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The Age of Punch as seen by its grandsons

  AUTHOR’S COLLECTION

INVOCATION

In the Age of Chaos, long before the creation of the Cocktail, Spirituous and Aqueous, Thick and Thin, Sweet and Sharp and Unctuous were all tumbled together in One Undifferentiated Mass without Form or Order. Then from the East there rose a Sun to dry the Wet and distill the Light from the Heavy. And then all Drinks began to know their Proper Kinds and submit the Willfulness of their Doing to the Correction of Just Reason. That Sun had a Name, and that Name was Punch.




PREFACE

This book is about Punch. And by “Punch,” I don’t mean the stuff sluiced around at fraternity mixers—several 1.75-liter handles of whatever hooch is the cheapest, diluted with a random array of sodas and ersatz juices and ladled elegantly forth from a plastic trash can. Nor do I mean the creative concoctions proffered by feature articles on stylish entertaining—light, colorful things that are all fizz and fruit and are far too eager to please to be taken seriously as a delivery system for beverage alcohol.a

In short, there are lots of “punches” this book isn’t about. But you wouldn’t expect a serious book on the Martini (such things do   exist) to waste a lot of time on the so-called Chocolate Martini or, in fact, on anything not containing gin, vermouth and practically nothing else that tries to pass itself off as a Martini—to say nothing of the “x-tini,” where x ≠ “Mar.” And this is a serious book about Punch—well, as serious as a book can be that tells the story of a means of communal inebriation and its associated traditions, supported by a slew of sometimes rather fiddly formulae for re-creating drinks that haven’t been tasted by humankind in at least a century and a half. In any case, it’s the first of its kind, and as such, it’s going to discriminate.

The fact that nobody’s published a real book about Punch before is in and of itself a remarkable thing. Open just about any volume written in English between the late 1600s and the mid 1800s that deals with the details of day-to-day life and odds are sooner or later somebody’s going to brew up a bowl of the stuff—Behn, Defoe, Addison and Steele, Swift, Pope, Fielding, Richardson, Smollett, Sheridan, Boswell, Burney, Edgeworth, Austen, Coleridge, Byron, Thackeray, Dickens, world without end. The rakes of the Restoration knew it, William and Mary’s subjects drank it readily, the reigns of the three Georges were damp with it—very damp—and the Regency was well steeped indeed. George Washington enjoyed it, and Thomas Jefferson owed a part of his property to it. For some two hundred years, Punch—at base a simple combination of distilled spirits, citrus juice, sugar, water and a little spice—was the reigning monarch of the kingdom of mixed drinks. If nothing else, it has stories to tell.

Most of Punch’s stories are of warm fellowship and conviviality and high-spirited gatherings afloat on oceans of witty talk. But it would be disingenuous to pretend that there aren’t also plenty of battles and brawls and all the other products of the temporary madness that overtakes even the strongest-headed when they’ve consumed more distilled spirits than they can keep track of. For every cozy evening like the ones the settled Sussex townsman and diarist Thomas Turner used to spend, back in the days of George III, drinking Punch made from smuggled French brandy with his  fellow tradesmen, there was one like Captain Drake’s in early 1709, when he sat up guzzling Arrack Punch with three fashionable whores in his cell in London’s Newgate Prison, where he was being held for treason under arms. “On a sudden some difference arose between the ladies,” he later recalled, causing them to engage in “bloodshed and battery” until they were exhausted and their clothes and coiffures in tatters—at which point they patched themselves up as best they could, rearranged their hair, and called for another bowl.

But sufficient as it may be, the chance to retail a few drams of damp anecdotes is far from the only reason to write a book about Punch. Recent years have seen public interest in the fine art of mixing drinks fizz up to an almost alarming level, spawning a number of surprisingly sober books on the subject—books that focus almost obsessively on the craft and history of the Cocktail. (I myself have written three.) Almost without exception, these books have focused on the American part of the story—the part that begins with the Sling, the Cocktail, the Mint Julep and all the other ancestral “American sensations,” progenitors of pretty much every mixed drink we lap up today save Vodka and Red Bull, and you could even squeeze that one in among the Slings if you were to rub it with a little Vaseline first.

