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introduction



A SPIRITUAL PURSUIT

It’s not by accident that distilled products are referred to as spirits, since they very much represent the essence of the substances from which they’re made. A great brandy captures the very spirit of the grapes from which it originated, just as a great whiskey captures the spirit of its original grain. In spirits, the humble products of the earth—grapes, corn, wheat, barley, potatoes, sugarcane—are transformed into rarefied quintessences.

The early alchemists who perfected the art of distillation in the Middle Ages were searching for ways to capture living spirits, extracting them from their raw materials. The techniques that have been handed down to us from these medieval practitioners have become considerably more commercialized, of course. But, at its heart, distillation even today retains a residual element of the inexplicable. Since the earliest days of distillation, the suggestion of a “spiritual” element has always been at play in the appreciation of spirits. It is this that makes spirits an endlessly fascinating pursuit and perhaps even a near-mystical experience.


And it should be clear that I am not talking about the abuse of spirits here. Spirits are adult pleasures and should be used with thought and moderation. As people in all parts of the world have learned over the course of thousands of years, spirits can provide humankind with relaxation, refreshment, and joy when used responsibly. Spirits can be used to promote conviviality, to cement friendships, to celebrate special occasions and rites of passage, and to aid in meditation and contemplation. We all ponder the meaning of life on occasion, but pondering the meaning of life over a glass of sublime cognac makes the task of philosophy less daunting and, I find, considerably more enlightening.

DISTILLATION AND ITS HISTORY

The process has changed very little over time. Distillation is actually quite a simple procedure, made possible by the differing boiling points of alcohol and water. Whereas water boils at 212 degrees Fahrenheit, alcohol boils at the lower temperature of 173. To separate alcohol from water, then, all that is required is to heat an alcoholic liquid (such as wine or beer) in a still to a temperature greater than 173 but less than 212 degrees. As the alcohol boils, its vapors rise to the top of the still, where they are collected and then cooled. Cooling returns the alcohol vapor to a condensed (liquid) state. The condensed liquid can be redistilled one or more times to increase the alcohol content of the end product.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF DISTILLATION

Distillation has been around since ancient times. “Sea water can be rendered potable by distillation,” wrote the Greek philosopher Aristotle. His discovery was allegedly based on the simple observation that steam from hot food condenses on the inner surface of the cover placed over the dish. Archaeological and historical research shows that the science of distillation was known to ancient Egyptian, Chinese, and Near Eastern societies.

Early civilizations learned how to create medicines, perfumes, and flavorings using simple distillation. Following the process, the resulting concentrated versions of herbs, spices, and plants were easy to use and store. The ancient Chinese created a unique spirit from rice and beer, and in the East Indies as long ago as 800 B.C. arrack was made with fermented sugarcane and rice.

Despite the long-standing awareness of the distillation effect, it was not until the early Middle Ages that the distillation of alcohol became a widespread practice and the modern history of this remarkable process began. The practice of distilling spirits was really instituted by Arab alchemists in the tenth century A.D. The very word “alcohol” is in fact an Arabic word, as is “alambic,” or still. For centuries the Arabs had been (and, in fact, still are) making eye makeup using black powder that was liquefied, vaporized, and solidified again. They called it kohl. When wine was first distilled, the name of this cosmetic was used to describe the result—al koh’l—since the procedure was so similar. From the Arab masters, the knowledge of distillation was eventually passed to Western experimenters during the Middle Ages, who used it to create spirits.

In the Latin-speaking regions of medieval Europe, the newly discovered spirit was called aqua vitae (water of life). The reason for this rather grandiose name was the fact that, at first, distilled spirits were used mostly by alchemists, and many of these scientists thought that they had finally found the elusive “elixir of life.” In the thirteenth century, for example, the Majorcan chemist and philosopher Raymond Lully wrote that aqua vitae was “an emanation of the divinity, an element newly revealed to men, but hid from antiquity, because the human race was then too young to need this beverage destined to revive the energies of modern decrepitude.”

Wherever this knowledge of distillation spread, the Latin name was translated into the local language. In France it became known as eau-de-vie, while on the Irish peat bogs it was gaelicized into uisige beatha, which eventually was corrupted into the word “whiskey.” In Russia “water of life” evolved into vodka, from the Russian word for water, voda. In Denmark, Sweden, and Norway, the original Latin name took a Scandinavian turn to become aquavit.

Fifteenth-century Europe saw the popularity of distillation take hold and spread like wildfire. It was completely unregulated, and anyone who understood how the process worked could build a primitive still and produce his own aquavit. For raw materials these cottage distillers used whatever was inexpensive and in good, constant supply. In Ireland and Scotland whiskey got its distinctive character from barley and a dose of smoky peat. In France, Spain, and Italy wine was plentiful, and it formed the basis for locally made brandies. Barley, corn, and rye were the backbone of gin in Holland. Later, Caribbean sugarcane was made into rum and the Mexican agave, or “century plant,” was used in tequila. In Scandinavia the potato eventually became the spirits-making staple.


A CAVEAT

At this point I feel compelled to add the standard warning: Don’t try this at home! First of all, as any backwoods moonshiner knows, distilling is strictly controlled by the federal government. Making your own backyard whiskey will draw the “revenuers” down on you like hawks on a chipmunk, leading to some very unpleasant consequences. Secondly, while the process of making alcohol is fairly simple, the process of making drinkable alcohol is a bit trickier. The first and last parts of the distillate (the so-called heads and tails) contain impure substances known as congeners. These include acids, esters, aldehydes, fusel oils, and salts. Some of these substances are desirable, giving each type of spirit its distinct taste—absolutely pure alcohol would be characterless—while other congeners are undesirable or even poisonous. Master distillers know when and how to eliminate these impurities, winding up with alcohol that is not only potable but tasty. Making distinctive spirits also involves many postdistillation processes, such as flavoring (as in the case of gin), aging (as in the case of bourbon and Scotch), and filtration (as in the case of vodka). Unlike beer brewing and wine making, the making of spirits is something always to be left to professionals.

