mirrors its more pungent relatives, capsaicin, which is found in chilli pepper, and piperine, which is found in black pepper

Glycerine/glycerol A viscous flavourless liquid that is a by-product of fermentation, which provides texture to beverages like wine

Glycyrrhiza Root Liquorice root, which contains glycyrrhizin, a compound fifty times sweeter than sugar, along with anethole, which is responsible for liquorice’s anise flavour

High Crack A cooking term meaning that the sugar syrup has reached a stage in which it becomes brittle and cracks when you attempt to bend it

Hojun A Japanese term for full-bodied, rich and full of umami flavours. Usually used in reference to sake

Hotrienol A compound with a fresh green, fruity and floral-like flavour that is found in green tea and citrus fruit

Hydrophobic Liquids, such as oils, that repel water, separating from it when combined, literally meaning ‘water-fearing’

Ionones Aroma compounds found in a variety of essential oils, from roses and violets to raspberries – an alpha and beta-ionone together have aromas of Parma violet, rose petal, raspberry, orris and cedarwood

Ions Electrically charged atoms that carry a positive or negative electrical charge; positive is called a ‘cation’, negative is called an ‘anion’

Koji A Japanese mould used to ferment rice and soya beans in sake, shōchū, miso and soy sauce production

Lactones A group of flavour compounds found in tropical fruit, strawberries, mushrooms and milk products, usually with intense fruity aromas of coconut, peach and apricot, also known as cyclic esters

Lactose A sugar present in milk that is broken down in our bodies by an enzyme called lactase in the small intestine into glucose and galactose. Lactose-intolerant people lack sufficient lactase

Lignan A group of chemical compounds, whose name derives from the Latin word for ‘wood’, that are found in plants and trees and which impact on the flavour of barrel-aged beverages

Lignin A substance that forms the chief part of woody tissue in trees and plants

Limbic System The part of the brain involved in emotion, behaviour, memory formation and processing our perception of flavour

Limonene A compound in the essential oil of citrus fruits that is found in their rind. It has a flavour similar to the citrus fruit from which it is derived

Linalool A compound with a floral, woody and citrusy aroma reminiscent of lavender and bergamot oil that occurs naturally in many fruits, flowers and spices

Maderise The process of heating and oxidising a wine while it’s in barrel, which is predominantly used in the production of madeira from where the term originates

Malic Acid An acid present in green or unripe apples, grapes and other fruits, which contributes to their sour taste

Malolactic Fermentation A process used in winemaking to convert sour malic acid into softer-tasting buttermilk-like lactic acid by inoculating the wine with a bacteria

Maltol A compound with a malty, caramel-like candied flavour that is produced through the baking or roasting process. It is found in breads, cocoa, coffee, malt and nuts

Megastigmatrienone A compound formed during the ageing of wines and spirits with a pronounced tobacco aroma

Monofloral A style of honey made entirely, or almost completely, from the nectar of one type of flower

Pellicle A super-thin skin or membrane found on nuts and mushroom caps

Phenol A broad category of compounds that may be welcome or undesirable in drinks, bringing notes that can include cloves, smoked vanilla, black pepper, horse box, raspberry and thyme

Phenolics The term for the collective phenol-influenced flavours in beverages

Pinene (Alpha) A terpene compound with a woody, green, pine-like aroma that can resemble turpentine

Pomace The pulpy residue remaining after fruit has been crushed in order to extract its juice

Pyrazine Compounds found naturally in vegetables like bell peppers, asparagus and peas, which also bring those primary flavours to wines like Sauvignon Blanc, Cabernet Sauvignon and Carménère. Pyrazines formed by heat take on secondary nutty and roasty flavours

Rancio A term that literally translates as ‘rancid’, which is used to describe the caramel, fig, coffee and spiced notes of wines that have undergone a process of oxidative ageing

Residual Sugar The grape sugars left in a wine once the alcoholic fermentation has finished, which are measured in grams per litre

Rhizome An underground horizontal stem or ‘creeping rootstalk’, which strikes new roots out of their nodes down into the soil