We don’t know who first came up with the Julep or the Cocktail or indeed almost any of the foundational American drinks. But somebody had to teach those anonymous folk geniuses how to mix drinks. Mixology might be simple enough, as far as crafts go, but it still has its secrets, its right ways and wrong ways, its tricks and traditions. Indeed, by 1806, when the Cocktail was first defined in print, concerned men and women had been grappling for two centuries and more with all the issues of balance, potency and proper service that mixing drinks with distilled spirits raises. Admittedly, in the larger scheme of things, these are pretty trivial—unless, that is, you’ve just laid down good coin for a drink, coin that was earned by the sweat of your brow (or whatever other part of your body you sweat with). In that case, it has real meaning whether  the drink you’re about to taste was assembled by a ham-handed ignoramus who’s making it up as he goes along or by someone who has spent a few years absorbing the best practices of the job from people who really know their onions.

In the early days of the American republic, when this quintessentially American art was first finding its legs, the best practices with which the wide-awake young men behind the bar had been indoctrinated were British, developed across the Atlantic and transplanted in American soil, and the laboratory in which they had been developed was the Punch bowl. We don’t know precisely who invented Punch in the first place, nor are we ever likely to. But we don’t know who invented the Martini, either, or the original Cocktail. Such is the history of mixed drinks. We do know that if Punch wasn’t the first mixed drink powered by distilled spirits, it was certainly the first globally popular one—spirits-drinking’s killer app, as it were—and that its first unambiguous appearance in writing was in a letter by an Englishman. Whoever might have invented it, it was Englishmen, or at least Britons, who fostered the formula, spread it to their neighbors, took it all around the world.

Although when I say “Englishmen,” I am doing a great injustice, as much if not most of the mixing of drinks that was done in England in the eighteenth century was not done by men at all. Bartending was a woman’s job. That’s not to say that no men ever performed it, but the standard setup was the man as proprietor, host, bouncer and business manager, while the ones who drew the drinks and served them were female—in fact, they were often the proprietor’s daughters, the prettier the better. As Thomas Brown observed in 1700, “Every Coffee-House is illuminated both without and within Doors; without by a fine Glass Lanthorn, and within by a Woman . . . light and splendid,” whose job was not only to serve the customer but to chaff him and flirt with him and draw him in. I suspect that the freedom the modern bartender possesses to banter with a customer, a thing not common in the service professions, was fought for and won by those Punch-slinging young barmaids of three hundred years ago.
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“The Pretty Bar Maid,” Thomas Rowlandson, 1795

  BRITISH MUSEUM

Like all the best and most enduring culinary preparations, Punch was a simple formula that could grow in complexity with its executor’s skill and available resources. During the two centuries of its hegemony, British Punch-makers, generously endowed with both, used them to develop a good many of what we consider today to be the hallmarks of the American school of mixing drinks. The appreciation of which liquors and wines complement each other and which don’t; the ins and outs of balancing sweet and sour; the use of liqueurs and various flavored syrups for sweetening; the salutary effects of Champagne and sparkling water on drink and drinker; the affinities between certain citrus fruits and certain spirits (e.g., the orange and brandy, the lime and rum); the use of eggs, dairy products and gelatin as smoothing agents—the list is both long and technical, descending into the minutiae of proportion, technique and even garnish.

The chance to explore the British foundations of modern mixology and, even better, to delve into the rich and mostly unmined quarry of anecdote that stemmed from it is certainly motivation enough to write a book and, I hope, for people to read it. Yet there’s  another, even better reason, but to explain it I’m going to have to stoop to autobiography.




HOW TO WIN FRIENDS AND INTOXICATE PEOPLE

Ten years ago, I fell into a job writing about Cocktails. It began as an amusing sideline, something to have a little fun with while I pursued a career as professor of English literature. But it turned out that mixing up Sazerac Cocktails and Green Swizzles, researching their histories and writing anecdotal little essays about them for  Esquire magazine’s website was not only more fun than grading papers and trying to keep classes full of hormone-buzzed sophomores focused on the tribulations of King Lear but also—to me, anyway—considerably more satisfying. Perhaps I lacked academic seriousness. In any case, before very long the sideline metastasized into a career.