THE WORLD OF SPIRITS

There has never before been a greater wealth of spirits available to a wider base of consumers than there is today. Admittedly, many local or regional spirits have fallen by the wayside. This is particularly true of whiskeys, for example. After the vast consolidation and corporate assimilation that took place in the mid-and late-twentieth century, many once-revered Scotch and Irish distilleries are now silent or, worse, have been razed altogether. It’s tempting to lament the days when there were some two thousand distilleries in Ireland alone, until one realizes that those myriad local whiskeys had very small distribution by today’s standards. Today there are only three distilleries in Ireland, producing just a handful of whiskey brands, but thanks to globalization their products are available to a very wide and appreciative audience worldwide.

By and large, today’s world spirits industry is in high gear. New vodkas appear almost weekly. Scotch distillers are releasing rare, old stores that have been aging quietly in bond for decades. Tequila aficionados have access to new silver tequilas, as well as more and more upscale “sipping” tequilas. Adventuresome spirits importers are seeking out hidden stores of Caribbean rum like pirate treasure. The once-overshadowed Armagnac is making great strides in its long-standing rivalry with nearby Cognac. Rare single-batch bourbons, crafted on the model of single-malt Scotches, have become favorite drams for whiskey lovers seeking the heights of rarefaction. Grappas, those once rustic spirits made from the dregs of wine making, are now being styled from single-vineyard or single-varietal pomace and are finding top-shelf space at trendy bars. Old-style American whiskeys, such as malted rye, have been successfully revived and brought to the attention of an entirely new public.

Although the lion’s share of the spirits market is now dominated by just a handful of conglomerates, their individual brands are, for the most, kept jealously distinct and still enjoy a prestige equal to or better than the reputations they’ve had in the past. Pernod-Ricard’s handling of the historic and quite excellent Bushmills whiskeys comes to mind, as does Suntory’s marketing of the exquisite Bowmore single malts.

Meanwhile, at the grassroots level, new small-scale distillers are making waves. The United States, especially, has seen the advent of several extraordinary craft distillers (some of whom were originally craft brewers). Traditional American free enterprise is still hard at work, thanks to which there are now brandies from Mendocino that rival the best spirits from Cognac. Scads of new American gins, vodkas, flavored vodkas, rums, and whiskeys made by time-honored hands-on methods are perking up palates across the country. In short, there’s never been a more exciting time to explore the world of spirits.

HOW SPIRITS SHOULD BE TASTED

As executive director of the San Francisco World Spirits Competition, the largest professional spirits judging in North America, I have occasion to sample the well over five hundred brands of spirits entered each year. The competition has been invaluable in introducing new spirits products to the public. Many of the members of our judging panels are journalists and spirits industry veterans who help spread the news, both within the industry and to consumers, about the products they have discovered.

Of course, not all brands of spirits are entered into the yearly judging in San Francisco. This is why I maintain a rigorous schedule of weekly spirits tastings independent of the World Spirits Competition. These tastings include not only new products submitted for evaluation by their manufacturers or importers, but also older products, which I like to revisit frequently. During a typical tasting session, I might sample ten to twelve vodkas, single-malt Scotches, or cognacs. Various types of spirits are never mixed during a tasting, allowing me to focus on the qualities that are unique to each category. The characteristics of gin, for example, are entirely different from those of brandy. If one is to judge each spirit fairly and reach any sort of objective conclusion, the two should never be tasted side by side.

For novices who wish to conduct their own spirits tastings at home, I highly recommend tasting products in “flights” of no more than six similar products. Unlike wine or beer tasting, spirits tasting is extremely fatiguing to the palate, mainly due to the high alcohol content of these products. Keep bottled water handy for refreshing the palate between tastes. A plate of good, unsalted crackers also helps to neutralize the harsh effects of alcohol. Spitting between tastes is recommended and, in fact, requisite among professional tasters, although in a nonprofessional setting you may want to allow yourself a swallow or two.

Of course, the evaluation of spirits, like the evaluation of wine or food, has a large element of subjectivity. While the science of distillation provides certain objective measures that can be applied to spirits (alcohol content being one measure quite often used), no one has yet managed to invent a machine that would provide an entirely objective and impartial evaluation of alcoholic beverages in terms of color, smell, flavor, and finish. Even if such a machine existed, its use would be questionable at best. Could a machine that rated one spirit more highly than another be said to “enjoy” the first more than the second? The answer is obviously no. The joy of spirits lies precisely in that interface between the mystical beverage and the subjective human palate, and it is something that cannot be quantified.

Although all spirits are similar in that they involve a distillation process, the variety of end products is as wide as one can imagine. In comparison with the amazing diversity of spirits, the vast numbers of wines (and beers) on the market seem relatively similar to one another. The purpose of this book is to provide a background for each spirit type, placing each spirit in its proper historical context. Afterward, I suggest a wide variety of particular brands that the reader might want to try. Except for a few instances I have avoided including mixed drink recipes, preferring to focus attention on the spirits themselves. Readers interested in how spirits are used in cocktails may want to look into this book’s companion volume, my Complete Book of Mixed Drinks, or one of the several other excellent books available on the subject of mixology.

A NOTE ON THE RATING SYSTEM

Spirits evaluation is necessarily subjective, and even two experts may have radically differing opinions about the merits of a particular product. Rather than assign a fixed numerical score for each spirit listed in this book, I have chosen instead to indicate relative merit by means of a system of one to four stars. Buyers should evaluate the quality-to-price ratio to determine which individual spirits may best suit their needs.
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A world-class spirit representing the pinnacle of its type.
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An exceptional spirit worth a special search.
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A fine spirit of its type, although not exceptional.

[image: image]

A decent spirit of average quality.

A WORD ABOUT PRICING

Spirit prices will vary considerably across the country, and not every spirit mentioned here will be available in every market. A general price range for each product is indicated by the following symbols.
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Over $200.
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$50 to $200.
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$20 to $50.

[image: image]

Under $20.









CHAPTER ONE

vodka



In the past several years vodka has become the best-selling spirit in the world, and its popularity is still growing. In the United States sales have reached beyond the forty-million-case mark and show no signs of abating. There are more than three hundred brands of vodka currently sold in the United States. What makes vodka so popular? Perhaps its versatility is a factor. Vodka can be infused with flavors, mixed in cocktails, appreciated neat or over ice. It can be sipped or slugged. It is famous as an accompaniment to caviar, and complements rich and spicy food. It can be made from almost any agricultural ingredient; grain, vegetable, even fruit. It has a mysterious history and inspires great affection; its name even means “dear little water” in Russian, shortened from zhizennia voda, “water of life.” To some, it seems, vodka is as necessary as water.

