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Introduction

There’s nothing quite like a refreshing glass of iced cordial on a hot summer’s day, or sipping a warming indulgent liqueur in the middle of winter. How much more pleasurable it is when you have made these drinks yourself. Gardens, lanes and woods have an abundance of edible flowers, berries and plants that can easily be turned into delicious cordials, syrups and infused alcoholic tipples. And, while most fruit can be bought out of season, there is no comparison to that which is grown and picked at the time nature intended, whether you grow your own produce, buy from a local grocer or farmers’ market or forage for free.

The benefits of home-made drinks are obvious. Not only do you get freshness and flavours second to none, you know exactly what’s in them – no nasty additives or preservatives – and can create a drink to suit your own personal preferences. With many different drink recipes to choose from, there are plenty here that you won’t find ready-made on supermarket shelves as well as those which can easily be bought but can be made at a fraction of the cost. Whether you are searching for child-friendly vitamin-packed cordials, an after-dinner liqueur or a generous and thoughtful home-made gift for friends or family, you’ll find something to suit in the following chapters.

This book will take you through the basic techniques and demystify all that is essential when making cordials, syrups and other drinks – from simple, straightforward ones which can be enjoyed on the day of making, to those that take time to mature but will taste superior to the shop-bought equivalent.

The author would like to thank Lakeland Ltd who supplied bottles for testing and who sell a range of drink-making equipment at www.lakelandlimited.com.


Conversion Charts

This book provides metric measurements for the ingredients, but those who still prefer Imperial can use these conversions.

Weight







	Metric

	Imperial




	15g

	½oz




	25g

	1oz




	50g

	2oz




	75g

	3oz




	100g

	4oz




	150g

	5oz




	175g

	6oz




	200g

	7oz




	225g

	8oz




	250g

	9oz




	300g

	10oz




	325g

	11oz




	350g

	12oz




	375g

	13oz




	400g

	14oz




	425g

	15oz




	450g

	1lb




	550g

	1¼lb




	675g

	1½lb




	800g

	1¾lb




	900g

	2lb




	1kg

	2¼lb





 

Liquid







	5ml

	1 tsp




	10ml

	2 tsp




	15ml

	1 tbsp




	50ml

	2fl oz




	120ml

	4fl oz




	150ml

	¼ pint




	200ml

	7fl oz




	250ml

	8fl oz




	300ml

	½ pint




	350ml

	12fl oz




	400ml

	14fl oz




	450ml

	¾ pint




	600ml

	1 pint




	750ml

	1¼ pints




	900ml

	1½ pints




	1 litre

	1¾ pints




	1.5 litres

	2½ pints




	1.75 litres

	3 pints





 

Measurements







	2.5cm

	1 inch




	5cm

	2 inches




	10cm

	4 inches




	15cm

	6 inches




	20cm

	8 inches




	25cm

	10 inches




	30cm

	12 inches







Cordials, Syrups and Liqueurs

Essentially, cordials and syrups are made from strained fruit juice sweetened with sugar or honey. Some flowers and herbs can be used as flavourings in much the same way. The two names are interchangeable, although syrups tend to be slightly thicker. Both are diluted to taste – usually one part cordial or syrup to four or five parts water – and served as a soft drink, although they also have lots of other culinary uses.

Liqueurs are spirit-based drinks to which flavouring elements have been added, usually by infusion. Sugar is often, but not always, added to the mix to enhance the flavour, preserve it for longer and sometimes to thicken the texture. It may be added when steeping or afterwards in the form of a sugar syrup.

 





A Brief History

Cordials and syrups were created as a way of preserving seasonal fruits and other ingredients to enjoy during the winter months when little fresh fruit was available. They were first made in the sixteenth century when sugar was introduced to Europe from the West Indies and became a sought-after ingredient. The demand for sugar cane became so great that it encouraged the rise of colonialism and the slave trade and many drinks and cocktails such as Planter’s Punch (page 147) originate from this time. In the eighteenth century, sugar beet began to be cultivated specifically for its sugar content in the western world and sugar became plentiful and relatively cheap. During the nineteenth century, making cordials and liqueurs was considered an important skill for young housewives and most of the recipes we use today are based on those created during that era. Bringing out a bottle of home-made cordial or liqueur was considered the ultimate gesture of good hospitality and in Edwardian and Victorian times would have usually been prepared by the ‘lady of the house’ and served to guests at any time during the day, regardless of whether it was alcoholic or not.