Being a professional Cocktail geek brought its own peculiar challenges. One of them was what to do at parties. Spending all this time in the company of delightful drinks, I wanted to share—friends don’t let friends drink Vodka Tonics, not when they could be absorbing iced dewdrops crafted from good gin or straight rye whiskey, fresh-squeezed juices, rare bitters and liqueurs and, of course, lots of love. But bartending is hard work, and after a couple of years’ worth of parties spent measuring, shaking, stirring, spilling, fumbling for ingredients, fielding requests for Vodka Tonics and, worst of all, never getting a chance to actually talk to anyone, I was willing to relinquish the spotlight and the performative glory of mixing drinks in front of people for a little hanging out and cocktail party chitchat. Perhaps it was time to take a second look at Punch. After all, the old bartender’s guides I’d been steadily accumulating had clutches of large-bore recipes tucked away at the back, and if these were anywhere near as tasty as the Cocktails I’d been successfully extracting from them . . .

My first attempts to fill the Punch bowl, however, were amateur at best. I treated the recipes as mere guidelines, changing things for convenience and cost and because surely I knew better than the mustachioed old gent whose work I was interpreting. Used to making Cocktails, where dilution is a no-no, I would cut back the seemingly excessive amounts of water the recipes called for. The result, of course, was chaos. I remember, dimly, one summer afternoon when I made the famous Philadelphia Fish-House Punch for the first time, leaving in the copious amounts of rum and brandy but omitting most of the water. Fortunately, it was at a house party out in the country, and nobody had to drive. Or even walk, for that matter. Even staying pantsed was somewhat of a challenge. Other times, I’d skimp on the ice, think nothing of using powdered nutmeg instead of grating it fresh, splash in Technicolor arrays of clashing liqueurs, substitute cheap bourbon for good cognac or ginger ale for Champagne and a host of other things too embarrassing to relate.

Eventually, though, I began to learn. I had help. Friends shared their expertise, their space, their liquor and, most importantly, themselves. It’s not Punch if there’s nobody to drink it. Ted “Dr. Cocktail” Haigh, who had put in some sterling work at the Punch bowl, was happy to share the fruits of his experience (for the record, his Bimbo Punch is a thing of beauty). Sherwin Dunner, friend to every living hot jazz musician, hosted some memorable evenings, where the Punch flowed like ditchwater and the music reached an authentic speakeasy-era level of abandon. Nick Noyes and Jessica Monaco provided guinea pigs in their dozens and in their hundreds and the booze with which to water them—and, even better, an appreciation for precisely the sort of recherché, historic formula that appealed to me. There’s something stirring about gazing across a sweeping lawn full of people all mildly intoxicated on Captain Radcliffe’s Punch, a recipe that hadn’t seen the light of day since England was ruled by a Dutchman. I could go on, but I’ll save everyone else—as many as I can remember—for the acknowledgments.

It wasn’t just laziness that kept me making Punch, although Lord knows I can be plenty lazy. But if you’re spending the hour  and a half before party time assembling a baroque concoction that was originally created for European royalty and calls for fifteen ingredients, half of them prepared from other ingredients, sloth doesn’t really enter into it. Nor was it the utter deliciousness of most of these old Punches. G&Ts are delicious, too, and they take a lot less work. But over the last seven or eight years, I’ve made historic Punches dozens and dozens of times, for groups as small as four and as large as 250; for friends coming over to chat, backyard barbecues, Christmas parties, book parties, weddings (a massive bowl of Punch makes a fine wedding present and produces happy wedding guests); for Victorian Societies and museums and clubs and too many lectures to count. Every time, it happens the same way.

First, while everyone else remembers those fraternal garbage cans and decides that they’ll stick to the wine, thanks anyway, the veterans, those who have shared a bowl of real Punch before, step smartly up to the sideboard and ladle themselves cups. Meanwhile, a few adventurous or unusually bibulous newcomers sniff around the bowl, examining the unpromising, brownish liquid within (frat and food-magazine Punches are always as brightly and cheerfully colored as drinks marketed for toddlers) and studying the vets for signs of liver disease or just plain bad character. Then one of these will give in and ladle herself a glass, taking a tentative sip as the others look on with concern. Okay, so it’s not poisonous. In fact—well, soon the knot by the bowl is making a joyful little noise, and the rest of the folks are beginning to reconsider their policy of cleaving to the Grüner Veltliner. One by one, what the heck, they drift over to see what the fuss is about, soon to be joined by whom-ever it was they were talking to before they excused themselves for the minute that has turned into ten or fifteen. Before you know it, everyone’s chattering away with tipsy animation and it’s a party. Sure, there are always a few holdouts, but sooner or later all but the most stridently resistant will get sucked in. Nobody likes to be the odd person out, particularly if all it takes to participate is to stand around sipping something truly delightful, made from a formula that Charles Dickens used to enjoy.