WHAT IS VODKA?

In Russia and Poland vodka has many nicknames, such as “Hot Water,” “the Monopolka,” “the Bubble,” “Crankshaft,” “the Bitter Stuff,” “the White Stuff.” The United States Alcohol and Tobacco Tax and Trade Bureau, though, defines vodka as “neutral spirits distilled from any material at or above 190 degrees of proof, reduced to not more than 110 nor less than 80 degrees of proof, and after such reduction in proof treated by one of the three methods set forth therein so that the resulting product would be without distinctive character, aroma, or taste.” Federal regulations also require that the distillate, after treatment, be stored only in metal, porcelain, or glass containers or paraffin-lined tanks.

Vodka is made from a fermented mash, water, and ethyl alcohol. Unlike other spirits, which are defined by how and where they’re made (brandy has to be made from fruit, rum from sugar beets or cane, tequila from the juice of the blue agave; Scotch has to come from Scotland and cognac comes only from France) vodka can be made anywhere from any raw carbohydrates that will ferment. Grains such as rye, corn, or wheat, or produce such as potatoes, beets, or sugar beets, can be the mash base for vodka. There is even a classy French grape vodka. The organic congeners that give character to Scotch, bourbon, tequila, and brandy are filtered out of vodka by a charcoal filtration process. Fuller’s earth, quartz sand, and even diamond dust have also been used in the filtering process, in the effort to create a mystically “pure” vodka. In fact, there is no such thing as absolutely pure vodka. The trace elements that remain after the filtration help give each vodka brand its unique character.

PURE, CLEAN WATER

Water is the single most important ingredient in vodka and the one that lends this refined spirit most of its character. The Russians claim that “living water” from their rivers and lakes is what makes their vodkas stand apart from those produced elsewhere. The quest for pure water has taken the Finns to underground streams, inspired the Americans to invent more elaborate water softeners and filtration systems, and even led one producer to melt chunks of ancient icebergs with the theory that the older the water, the purer it will be. One company in Poland uses a water-softening system to create its unique “water.”

Standard U.S. production of vodka often includes the purchase of neutral grain spirits at a high proof (190 or above), which are then filtered, diluted to bottle strength, labeled, and shipped. Producers of imported vodkas and smaller-batch vodkas make their neutral grain spirit from scratch so they have complete control over the process from the beginning to end. Some of the new small-batch vodkas include Teton Glacier Potato Vodka from Idaho and Tito’s Handmade Vodka from Texas. The field is being redefined again by larger brands such as Grey Goose, from France, and Chopin and Belvedere, both from Poland. There are also currently vodkas from many places with no traditional history of vodka production, including Scotland (Brilliant and Hendricks), Denmark (Frïs, Danzka, and Danaka), and Ireland (Boru). Add recently arrived Mor and Stön from Estonia and Zyr and Charodei from Russia, and you have an enormous selection of premium spirits to explore.

FLAVORED VODKAS

While gin and aquavits can be considered a form of flavored vodka, it wasn’t until 1996, when Stolichnaya introduced Stoli Limon, that distillers began to add everything from peppermint to pineapple to their vodkas. The trend created a whole new rainbow era of mixed drinks such as the blood orange vodkatini and the key lime vodka gimlet. In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries Russians mixed vodka with sweet syrup for women (men were supposedly macho enough to drink theirs straight up), and they have also infused vodkas with spices and fruits for centuries. However, it would take another four hundred years for the practice of flavoring to catch up with the West.

Now flavored vodkas have become very popular on the cocktail circuit. Distillers all over the world are adding natural flavoring materials to their spirits, with and without sugar. It’s clear that flavored vodkas are here to stay. When vodka is flavored, the name of the flavoring must appear on the label. Almost any spice, flavoring, or fruit can be infused into vodka. Some of the more popular flavorings are bilberry, blood orange, butterscotch, capsicum pepper, cherry, chocolate, cinnamon, clove, cranberry, currant, grapefruit, jalapeño, lime, lemon, Madagascar vanilla, mandarin orange, nutmeg, and raspberry. Depending on the brand and the sugar added, these flavors can range from too sweet to subtle. Some will prove delightful for sipping, while others are best served with mixers.

A RUSSIAN HISTORY OF VODKA

Vodka, an original eastern European beverage, appeared in either Russia or Poland around the thirteenth century. Much like its nearest relation, gin, this white spirit was originally used medicinally. But, as vodka is a step in the process on the way to gin, it is easier to distill. The word “vodka” is primarily attributed to the Russians. Originally called zhizennia voda, which translates to “water of life,” the name was shortened to voda and eventually to the diminutive vodka, which literally means “dear little water.” This link to water is appropriate for a spirit that stakes its reputation on purity.




How to Flavor Vodka at Home

Making your own flavored vodkas is very easy and requires nothing more than a few common kitchen utensils, vodka, a bottle, and flavorings. Use fresh ingredients, preferably organic. If you are not sure a plant is safe for consumption, do not use it. A number of books and websites can help you to identify edible plants. Search out ingredients at your local farmers market or specialty herb shop.

When creating flavored vodka at home, do not use plastic utensils or jars and bottles with rubber rings or plastic-lined lids. Instead, use a clean vodka bottle with a cork. Wash the fresh ingredients and let them dry completely. After they are dry, cut or crush your herbs. When peeling citrus fruits, use only the colored peel (the zest), not the white membrane. Berries can be put in whole. Place the prepared flavorings into the bottle. Add the vodka and seal the bottle. Let it sit for a week in a cool dark place. After the curing process, line a strainer with layers of cheesecloth and place it over a large glass container. Strain the vodka into the container (remember, no plastic). Use a wooden spoon to press lightly on the flavorings in the strainer, as you want the flavorings, not the whole herbs and peels, in the spirit.

If you want to make a sweet version, mix 1 cup of sugar and ½ cup of water in a saucepan, heat the mixture, and boil for several minutes to make simple syrup. Allow the mixture to cool to room temperature. When the syrup is cooled you may add it to the strained vodka. Decant the vodka into a bottle with a cork. Seal, label, and refrigerate.