Rotundone A peppery-flavoured compound found in the essential oil of black pepper and herbs like marjoram, basil and thyme. Also found on the skin of certain grapes like Syrah

SCOBY An acronym for ‘symbiotic colony of bacteria and yeast’. Used predominantly in the fermentation and production of black or green tea kombucha

Sotolon A powerful flavour compound with an aroma of fenugreek and maple syrup. It imparts a nutty, toasted aroma to wine, particularly dessert wines that have undergone noble rot

Sur Lie/Lees French term for wine that’s been aged on its dead yeast cells, or lees. Mainly used for white and sparkling wines to enrich them

Tepache A lightly fermented drink made from pineapple peels and brown sugar and seasoned with powdered cinnamon

Terpenes The largest group of volatile compounds found in the essential oils of plants, especially conifers and citrus trees. Used in the wild to repel pests and attract pollinators

Thiol Sulphur-containing compounds (also known as Mercaptans) that exist in trace amounts in grape berries, which are triggered by fermentation to deliver flavours ranging from fruity and earthy to mineral and garlicky

Thujone An anise-odorous compound famously present in wormwood, which in high doses can be psychoactive and hallucinogenic

Valencene A compound contributing to the aroma component of citrus fruits, particularly the orange

Violet-leaf Aldehyde A compound with a cucumber-like flavour that is found in green vegetables, tea, molluscs, cereals and musk melons

Volatile Acidity Pungent compounds in a wine, caused by bacteria and yeast that manifest as the aroma of vinegar and fermented fruit

Whisky Lactone The collective name for aromatic compounds found in oak-aged whisky, cognac and wine, which infuse flavours of coconut, celery, cloves and sweet vanilla via the barrel staves

Yuzunone A compound that significantly contributes to the flavour of yuzu, found in the essential oil of its rind
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If you like … Floral, you’ll love …

Fruity Floral

Elderflower

If it’s good enough for Prince Harry, it gets its own section in my book; heck, I’ve even included his wedding cake’s combination of lemon and elderflower. Technically a blossom, elderflower couldn’t get more English if it sang ‘God Save the Queen’ while delivering a floral-fruity trumpet fanfare. It’s largely down to rose oxide, a compound unsurprisingly found in roses, plus the lime-blossomy hotrienol [Glossary, p.17], a major source of elderflower notes in Loire Sauvignon Blanc [White Wine, p.130]. We’d instantly recognise elderflower’s unique aroma in any line-up, from Elderflower Cordial [Mixers, p.258] through to St Germain [Flower Liqueur, p.209].

Elderflower & Cantaloupe Melon Cantaloupe is the breakout star of the melon mafia, beloved for that unctuously sweet, juicy flesh that contains more complex volatile aromas than other varieties. These qualities come courtesy of esters [Glossary, p.16] for its appley notes, and a compound called violet-leaf aldehyde [Glossary, p.19] for melon and cucumber, which mesh with elderflower’s floral, creamy, musky and honeyed nuances in Elderflower Cordial [Mixers, p.258]. This is a common flavour combo in English Bacchus [White Wine, p.125], Junmai Ginjo [Sake, p.242], Pornstar Martini [Vodka, p.232] and Japanese melon liqueur, Midori, which twins the two flavours in its signature Melon Ball Drop cocktail [Fruit Liqueur, p.184].

Elderflower & Cereal I’m one of those people who whacks Cornflakes in the oven to release those toasty, grainy notes we love to crunch for breakfast. Science-wise, baked flavours are brought to us by the reaction of browning ingredients via heat. Cereal’s nuttiness is neatly contained in a particular compound that also moonlights in fresh bread, steamed jasmine rice, buttered popcorn and the flavours of Genever [Gin, p.228]. Given elderflower’s floral-savoury flavour profile, it’s no wonder there’s a fast friendship brewing with cereal, shown in a crystalline French Wheat Vodka [Vodka, p.233], an Australian Pale Ale or cold Belgian and Bavarian Wheat Beer [Beer, pp.237, 241].