In the twentieth century, home-made bottled drinks became less fashionable. Many homes had less storage space and by the middle of the century refrigerators could be found in most homes, followed by freezers in the sixties and seventies. Imported produce meant that many fruits were available all year round; soft fruits could be bought in the winter months and citrus fruits never disappeared from grocers’ shelves. As the range of commercially produced products increased – especially imported fruit juices, fruit-flavoured squashes and ready-made alcoholic drinks and liqueurs – the knowledge and desire to make bottled drinks diminished.

In recent years, the art of preserving has made a massive comeback. Many people prefer to make their own instead of buying mass-produced products with artificial flavourings and colourings. The satisfaction that comes from making your own drinks is being rediscovered.

Ingredients

Fruit, flowers and herbs

Many of the recipes in this book are based on ingredients that you can grow yourself, buy cheaply from the local farmers’ market or even better, gather from lanes and hedgerows for free: elderflowers, blackberries, sloes, rosehips and nettles are just a few examples. Making drinks, cordials and syrups from these will cost you little more than the price of a bag of sugar.

When foraging, choose a sunny day, as wild crops (especially flowers) tend to have a better flavour and aroma on a bright sunlit day. Avoid picking close to heavy traffic and along the edges of fields of crops which have been recently sprayed, as well as low-growing produce on dog-walking routes! Dress in sensible shoes or boots, long-sleeved T-shirts and trousers. A pair of gloves for picking among thorny bushes may be useful. You’ll need plenty of plastic containers, bags and possibly a cool bag to carry your produce home. Finally, use a little common sense. Avoid trespassing and Sites of Special, Scientific Interest (SSSIs), as it is illegal to pick any plant, including the humble blackberry, in these areas. Try to pick a little from several different places, rather than stripping one area completely bare.

Preserving Ingredients

While many cordials, syrups and liqueurs can be enjoyed on the day they are made, most contain ingredients that will extend their shelf life, usually sugar and/or alcohol. There are also a few cordials and syrups which have the addition of either vinegar or citric acid, a natural preservative.

Sugar

This is not only a sweetener: it is the key preservative in cordials and syrups. It also acts as a thickener. The recipes in this book mainly use white sugar, which produces a better colour and flavour, but sometimes soft light brown sugar, demerara sugar or honey may be used in cordials, syrups and liqueurs to give a richer flavour or a more golden colour. Granulated sugar is the cheapest option and can be used in most recipes where the liquid is heated. Caster sugar may be used instead and will dissolve more quickly as the grains are much finer.

Citrus fruit and citric acid

Some cordials and syrups need an additional tang to balance the taste and to bring out the flavour. Often lemon juice is used – freshly squeezed is best – or the zest of a lemon, in which case choose unwaxed lemons, preferably organic. Citric acid is an excellent and inexpensive alternative to lemon juice and is used where you don’t want to add pectin, which might make the cordial set to a jelly. It is sold as fine white crystals. It is a completely natural preservative, so will also lengthen the shelf life of your drink. If you want to substitute one for the other, one tablespoon of lemon juice is the equivalent of quarter of a teaspoon of citric acid.

Vinegar

Vinegar features in a number of old-fashioned non-alcoholic cordials as it acts as a preservative, vital in the days before refrigeration. Cordials known as ‘shrubs’ are a typical example and have a sweet and sour tangy taste in which extra sugar balances the vinegar. The word vinegar comes from the French vin aigre, meaning ‘sour wine’, and it is made by turning the alcohol in wine, cider or sherry into acetic acid; it’s this acid that helps these cordials to keep because it prevents moulds developing. Several varieties of vinegar are typically used in cordials:

Wine vinegar may be red or white depending on the colour of the original wine. White wine vinegar is slightly milder and good for pale cordials; red wine vinegar will add colour as well, so is often used in red berry cordials such as Strawberry Shrub (page 86).

Cider vinegar has a fairly sharp taste and a fruity flavour. A small amount works well in apple and pear cordials.

Raspberry vinegar is much more expensive than wine vinegar and has a lovely fruit flavour and attractive colour. When only a small amount of vinegar is required, it is good in raspberry or mixed-berry cordials.

Yeast

This is used in some fizzy soft drinks such as ginger beer. Use fast-action (easy-blend) ‘baker’s’ yeast rather than ‘brewer’s’ yeast for soft drink-making. These tiny granules of yeast don’t need activating before using and are readily available in supermarkets. They come in small vacuum packets or boxes of individual sachets, each containing about 7 grams or 2½ teaspoons. Always check the ‘sell by’ date when using yeast, as it doesn’t keep long.

Base spirits

Buy good-quality base spirits for liqueurs and infusions. You don’t need to use expensive premium spirits; most supermarket ‘value’ versions are fine, but avoid very cheap brands that you do not recognize and which may completely spoil the flavour of your liqueur.

Vodka is the perfect base for
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