Sample Recipe
 Lemon Rosemary Flavoring

1 tablespoon fresh rosemary leaves (rub together to release their aroma)

2 three-inch-long strips of lemon peel (no white membrane)

4 coriander seeds (crush with the flat side of a chef’s knife)

1 bottle of vodka

Simple Syrup

1 cup sugar

½ cup water




Within Russia, opinions differ about who created the first distilled Russian vodka. Some credit the twelfth-century monks in the Russian monastery-fort of Viatka creating vodka as early as 1174, while others believe it was the fourteenth-century monks at the Chudov Monastery in the Kremlinand.

It is generally thought that the Chudov monks learned the art of distillation from their brothers in the Italian monasteries during the Ecumenical Council of the Roman Catholic Church in 1430. Isidor the Greek, imprisoned by Czar Vassily III in the Chudov Monastery for siding incorrectly on the schism between the Roman and Russian orthodoxy, is said to have spent a year in the monastery teaching the distillation process to the monks. As there were not abundant grapes available, as in Italy, he used grain. And for this he was allowed to escape. Chudov, by the way, means “miracle.”

The early “distillation” process practiced by the Italian monks originated in Arabia and came to Europe in the thirteenth century with a traveler, Raymond Lully. It is believed that Lully happened upon what he termed a “water spirit” while on the Arab-ruled island of Majorca. Genoan merchants who sold it as a medicinal balsam, and may have sparked the interest of the Italian monks, capitalized upon this elixir. Early distillation used freezing, aging, and seasoning, as well as using precipitation with isinglass, a gelatin from the air bladder of the sturgeon. Pot distillation was first used in Russia in the fifteenth century.

Most of the documents relating to vodka’s “birth” were destroyed in the seventeenth century when the Russian Orthodox Church deemed vodka an invention of the devil and obliterated any documentation that related to the drink’s development. Interestingly, in 1697 Peter the Great commissioned a study to find the origins of vodka, and almost executed the man who could find him no answer. An anonymous note in the hand of a monk pointed him to the Chudov Monastery. Peter was attempting to establish the drink as invented by the monarchy, and therefore under its control and jurisdiction. It is said, “He who controls vodka, controls Russia.” The church may have been acting against the drink as an instrument of the devil, or against the monarchy’s attempt to capitalize on its creation.

Wherever it got its official start, it’s clear that by 1505 vodka had definitely taken root in Russia. Swedes on an expedition to Moscow wrote of tasting the “burnt wine” during their stay. A few decades later, this “bread wine” (vodka) became hugely popular among the Russian peasants. Vodka became customary at festive dinners to toast the health of the sovereign, the sovereign’s spouse, the patriarch, famous dignitaries; basically anyone and everyone was deemed worthy of the raising of a glass. It was considered disrespectful not to participate in this binge drinking. These toasts gradually became a traditional element of any celebratory occasion. Vodka was shared at weddings, naming days, baptisms, and funerals.

Within twenty years Russians were in love with the new spirit. Drinking helped combat the inclement weather and softened the end of a hard workday. Vodka also served as a balm to the peasants living as serfs at the mercy of wealthy landowners. Over time as the czar enforced stricter restrictions and the peasants found themselves virtually enslaved, the ritual of drinking provided some consolation.

Sadly, the very conditions that drove the populace to vodka were worsened by increased public drunkenness. Rampant poverty and the ruin of the family structure eventually convinced Prince Ivan III to forbid the preparation of strong drink, but not before creating the first state vodka monopoly, which lasted until 1605. For a time spirits were lawful only on certain holidays. Of course people still drank. In 1552 Ivan IV, known as Ivan the Terrible, built a government-controlled kabak (tavern) for his palace guards. Here the men could drink as much as they wanted, but only during Holy Week and Christmas. Most communities in Russia adopted the idea of the tavern. By the early 1600s the kabaks were so prolific that Patriarch Nikon created a council to regulate taverns in order to generate revenue by taxation.

By 1648 a third of Russian males were in debt to the kabaks and public drunkenness was uncontrollable. Tavern owners in Moscow started calling in the debts, and a violent revolt broke out. The Great Tavern Revolt of 1648 soon spread to other, more rural towns. Peasants in the hinterlands were so besotted on vodka that they weren’t cultivating the land, and hence had no money to pay their bills.

In response, the clever and determined Russians began distilling a vodkalike drink at home. These home brews, made from any and all varieties of grain, were potent enough to strip the beard off a Cossack. Czar Aleksey came to power, and correctly suspecting that home brew was dangerous at best, lethal at worst, he permitted the purchase of “take-away” liquor. He ordered a kabak to be constructed in every town. Slowly but surely, the kabaks multiplied beyond measure. This pattern of abrogating the state monopoly on the control of liquor and then reinstating it would continue throughout Russia’s tumultuous history.

Aleksey’s son, Peter the Great, assumed power in 1682, bringing Russia into the modern age. Standing six feet, eight inches tall, he was said to be able to drink up to twenty glasses or two liters of vodka a day. He is also rumored to have forced latecomers to his parties to drink entire bowls of vodka and encourage everyone else to watch the effects for entertainment. Vodka, though, was still by law only to be imbibed on weekends or holidays.

From this time on, a system of licensing rights to sell alcohol existed, whereby those who held licenses to produce could sell as much alcohol as the market would bear to recoup the license fee. Vodka was produced by both state-owned distilleries and landowning aristocrats. By 1759 sales from liquor made up 20 percent of the Russian government’s income.

In 1765 Catherine the Great made it illegal for anyone but the aristocracy to produce vodka. All other distilleries were destroyed. Most of the vodka the aristocrats produced was flavored. The vodka was made with high-quality ingredients, including filtered water. The flavor was added after the third run, and the vodka was then distilled a fourth time. This flavored spirit was of the highest quality. Landowners even prided themselves on having flavors for every letter of the Russian alphabet, from acorn to dill to sage.

The next big change in vodka’s development came in the early 1860s. Charcoal began to be used as a filter because it would absorb the flavors of the cogeners. Cogeners are organic compounds from the highly aromatic and flavorful substances present in wine and liquors. Found naturally in grapes and other fruit used to make wine, cogeners are also by-products of yeast fermentation, distillation processes, and the period of aging in wood. Charcoal filtration removed these particles from the vodka and rendered it not only virtually tasteless, but also clean and clear. The first person to use the charcoal filtration process was Piotr Arsenyevitch Smirnov.