Elderflower & Lemon Sherbet Sherbet lemons are living proof that we never really grow up. It just doesn’t get old, the sherbet hitting our tongue, citric acid causing our saliva glands to gush, the bicarbonate of soda creating the coveted fizz. It’s basically our childhood in a lozenge. Limonene [Glossary, p.17] from this sassy citrus confection schemes with elderflower’s leading floral-herbal compound, bringing about a right royal pairing, as per the floral-citrus flavours in St Germain [Flower Liqueur, p.209] or the cocktails Necromancer [Anise Liqueur, p.221] and Melon Ball Drop [Fruit Liqueur, p.184]. It’s also not a stretch to say that Italian Limoncello [Fruit Liqueur, p.184] buzzes with lemon sherbet and elderflower exuberance.

Elderflower & Red Cherry There’s a shedload going on in a cherry; it’s almond-like, woody and faintly floral with a lick of creamy cinnamon. Interestingly the red cherry shares compounds with elderflower, which explains their pally partnership. It’s a full house of flavour compounds, with a couple of standouts in the form of a chemical that brings a sweet-floral bouquet and another for its woody almond-skin notes. Compounds bringing in freshly clipped grass notes, rose and allspice also firmly feature, with Beaujolais [Red Wine, p.146] and Kirsch [Fruit Liqueur, p.183] playing a particularly strong red cherry and elderflower game.

Elderflower & Yellow Peach Unpacking peach’s aroma compounds requires a team of highly trained concierge staff, since there’s around forty of them. Compunds, not staff. The headline compound behind that patented peachiness, also present in apricots and strawberries, is gamma-decalactone; try saying that after a few wines [Glossary, p.16]. Whether it’s a fuzzy or shaved peach, we’re talking about that yellow flesh, which has more acidic bite and airy florals than the white variety. What with peach’s creamy profile and elderflower’s honey and lychee leanings, we’re looking at you Bellini [Sparkling Wine, p.120] or Peach Schnapps [Fruit Liqueur, p.183], as a neat way of finding both flavours in a glass.

If you like … Floral, you’ll love …

Intense Floral

Rose

Valentine’s Day relies on rose’s pronounced flouncy aromas to rise over our frisky pheromones. Luckily, to pick up a rose’s scent we need the equivalent of half a teaspoon in an Olympic-sized swimming pool, so a little goes a long way. Rose oxide brings aboard the sweet florals among hundreds of compounds found in roses, with another one packing a citrus uppercut to aromatic Argentinian Torrontés [White Wine, p.123]. Rose oxide also resides in lychee, a floral-tropical melting pot of a fruit, which explains why Alsace Gewürztraminer [White Wine, p.126] is bursting with those rose and lychee notes.

Rose & Black Cherry It’s a small world when it comes to the uncanny flavour connect shared by rose and black cherry. Our fruity friend contains four compounds made up of bitter almond, sweet clove, rose and citrus notes, which all moonlight in rose oil. Talk about double-dipping. Black cherry has the benefit of a warming smidge of cinnamon spice, and even the fruit’s blossom shares a pine-like compound with rose for yet another cosy connection. Maraschino and Cherry Brandy are our go-to cherry and rose-flavoured beverages [Fruit Liqueur, pp.180, 185].

Rose & Dark Chocolate You can’t make this stuff up: chocolate’s roasty notes contain the same chemical that gives roses their fragrance. Who knew? Cocoa beans are chock-a-block with a compound also found in rose and violet, though chocolate’s intoxicating waft is also built from chemicals found in less appetising items like potato crisps, cooked meat, raw beef fat, cooked cabbage, human sweat, earth, cucumber and honey. Believe it or not, this grizzly shopping list produces a nutty, earthy, woody, floral, spicy masterpiece, aka chocolate, that is figuratively drizzled over rose petals in the form of LBV Port and Metaxa 12-Star [Brandy, pp.169, 178].

Rose & Liquorice Granted, this is a Marmite match, though if you think liquorice is a bizarre partner to rose, tar was my original choice. Liquorice is the extract of the Glycyrrhiza root [Glossary, p.17], best known for that chewy black confection containing a compound many times sweeter than sugar. It shares a key flavour component with eucalyptus, clove notes and those all-important aniseed compounds. Left to its own devices, rose can get a tad sweet and benefits from being balanced by liquorice’s bitter notes, shown seamlessly in the guise of a rustic Bandol Rosé [Rosé Wine, p.140], Italian Barolo, Barbaresco or the mature tones of an Aged Red Burgundy [Red Wine, pp.152, 145] or a Vintage Port [Fortified Wine, p.170].

Rose & Plum Plum is a staple in red-wine tasting notes, it’s a handy fruit for describing anything red-fruity and juicy, cue a plum-stashed Californian Pinot Noir, Touriga Nacional, Châteauneuf-du-Pape [Red Wine, pp.161, 156, 147] or a Ruby Port [Fortified Wine, p.170]. The European plum tastes like biting into a contradiction, with sweet flesh beneath a sassy outer skin. That unique flavour comes from fruity lactones [Glossary, p.17] which deliver intense stone-fruit notes, while another compound gives a rose and orange woodiness found in each of the above plummy beverages.

Rose & Violet Roses get around, just saying, or rather their intense flavour compounds do, with one even showing up in chocolate and violets. β-ionone is the badger [Glossary, p.17]: deep and woody, it gives violet its rosy, talcum-powdery profile, verging on something you’d smell in a boudoir or a bottle of Argentinian Torrontés [White Wine, p.123], LBV Port [Fortified Wine, p.169] or Sicilian Nero D’Avola [Red Wine, p.155]. Balance is restored by the wild raspberry and tree-bark notes brought in by another of rose’s compounds, a collaboration that crescendos in Crème de Violette [Flower Liqueur, p.209], the fancy French liqueur full of pimped-up Parma Violets.

If you like … Floral, you’ll love …

Rich Floral

Violet

Attention all Parma Violet fans: violets have been playing around with your emotions for years, sorry to break it to you. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we don’t get the same overwhelming odour fatigue from violets as we do from other intensely floral aromas, as our brain eventually stops registering it. Violets contain ionones [Glossary, p.17], compounds that bind to our smell receptors, temporarily deactivating and reactivating them to make us think we’re smelling a brand-new aroma. This Houdini-like trickery is a superpower, or superflower, that gives violets a disproportionately persistent fragrance.

Violet & Christmas Cake It’s never too early to start feeding the Christmas cake with hard liquor until it’s completely soused. Am I right? Those candied-fruit, spirity base notes and marzipan icing can only mean one season. Yuletide is a smorgasbord of festive smells and flavours, with a compound found in oranges at the fruity foreground, another one pumping out the clove and root-beer aromas, the peppery pine-wood notes from nutmeg and scores of sweet cinnamon bark and violet aromas. Crack open a premium Cream Sherry [Sherry, p.171] to capture most of the above notes and more.

Violet & Coconut Let’s tackle the elephant in the room: coconut isn’t actually a nut – it’s a fruit with a hard covering enclosing a fleshy seed or a ‘drupe’ [Glossary, p.16]. Identity fraud aside, in all but its roasted form coconut’s fragrant creaminess is down to milky lactone compounds [Glossary, p.17]. They may be subtle, but coconut’s flavours run a broad spectrum of fruity, creamy, sweet, buttery, green and woody. In the beverage game ‘whisky lactone’ compounds [Glossary, p.19] infused by American oak impersonate coconut’s aromas, with an added touch of violet that High-Rye Bourbon [Whisky, p.250] fans will be familiar with.

Violet & Coffee Coffee is a complex beast, bless it, with over a thousand compounds making up its impressive flavour portfolio. I’m not surprised, as looking at Nespresso’s coffee pod selection I can well believe it. Sour, bitter and astringent notes can be triggered by caffeine, and not unlike violet, coffee plays with the odour receptors in our brain, removing our sensation of tiredness. The act of roasting beans activates coffee’s bitter compounds, also releasing an aroma reminiscent of violets, often noted in super-aged Armagnac [Brandy, p.175] and roasty South African Pinotage [Red Wine, p.157].