By 1860 Alexander I could not ignore the fact that 40 percent of the government’s income came from the sale of liquor. He set up a savvy dual-taxation system that would tax distillers according to output and retailers according to sales. In spite of the new taxes, legal vodka consumption increased, and taverns and liquor shops proliferated. Bootlegging boomed, too. Simply put, drinking was more popular than ever.

By 1894 drunkenness was (again) a serious issue in Russia. Czar Alexander III launched a program to improve the quality of vodka in hopes of getting the peasants to buy state vodka and give up their inferior home brew. The theory was this: If government vodka was better and less expensive, peasants would gladly stop distilling at home. With this in mind, Dmitry Mendeleyev (the god of Russian chemistry and inventor of the periodic table of the elements) developed a new process to distill vodka. Since the time of the monks, processing equal volumes of alcohol and water with trace additives was the widely accepted recipe for vodka. Mendeleyev altered the process and changed the proportion of alcohol to water by calculating the weight of the liquids, not the amounts. This process resulted in an optimum alcohol level of 40 percent, giving the spirit more kick and at the same time making it more efficient to produce.

While Mendeleyev’s discovery improved the quality of vodka, it did nothing to make the peasants more docile. In fact, hostilities between the people and the czar were nearing a breaking point. Spurred on by harsh state rules, which confined liquor sales to state liquor stores and prohibited alcohol in restaurants, the people turned to bootlegging in unprecedented numbers. Flouting these laws, the populace drank their purchased state vodka on the street and smuggled it into cheap eating establishments. While the monopoly was intended to separate drinking from eating, all this vodka on an empty stomach did nothing to abate public displays of drunkenness.

It’s estimated that by 1913, half of all peasant liquor sales were from bootlegging. For every ten households there was a bootlegging establishment. As in the past, great loss of income, property, and life can be attributed to alcoholism in the final days of the czarist era. By the time of the accession of Nicholas II, the country was teetering on the brink of revolution. Many people blamed the government for their woes. Though Czar Nicholas II was a proponent of prohibition, he was known to drink socially, so he was considered a hypocrite. Many felt his greed was poisoning the people with alcohol while the wealthy hid behind their gated homes enjoying all sorts of vices.

With the seeds of dissent firmly sown, it was just a matter of time before a Bolshevik revolution set Russia on fire, as it did in 1917. At the onset of the revolution, vodka production was banned. Many of the families who had manufactured it fled the country rather than have their throats slit by angry hordes bent on doing away with the aristocracy. Ironically, the incredible success of vodka in the West has its roots in the exile of Russian distillers. Before the momentous events of 1917, this clear, fiery spirit was essentially a regional drink, confined mainly to Russia and Poland. For a hundred years before the revolution, the Smirnov family had been Russia’s leading distillers. They garnered extreme wealth, and developed a close relationship with the czar and the rest of the royal household. But the violent upheaval of 1917 changed all that. Only one of Piotr Smirnov’s three sons managed to escape the onslaught. His name was Vladimir and, after fleeing through Turkey and Poland, he eventually settled in Paris.

A POLISH HISTORY OF VODKA

The Poles claim that their vodka, originally called gorzalka, was developed somewhere between the eighth and the twelfth centuries. This early spirit was derived from frozen wine. Because alcohol has a higher freezing point, what wine was left unfrozen was greatly concentrated. Once the ice was cast off, the fermented liquid was, in the most rudimentary sense, distilled. More advanced distillation techniques weren’t discovered until the 1400s. Initially the Poles used the spirit medicinally, but Polish historians claim that by 1405 Poles were incorporating the new distillation techniques to make a beverage-quality spirit. They also claim that around this time, vodka reached Russia via Poland.

The story of vodka in Poland has a similar plot to that in Russia. In 1550 all Poles were allowed to produce and sell alcohol by their king, Jan Olbracht. When he noticed that the business had become surprisingly lucrative, the king rescinded his permission and turned exclusive rights of production to the gentry. In 1648, the same year as the Russian Tavern Revolt, Polish peasants in the Ukraine rebelled against landowners and wreaked their vengeance on tax collectors and rural tavern keepers. Though the revolt was quashed, the Polish infrastructure was weakened and the impoverished country seemed an easy target to its invading neighbors. In 1772 Poland ceased to exist and was partitioned off to Russia, Prussia, and Austria-Hungary.

During the next 150 years, while Poland was under foreign rule, Polish distillers continued to develop flavored and specialty vodkas. Most importantly, they turned their attention to the potato. Remember that, at this time, vodka was mainly made from grain. But that great American tuber, the potato, was just being introduced into the European marketplace. It soon became an attractive raw material for the production of vodka in Poland. Potatoes were much more expensive than their grain counterparts, but the resulting spirit was incomparably smoother. Johann Joachim Becher had developed the method of producing spirits from potatoes in 1669, but it wasn’t until 1798 that the first instructions for a “practical new way of distilling vodka from potatoes” was published. The Poles’ techniques for distilling vodka advanced in the scientific climate of the day, and eventually resulted in triple distillation.

Today a number of the Polish distilleries established in the 1800s are still making vodka, and Polish brands are becoming more and more common on shelves in the United States and elsewhere. Since the 1820s potatoes have been the dominant base of Polish vodka, even though it is five to six times more expensive to use potato as a raw material than grain.

VODKA EMIGRATES WEST

Vladimir Smirnov had been stripped of his fortune, but he still had the ability to make great vodka. With the help of other Russian exiles, he started a small distillery in France. As he set up his shop, Vladimir changed the family name to Smirnoff, the French spelling. In the 1920s he sold the American rights to Smirnoff to Rudolph Kunnett, a Ukranian. Kunnett struggled to get Smirnoff into the marketplace. There was little awareness of vodka in the West, and public reluctance to try something new resulted in sluggish sales. At this time advertising efforts were rudimentary, and channels for publicizing a new product were few and far between. Kunnett had to figure out a way to sell a tasteless, odorless spirit, better known for what it didn’t taste like than for what it did. As his financial hardships worsened, he luckily partnered with one John G. Martin of Hartford, Connecticut. Martin was president of beverage giant Heublein, and he believed he could turn vodka into gold.