Violet & Eucalyptus Eucalyptus notes in Australian Cabernet Sauvignon [Red Wine, p.143] are like an episode of Columbo. Was it caused by neighbouring eucalyptus trees, a coincidental compound in the grapes, or both? Eucalyptol has been busted as the culprit; it’s an organic compound that injects fresh, minty, medicinal notes into brawny Aussie reds, complementing their bitter violet base notes. Studies solved this as a case of MOG – material other than grapes – where eucalyptus leaves were falling on to the vines, their vapours coating the grapes and those aromas winding up in our wine. This flavour duo is also detected in a glass of XO Cognac [Brandy, p.178], Crusted Port [Fortified Wine, p.169] and Gaillac Rouge [Red Wine, p.149], without any MOG in sight.

Violet & Raspberry Our galaxy smells of raspberries, fact – ethyl formate is a chemical that’s been detected at the centre of our galaxy by astronomers seeking the ‘building blocks of life’. Here on Earth, ethyl formate runs rampant in raspberries and has a White Rum-like [Rum, p.197], caramelised fruit aroma also found in rum itself. Raspberries share the compound β-ionone [Glossary, p.17] with violets and another dubbed ‘the raspberry ketone’, both savoured in Crème de Violette [Flower Liqueur, p.209], Argentinian Malbec, a perfumed Côte-Rôtie, Beaujolais [Red Wine, pp.143, 146, 148] or the soft and crowd-pleasing notes of a New Zealand Pinot Noir Rosé [Rosé Wine, p.142].

If you like … Floral, you’ll love …

Soft Floral

Blossom

Blossom is an exciting little nuance to find in drinks, as technically it describes the flowers of any form of fruit tree. Aroma-wise, you’ll sense an echo of the fruit in the title, now with the added bandwidth of flowers and herbs. This gives it a new versatility to buddy up to a wider array of styles and aromas. Without getting all school-chemistry-class about it, blossom contains super-aromatic compounds called terpenes [Glossary, p.19], which broadcast blossom’s floral-fruity flavours to our receptors like they’re being blasted over local radio.

Apple Blossom & Coffee Apple flowers are all the rage; heck, you probably fished one out of your cocktail only last weekend. This blossom has a whitey-pink petal, with sweet aromatics that verge on rosy notes. It’s no shocker that apples gravitate towards spice given their own petals contain a soupçon of cinnamon-adjacent compounds. Add in a chemical with a ridiculously long name that’s virtually unpronounceable but actually smells like roasted coffee beans, and we have the flavour version of a high-five in an appley Kenyan cuppa [Coffee, p.205] or a roasty Coffee Stout [Beer, p.239].

Cherry Blossom & Lemon Things don’t get more blossomy than springtime in Japan. Fact. Aside from the visual splendour of Sakura petals falling like floral snow, cherry blossom’s subtle perfume is down to floral-nutty compounds and a vanilla component, as sipped in a Sakura Gin Bee’s Knees cocktail [Gin, p.228]. There’s a whisper of rose and lilac with a teasing almond creaminess and a suggestion of lemons and limes, as delivered in Daiginjo [Sake, p.242] and French Wheat Vodka [Vodka, p.233]. Cherry blossom also shares a chemical with lemon peel oil, seamlessly linking the two flavours with an added pop of pine. [Cocktail Recipe, p.229]

Lemon Blossom & Sea Mist Punchy statement alert: lemon blossom is the happiest smell in the world. There, I said it. Way softer on the nostrils than the angular odours of the sour citrus fruit itself, lemon blossom contains the citrusy compound citral [Glossary, p.15], plus another one that’s found in lemongrass for a more fragrantly herbaceous Margarita-like moment [Tequila, p.190]. Match those aromas with the brisk minerality of fresh seaside air and that refreshing kick of marine algae sulphur, and we’ve basically got ourselves a floral-lemony Pessac-Leognan or the citrusy-saline tones of a Galician Albariňo, Italian Grillo, Portuguese Vinho Verde and a Soave Classico [White Wine, pp.128, 137, 135, 136, 135] or a super-minerally Vichy Catalan [Mixers, p.259].

Orange Blossom & Honey Just between us, orange blossom is allegedly one of the secret ingredients in Coca-Cola [Mixers, p.260]; it’s also one of the most widely used floral oils in perfumery. As for honey, or ‘buzz custard’, as the crazy Silicon Valley guys call it, the pairing with orange blossom just works, as seen in Curaçao [Fruit Liqueur, p.182], Peruvian Coffee [Coffee, p.207] and Metaxa [Brandy, p.178]. Linalool [Glossary, p.18], a compound with a floral-citrus profile, looms large in both, which checks out, given honey’s ties to botany, as sampled in a Sakura Bee’s Knees cocktail [Gin, p.228], Condrieu [White Wine, p.127] or Moscato d’Asti [Sparkling Wine, p.121]. Drambuie [Whisky Liqueur, p.246] is a slam-dunk for both flavours, a Scottish malt whisky liqueur blended with aromatic heather honey, sweet herbs and saffron.

Peach Blossom & Cream Soda Here’s to the peaches and cream pairing we’ve all been waiting for. That said, peach blossom is more nutty than fleshy, but still has that sweet, creamy, floral aroma from lactone compounds [Glossary, p.17]. These hold the key to everything peach-like we’ve come to love and make an appearance in fruit from apricots to strawberries. Premium cream soda, with its vanilla forwardness, marshmallow and hint of menthol has never met a peach blossom pairing it didn’t like. We’re spoilt for choice, either a Peach Martini, a Pornstar Martini [Vodka, pp.234, 232] or a Bellini [Sparkling Wine, p.120] will smash this flavour combo. [Cocktail recipes, pp.234, 233, 121]

If you like … Floral, you’ll love …

Sweet Floral

Jasmine

Entering your local Thai is all about that fragrant thwack of jasmine rice. Either that, or from a takeaway. You may even have a jasmine plant creeping outside the house somewhere, giving off an intoxicating floral aroma of a summer evening. This tiny white flower is generally lumped in with other ‘white flower’ flavours, which just doesn’t do it justice. With a unique combo of super-sweet top notes and a herbaceous undercarriage, its punchy perfume is found in anything from Sancerre [White Wine, p.131] to Peruvian/Chilean Pisco [Brandy, p.179].

Jasmine & Apricot There’s nothing quite like lounging poolside with a glass of pink plonk. Kudos to Provençe Rosé [Rosé Wine, p.141], our summer spirit animal, with a hub of floral-fruity flavours we just can’t seem to sip enough of. Flavour-wise, one of jasmine’s lactone compounds [Glossary, p.17] is known for its peachy-apricot note, so it’s no accident jasmine and apricot play nicely together, also witnessed in the perfumed apricot notes of Sancerre and oak-aged Roussane [White Wine, p.131, 130]. Another key compound in jasmine is also found in spearmint, cinnamon and raspberries, so if you find any of these aromas in your vino, you’re probably what’s known as a ‘super-taster’.

Jasmine & Caramel Everything goes with caramel – drizzle it over dirty socks and they’ll taste spot on, allegedly. Caramel’s ‘brown’, or cooked notes come from the caramelisation process of applying heat to sugar, as we’ve all learned the hard way from leaving anything sticky in the pan until its singed into insignificance. It’s a similar story for toasting wine barrels, breaking down the wood’s natural sugars via barrel-toasting to unleash caramel-flavoured compounds into the maturing liquid. Same again for roasting coffee beans or tea leaves; in fact, Ethiopian Coffee [Coffee, p.205] has that jasmine-caramel combo down to perfection, as does Oolong Tea [Tea, p.201].