Vodka didn’t take the world by storm quite yet, but modest quantities of Smirnoff trickled into various markets. In the 1920s Paris began to embrace vodka, and it was here that one of the most popular vodka drinks, the Bloody Mary, was born. Created by American expatriate Fernand “Pete” Petiot, head bartender at the Ritz Hotel in the 8th arrondissement, the concoction was equal parts tomato juice and vodka. Originally administered to hungover hotel patrons (the Ritz being a full-service establishment!), the cocktail was christened Bloody Mary by a patron who said it reminded him of the Bucket of Blood club in Chicago, and he knew a woman there named Mary. The sanguine drink became an instant favorite in European circles. When Petiot moved back to New York in 1934 to run the legendary King Cole Bar in the St. Regis Hotel, he introduced the Bloody Mary to savvy New Yorkers. They asked him to spice up the drink, so the inventive mixologist added jalapeños, Worcestershire, lemon, cayenne, and Tabasco sauce. The hard-to-please Manhattanites were pleased indeed. Petiot had created a drink that in time would become an American classic.

Heublein executives expected vodka sales to improve after Prohibition ended in 1933, but sales of vodka languished at about six thousand cases a year. The suits, spin doctors, and bean counters were at a loss on how to raise vodka’s profile. According to Heublein lore, credit for the transformation of vodka from a fringe spirit enjoyed by a few sophisticates to a drink preferred by millions goes to an enterprising salesman in South Carolina named Ed Wooten. Wooten is credited with introducing the transparent spirit in an unusual manner that caught the consumer’s imagination. It all came about by a lucky accident. After Heublein bought Smirnoff’s, extra vodka was being bottled in the Connecticut plant in advance of moving the works to Hartford. Things were going along smoothly when the plant ran out of vodka-labeled corks. The company also made whiskey, and the only corks in the plant were printed with the words “Smirnoff Whiskey.” The corks went into the bottles. Wooten started advertising the clear drink as “Smirnoff’s White Whiskey: No Taste, No Smell.” Consumers liked the fact that this curiously adaptable white “whiskey,” unlike the more overpowering brown spirits they knew, seemed to mix with just about anything short of castor oil. Whether the Heublein tale is true or not, vodka started to click. The “no taste, no smell” slogan eventually evolved into the classic “It will leave you breathless.”

Meanwhile, back in Mother Russia, vodka was still in the fore-front. In the 1920s, during a financial crisis, vodka labels had served in place of cash. On the literal front, vodka was doing hard service for the Russian military in their fight against the invading Nazi forces. During the war, every Russian soldier at the front was given a daily ration of a hundred grams of vodka to bolster troop spirits. It was believed to be an essential element in keeping the men in the trenches.

From the beginning America had been a whiskey-drinking nation, but in the late 1940s, after the end of World War II, the popularity of brown goods began to fade drastically. Brown spirits had a strongly defined taste and didn’t mix well with certain juices and mixers. And vast popular experience seemed to indicate that they left the drinker with a hangover. Vodka, on the other hand, was easy to mix, and the low congener content seemed to reduce the number of morning-after sick calls to the office.


This was the golden age of the big screen, and vodka began to take hold among the influential trendsetters of that little village known as Hollywood. The French-born cocktail, the Bloody Mary, became the best friend of all-night revelers in Hollywood clubs, and remains a much-prescribed “hangover cure” to this day. The other cocktail that contributed to vodka’s popularity among celebrities was the Moscow Mule. This mix of vodka, Schweppes Ginger Beer, and lime was created in 1946 by Jack Morgan, owner of the legendary bar and restaurant Cock ’n’ Bull, on the Sunset Strip. He was, however, aided and abetted by his friend John Martin, the president of Heublein. Morgan had a large surplus of ginger beer; Martin was seeking a way to spice up vodka. So they put their heads together and concocted the Moscow Mule. Served in a copper mug with a kicking mule on the side, the drink was pitched as “the drink with a kick like a mule.” This motto appealed to the party-hard Hollywood crowd. For decades, rows of copper mugs hung over the Cock ’n’ Bull bar bearing the names of the kings and queens of Hollywood, including Clark Gable, Carole Lombard, William Powell, Bette Davis, and Cary Grant.

By the early 1950s the booming popularity of such concoctions as the screwdriver, the vodka martini, and, most beloved of all, the Bloody Mary brought vodka into the mainstream. It seemed as if the party would never end, but it eventually did…and a different kind of party started: the sixties. Instead of sitting around boomerang-shaped bars in suburban homes having martinis, people were “tuning in, turning on, and dropping out.” The flip side of sixties drug culture was the health trend that swept the nation. Suddenly, taking care of yourself with a handful of vitamins in the morning and a little yoga in the evening was in. The Moscow Mule and other fifties cocktails seemed as old fashioned as sarsaparilla. That staple of 1950s business culture, the three-martini lunch, became an iced tea and mineral water nibble. The neon glow of cocktail culture started to flicker out. Vodka, like gin and other spirits, went into decline for nearly two decades.

It wasn’t until the early 1980s, when Absolut entered the market with sexy, eye-catching ads, that vodka became attractive to the younger generation. The introduction of Absolut from Sweden announced a new age of premium imported vodka. Since then the popularity of the vodka martini, or “vodkatini,” and the cosmopolitan have helped to solidify vodka’s place at the top of the spirit world with no challenger in sight.

Vodka’s 1980s popularity coincided with the demise of Communism. With markets now open, Eastern European countries could begin to flex their capitalist muscle and export their “authentic” vodkas to the United States. But the only Eastern European vodka with a foothold in America at this time was Stolichnaya (thanks to a reciprocal deal negotiated in the 1970s with Pepsi-Cola: In return for an exclusive shot at the vast Russian market, Pepsi agreed to distribute Stoli in the United States). The other two hugely successful imports came from Scandinavia—Absolut from Sweden and Finlandia from (where else?) Finland. Poland and Russia did finally, and aggressively, enter the American market in the late eighties and early nineties.

VODKA TODAY

Today sales of vodka have reached beyond the forty-million-case mark in the United States and show no sign of abating. Seven brands, headed by Smirnoff, account for nearly 50 percent of American vodka sales, but there are an additional three hundred brands jostling for position in this lucrative market.