Jasmine & Clove Talk about the six degrees of separation: jasmine has a peachy-apricot aroma, while peach and clove share a formative flavour compound. Who knew? You’ll recognise clove’s tongue-tingling, mouth-numbing chemical eugenol [Glossary, p.16], from nutmeg and cinnamon, though cloves have it in a much higher concentration. Given this flavour is also found in toasted oak barrels, we can see how it makes its way into wine, bringing in bittersweet nuances from the ageing process. An oak-aged Roussanne [White Wine, p.130] from the Rhône has that floral-spice combination that really nails the brief.

Jasmine & Hazelnut Like all passionate relationships, the ‘opposites attract’ theory also works for drinks, even in the case of flavour frenemies. What one lacks, the other brings to the bottle. Hazelnuts have a roasted earthiness thanks to a nutty flavour compound that’s given a lift by jasmine’s piccolo-solo floral notes. Like Nutella, hazelnut’s leading chemical is also fatty-sweet, complementing jasmine’s creamier side. Case in point with an aged Meursault [White Wine, p.127], admittedly a wine for a special occasion, which is beautifully balanced by nutty-floral notes against a backdrop of lemon and buttered popcorn.

Jasmine & Mint A flavour power couple of the highest order, but don’t just take my word for it, here’s a smidge of science. Both jasmine and mint share an aromatic terpene compound called linalool [Glossary, p.18], that majors on floral-citrus aromas. Linalool is used to lighten up heavy perfumes; oh, plus it’s also found in cannabis plants. No connection to the latter but the northern Italian Fiano di Avellino [White Wine, p.133] is all about that wild-mint aroma, smushed underfoot in the garden while taking in that heady summer jasmine scent, also found in Pisco [Brandy, p.179] and the pronounced orange notes in Cointreau [Fruit Liqueur, p.182].
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If you like … Herbaceous, you’ll love …

Bitter Herbaceous

Bitter Greens

Maybe it’s global warming, but it feels like the world is thawing out in favour of bitter flavours. Whether it’s darker coffee roasts [Coffee, p.204], Amari [Amaro, p.222], Vermouths [Fortified Wine, p.174] or Bitters [Mixers, p.100], change is certainly afoot. For want of a better term, I’ve gone with ‘bitter greens’ to include leafy veggies with a bitter edge and a herbaceous freshness. Granted, they’re not all green, but Belgian endive, radicchio and escarole lettuce all rock the required bitterness, cleansing crunch and restorative bite that we’re looking for.

Chicory & Green Olive Olives are a wild ride flavour-wise, prized for their salty-creamy credentials. From the same family as jasmine and lilac, they share a fair whack of aroma compounds with lavender, of all things. Brutally bitter when picked fresh off the tree, olives are cured in brine for months to make them palatable. This gives them a salty calling card, which enhances their apple, lavender, tea and honey notes and tag-teams chicory’s creamy-leafed bitterness. The end result? The notes of fresh and briny Fino Sherry [Fortified Wine, p.172], an umami-flavoured Bloody Mary [Vodka, p.235] or a gin-based Dirty Martini [Gin, p.229]. [Cocktail Recipes, pp.235, 229]

Chicory & Liquorice While the couple name for these two could be either ‘chicorice’ or ‘liquory’, their break-up would be more bitter than their combined flavour profile. To illustrate just how bitter chicory can be, its root is roasted and used as a coffee substitute; so far so mouth-puckering. Pairing super-bitter flavours together can be a car crash, requiring one of the parties to back down, which liquorice graciously does. It pulls out a salty-sweet note, offsetting chicory’s quinine-like profile and drawing out its vanilla nuances, which is tried and tested in Zucca Rabarbaro [Amaro, p.225], Ricard, Pastis and Raki [Anise Liqueur, pp.218, 217 and 220] or an Italian Rosso Vermouth [Fortified Wine, p.175].

Endive & Honeysuckle Have you ever wondered what a triple threat smells like? Honeysuckle, that’s what, a creeping flower that contains every flavour combination under the sun. For starters, it shares jasmine’s signature compound for a sweet, floral moment, with a cut-grass greenness, faint orange-zest notes, vanilla and a dab of bitter almond. Actually that’s more like a quintuple threat. Honeysuckle and endive are two sides of the same coin, working their bitter-floral magic to mirror the gentian-heavy flavours of a White Negroni cocktail [Gin, p.227], also nuanced in a Pale Ale [Beer, pp.237, 240] and Elderflower Cordial [Mixers, p.258]. [Cocktail Recipe, p.228]

Escarole & Orange Orange is up there with vanilla, cherry and almond as the world’s most popular flavourings. We’re all familiar with juicy, floral, woody, vibrant orange flesh, while its peel’s bitter, pine-like leanings are brought to us by a cocktail of citrusy, herbaceous compounds that are key to keeping orange’s aromas finely balanced. Merged with escarole’s leafy, bitter-fresh notes, we start to see the flavour blueprint for Angostura Bitters [Mixers, p.258], a Negroni, Averna and Aperol [Amaro, pp.224, 223, 222] with their bittersweet orange, spicy, floral notes poured with a spritz of something sparkling. [Cocktail Recipes, pp.225, 223]

Radicchio & Pear If you’re tasting candied pear drops in your white wine, send it back, though fresh pears are another thing entirely. Certain ester compounds [Glossary, p.16] kicked up during fermentation bring in the dreaded candied pear-come-acetate aroma, though ripe pears have a sticky, wine-like pulp with a grainy richness and tannin-roughened skin, delivering deep notes of aniseed and spice. Given that pome fruits are related to the rose family, floral aromas are a major flavour feature for pears, and Vintage Perry [Perry, p.188] radiates those fragrant, fruity notes combined with crisp, radicchio-like bitterness.

If you like … Herbaceous, you’ll love …

Dried Herbaceous

Tea

Soap operas teach us that there’s no drama that can’t be solved by putting on the kettle and making a decent cup of tea. Grassy, fresh, floral, barky and astringent, tea’s flavours depend on the level of leaf processing, from rolling and drying to fermentation. Whether it’s bagged Earl Grey or peppermint leaves in a ball strainer, tea’s herbal flavours can be sensed in beverages as eclectic as the bergamot tones of Touriga Nacional [Red Wine, p.156], Genever’s echinacea [Herb Liqueur, p.228], the dried-grassy tang of Kombucha [Tea, p.200], Mezcal Aňejo’s smoky richness [Mezcal, p.193] to Crème de Menthe’s [Herb Liqueur, p.213] punchy peppermint profile.

Earl Grey & Blueberry ‘Half orange, half grapefruit, half lime’ is how we’d describe bergamot if maths didn’t exist. Earl Grey’s [Tea, p.202] most pungent flavour is brought into teabags by the essential oil of bergamot orange rind, which shares major aroma constituents with lavender, and is spotted in Portugal’s signature black grape, Touriga Nacional [Red Wine, p.156]. Blueberries also share a floral side and bergamot-adjacent notes from their own clove-like compounds that emphasise Earl Grey’s citrus, cedar and earthy coriander seed side, with stylistic similarities to Ethiopian Coffee [Coffee, p.205].

Echinacea & Malted Biscuit Echinacea has more aliases than P-Diddy, or whatever he’s called nowadays, from ‘snakeroot’ to my personal favourite ‘hedgehog’. Flavour-wise, Echinacea [Tea, p.204] goes in hard on the florals, with a tingling pine-needle freshness that gives us flashbacks of juniper-based liqueur Genever [Gin, p.228]. Echinacea shares a compound with juniper for a herbal, balsamic moment, with shared peppery, minty, citrusy influences. Though it’s not an obvious pairing, dunk in a malted biscuit for the burnt-sugar, toasted barley and candyfloss component of the above Dutch herbal libation courtesy of the compound, maltol [Glossary, p.18].

Green Tea & Apple Cider Vinegar It’s been called ‘the elixir of life’, which is slightly overdramatic, but then so is Green Tea Kombucha [Tea, p.200]. A mushroom tea–vinegar hybrid, kombucha is fermented by a bacteria that closely resembles an alien life form. Green Tea [Tea, p.200] majors on cut-grass aromas, crushed almonds over violet and jasmine notes. Though cider vinegar is largely unrecognisable from its original
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