An important submarket that has developed over the past ten years or so is the “premium” or “ultra-premium” vodka business. Marked by glorious packaging efforts and rather high prices, these vodkas are in sales overdrive. The category was up more than 40 percent in sales in 2002, and the increase has bred nothing but hope for fresh faces. Perhaps we can attribute this surge of interest in high-end brands to the indulgent nineties, which left affluent Americans with a distinct taste for massaged beef, four-dollar cups of coffee, and luxury spirits. Proving that the old marketing line about vodka having “no taste” is not really true, many of these premium vodka imports are distinctively flavored and therefore less likely to be used in mixed drinks. Instead, they’re popular with people who drink them straight or on the rocks, and treat them with the same respect one might lavish on fine brandy or single malt Scotch whisky.

The true vodka enthusiast feels that the choice of vodka as one’s drink affirms certain qualities. In the spirits world, vodka stands for purity, clarity, and the ability to be a good mixer, and we might say that vodka drinkers feel at home amid bright lights in the big city. At least for today’s Americans, vodka is an urban drink, consumed where there is movement and progress. (A lover of whiskey or tequila could be said to celebrate the virtues of village life and the ideals of tradition and familiarity.) Certainly, with its long and varied history, vodka will continue to evolve and fascinate well into the new millennium.


TASTING VODKA

A Vodka Tasting

Vodka has become so popular because many mixology mavens consider it the perfect base for cocktails. But to appreciate the beauty of vodka, one must drink it straight. One of the best ways to explore the surprisingly vivid flavor differences is to set up a tasting with friends.

If you have friends who are seasoned vodka drinkers you might want to select your vodkas by base ingredients. For example, set up a comparison between potato vodkas and those made from rye or wheat. Taste the potato vodka Spudka against Skyy, a corn-based vodka, and Absolut, a wheat vodka. You may want to select only brands from one country; choose three or four Russian vodkas, such as Stolichnaya, Cristall, and Charodei to taste their differences. Or make it a country versus country challenge: Russian vodkas versus Polish vodkas such as Wyborowa or Chopin. There are four subgroups that experts often use to make tasting categories: Russian, Polish, American, and Western European. These four subgroups alone could supply enough basic combinations to conduct tastings into the next millennium. Have fun with creating a theme for your tasting.

To prepare a tasting, vodka should be placed in the freezer overnight. This brings the liquor to its proper viscosity and flavor. To experience vodka completely, serve the spirit straight up in a glass.

Chimney-style glasses, such as a cognac glass between five and six ounces, are good for spirits, as they focus the nose. If they aren’t available, a brandy snifter or a six-ounce wineglass will work. Wash and dry glasses in nonchlorinated water before and between tastings or use a different glass for each spirit. Do not use plastic glasses! They’re petroleum-based and can greatly affect the aromas and tastes (and besides, they’re just plain inelegant).

You can place your glasses in the freezer an hour before the tasting. Once you pour the vodka in the glass, allow the vodka to warm up very slightly in your hands. This takes the freeze off. In addition to glasses you’ll want bottled spring water on hand for the cleansing of the palate and to add water to the spirits to see how their aromas change when mixed. Water will make the by-products of distillation more pronounced, enabling you to discern the good and the bad (and any ugly) aromas.

Have food on hand that is spicy, salty, and fun to eat. Nibbling on food helps clear the palate from earlier tastings. The classic vodka food is caviar with blinis. Anchovies, herring, and spicy foods such as Thai, Szechwan, Mexican, or Indian are also great complements to vodka. The foods should be easy to handle and available to munch on between drinks. Keep the competing tastes from the food to a minimum so your taste buds don’t have to work overtime.

What to Look for While Tasting

Once the vodka is poured, you can begin your tasting. It’s a good idea to have notepads out so you and your friends can write down notes as you go to make it easier to recollect the experience of each spirit. There are three senses involved in tasting of vodka: sight, smell, and taste.

Appearance. Hold the vodka glass up to the light and look at the liquid’s clarity, texture, and luminescence. Note whether there are any unusual characteristics. For example, some vodkas have bluish, yellow, or green tints. Fine vodka has a thick and creamy texture when frozen. You can observe the “legs,” the trails the spirit leaves as it washes against the inside of the glass. Look for clarity and luster.

Aroma or “nose.” As you swirl the vodka in your glass, smell the vodka. A good vodka will have a creamy, sweet, or grainy fragrance. Bad vodka will smell medicinal or aggressive with a harsh odor of ethyl spirits.

Taste. Sip the drink gently and examine the taste and any other sensations, such as the characteristic “burn” of alcohol. Let the vodka rest on your palate while exhaling through your nose. Then swallow and note the aftertaste. There are a number of characteristics to look for in the taste. Is the sensation sweet or dry, complex or simple? Is the texture oily, chewy, or clean? Note whether the flavor and sensation fill the whole mouth or only parts of it; practicing does train your senses to discern more and more intricate qualities of vodkas and of all spirits. Note: It is advisable to provide spit buckets and encourage participants to spit rather than swallow, especially if you are tasting six or more vodkas.

Consider the aftertaste. Each brand will have a surprisingly unique second life after you swallow (or spit). Is the aftertaste long or short? The finish or aftertaste should linger, perhaps for several seconds. A lower-quality vodka will have a short aftertaste. Second, cleanse your palate with room-temperature spring water, then down a sip of the spirit without letting it linger in your mouth. Compare the two experiences and their aftertastes.

Finally, taste the vodka again, this time with food. This helps round out the taste experience and gives you a full impression of the vodka.


HOW TO ENJOY VODKA

There are three ways to enjoy vodka: straight up, on the rocks, or in mixed drinks. The practice of drinking vodka straight up and icy cold came from the origins of the drink. Originally called “wine,” vodkas were stored in cellars in casks. Because of its alcohol content, the spirit didn’t freeze solid and was drinkable even in the dead of winter. The drink was poured straight and enjoyed with meals all day long. Some people prefer their vodka to be refrigerator cold, not freezer cold. It’s all a matter of taste. While vodka purists will not water down their vodka with ice, it is perfectly acceptable to have vodka on the rocks in a highball glass. As a mixed drink base, vodka has no peer. The popularity of vodka as a base for mixed drinks is legendary, from the classic Bloody Mary to the trendy blood orange vodkatini. Try one of the recipes below.


French Martini

1¼ ounces vodka

4 ounces Chambord

1 ounce pineapple juice

Combine all ingredients in a cocktail shaker over a scoop of crushed ice. Stir carefully. Strain into a chilled martini glass. Garnish with a pineapple wedge.




Sake to Me

1 ounce vodka

1 ounce chilled plum wine

1 ounce cranberry juice

½ ounce lemon juice

½ ounce pineapple juice

Combine all ingredients in a cocktail shaker over a scoop of crushed ice. Shake to blend. Strain cocktail into a chilled martini glass. Garnish with a lemon wedge.




BRAND PROFILES

ABSOLUT. Made in Åhus, Sweden, this is the world’s third largest premium spirits brand. The name comes from the phrase “Absolut renat Brännvin,” which means “absolutely pure vodka.” It is sold in 125 markets with worldwide sales of more than 7 million cases, 4.5 million of which are in the United States. Since beginning exports of Absolut in 1979, the brand has been the number one imported vodka in America. The award-winning marketing campaign for Absolut, first conceived by spirits guru Michel Roux, was groundbreaking. A first-rate advertising campaign featuring artwork by more than 350 gallery luminaries, including Andy Warhol, Keith Haring, and Edward Ruscha, helped Absolut become the best selling of all imports. The two decades of clever and visually stunning ads inspired a coffee-table book titled The Absolut Vodka Advertising Story. Today the ads continue to break new ground in communicating the brand’s image of clarity, sophistication, and style. Made from winter wheat, the vodka has a smooth malt essence with a hint of dried fruit. The classic bottle shape, which has become an unmistakable icon over the past twenty years, was inspired by the design of a traditional Swedish medicine bottle.

 

BELVEDERE. Created from hand-selected Polish rye, Belvedere is made in a tiny distillery in Poland in the region of Masovia, where the Poles believe the first vodka was produced. Named for Belvedere House, the Polish equivalent of the White House, the spirit is quadruple-distilled and filtered through a natural filter of diatomaceous earth and charcoal. It has a faint vanilla nose, a slight taste of rye, and a creamy sensation on the palate. A crisp, clear spirit with a bright aroma of spice, citrus, caraway, herbs, and vanilla, Belvedere is considered one of the finest distilled vodkas.

 

KETEL ONE. This Dutch vodka is the original ultra-premium vodka. Privately owned, the company has been in the same family for ten generations. The vodka is made using traditional family methods created by the distillery founder, Joannes Nolet, who first created this vodka in 1691. A wheat-based spirit, Ketel One is hand-distilled using the original copper pot stills, with hand-stoked fires, the same method set forth four hundred years ago. The brand was first exported to America as far back as 1867, but failed to catch on. Ketel was not exported to America again until the 1980s. Every batch of Ketel One is tasted by a member of the Nolet family for approval. Carl Nolet, Sr., the chairman of the company in Holland, is the only person to have the distilling recipe. In 1982 Ketel One sold just seventy-six hundred cases, but the product was selling over a million cases by 1992. The company also produces Ketel One Citroen.

 

SKYY. In 1992 inventor Maurice Kanbar, the founder of Skyy Vodka, was looking for a way to enjoy drinks without the resulting morning-after headache. He knew that the brown spirits definitely caused the dreaded hangover because of the high level of congeners in the spirits. While a fan of vodka, he felt that there was another level of purity to reach with vodka spirits. He came up with a process of distillation that became the basis for creating Skyy vodka. When the spirit turned out to be smoother than any vodka he’d ever tried, he knew he had to come up with a name that fit. Kanbar wanted a name that conveyed the quality of the spirit. He first thought of giving it a Russian name like “Prince Romanoff,” but it didn’t really fit. In a quandary he let the question ruminate in his mind.

A few days later he was looking out the window of his office at San Francisco Bay. It was one of those truly gorgeous, blue-sky afternoons where everything shimmers. He noted the blue of the sky and he knew he’d found his name! Calling his patent attorney, Kanbar told him that he wanted to patent the name Sky for his vodka. The attorney was set against it: The word was too universal, he’d have to find another name. Not to be deterred, Mr. Kanbar came up with the clever solution of adding the extra “y,” and thus Skyy was born. Skyy, a corn-based vodka made in Illinois and bottled in Northern California, is the fastest growing spirit globally and the leading domestic super-premium vodka in the United States. Skyy’s state-of-the-art process of quadruple distillation and triple filtration yields dependably pure and ultimately smooth vodka. In addition to 80 proof Skyy Vodka, Skyy produces Skyy Cosmo Mix, a nonalcoholic cosmopolitan mixer, and Skyy Blue, a flavored malt beverage jointly marketed with Miller Brewing Company.

 

STOLICHNAYA. The original Stolichnaya distillery is located in the tiny town of Irkutsk in the depths of the Siberia, where Stoli has been made for more than ninety-five years using the waters of nearby Lake Baikal, one of the great natural wonders of the world. The water that comes from Lake Baikal is absolutely pure and has left scientists baffled for decades: There’s no known reason for the lake’s purity. Locals don’t question why; they just know the water makes Stolichnaya superior. Using only the purest natural ingredients, the vodka undergoes a double charcoal filtration process, followed by a third filtration process they call mirror filtration (named so for the almost reflective quality the final filtering process gives the vodka). The bottles are washed inside with vodka prior to filling, ensuring that no water remaining in the bottles will dilute the proper proof. Over sixty million cases are produced annually, making Stoli the largest spirit brand in the world. Today Stolichnaya is produced at ten different distilleries in Russia, so the quality of the product may vary slightly within the label itself. But Stoli’s reputation as a top vodka is unquestioned.

 

SMIRNOFF. As the first vodka introduced to the United States in 1934, Smirnoff was the vodka that began the slow but steady pace that would lead vodka to worldwide domination of the white spirits category. Founded in the 1860s, the Trading House of Piotr A. Smirnov was established in Moscow to produce vodka. Smirnov was the first distiller to use charcoal in the filtration process and continuous distillation to ensure a consistent quality product—two additions to the distillation technique that would revolutionize vodka manufacturing. As a result of its purity and quality, Smirnov Vodka became the most popular drink at the Russian Court. In 1886 the czar awarded Smirnov the distinction of Purveyor to the Russian Court. When the Russian Revolution broke out in 1917, all private businesses were confiscated. The Smirnov family lost their distillery and fled the country. One of Piotr’s sons, Vladimir, made his way to Turkey, and then on to Paris, where he adopted the French spelling of the family name and began distilling vodka in France. In 1934 the Smirnoff company came to the United States and was the first vodka introduced to American drinkers. As the company
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