But that’s the true beauty of Punch. The “flowing bowl,” as its devotees used to call it, makes itself the catalyst for, and focus of, a temporary community of drinkers, not unlike the one you’ll find on a good night at a really good neighborhood pub. Admittedly, some will drink a little more than they’re used to; the limpid balance of good Punch makes that easy. One or two might be grievously over-served, but if so, it is by their own hands. The Punch bowl holds dangers as well as delights; it is freedom, and freedom is a test that some must fail. Yet for every Punch-drinker who does, there are five, six, ten, who would agree with the Edinburgh wit John Wilson that “there seems to be a divine air breathed from the surface of a circle of china . . . when a waveless well of punch sleeps within, that soothes every ruder feeling into peace, and awakens in the soul all the finer emotions of sensibility and friendship.”

Punch isn’t Cocktails. The Cocktail is an unforgiving drink, with a very narrow margin of safety. Two Martinis and you’re fine; three and you’re boarding the red-eye to Drunkistan. The little glasses of Punch—the traditional serving is about a sherry glass full, just a couple of ounces—mount up, to be sure, but it’s easy to pull back before you’ve gone too far.b Whatever their octane, though, there’s something particularly exhilarating to drinks based on distilled spirits, and Punch will always share that. As the eighteenth-century song put it,You may talk of brisk Claret, sing Praises of Sherry,  
Speak well of old Hock, Mum, Cider and Perry;  
But you must drink Punch if you mean to be Merry.





There’s the crux. Without merriment, life is scarcely worth living. I know there are people who will disagree with that statement—the ethereal, contemplative ones; the efficient, purpose-driven ones; the solitary, the angry, the superior. Punch is not for them. But for   the rest of us, the ones who find solace in this grim world in the humor and good nature of our fellow humans, there’s no surer way of concentrating those qualities than around a bowl of Punch.




THIS BOOK

Finally, a little bit about the present volume. Dozens of recipes for Punch survive from its heyday—hundreds if you include the transitional decades that immediately followed (by then, drink books had become a proven moneymaker, and any recipe you could use to fill a page had value, even if few were going to actually make it). Not only have they never been collected, but there’s never even been a real attempt to determine which ones should be collected. In 1862, the New York firm of Dick & Fitzgerald published Jerry Thomas’s Bar-Tenders Guide, alias How to Mix Drinks, or the Bon Vivant’s Companion, the world’s first book of its kind (you will find it referred to by each of its three names; I’ll try to stick to Bar-Tenders Guide). Even if it hadn’t been the first, it would nonetheless remain the most influential, for one reason: Thomas took the time to make the book something more than a random collection of recipes. He stood before the young and boisterous crowd of American drinks, called them to order and assigned them to classes. In the process, he recognized fine distinctions, identified defining characteristics and excluded a lot of redundant and superfluous recipes. It stands as testament to the intelligence with which he made his choices that, for the most part, his categories still stand today. Unfortunately, the one category that he let in wholesale, utterly unsorted, is Punches. Where “the Professor” feared to tread, his successors have chosen the path of wisdom and stayed their feet as well. (For more on Thomas’s life and drinks, see my 2007 book, Imbibe!)

My first tasks, therefore, were to separate the Punches from other, similar drinks, sort them into broad categories and, perhaps most importantly, throw out as many as I possibly could. Punch was  merely one of many drinks served in bowls (the preindustrial period saw much more communal drinking than was possible once people had to drive, dial telephones and operate heavy machinery). While they all have their interesting points, I had to be ruthless, lest this book require its own propulsion system to move from point A to point B. So, alas, here you will find no Wassails, Eggnogs, Possets, or other large-bore drinks that are not Punches. The eighteenth century’s Negus and Bishop, Sangaree, Flip and reeking bowl of Whiskey Toddy will, alas, have to wait for another book, as will the Claret Cup and Maitrank and other nineteenth-century low-alcohol delights. They are all, or almost all, delicious drinks served in bowls, but they aren’t Punch, and while I strive not to be doctrinaire in my drinking, to include them would have swelled the size of this book beyond any reasonable bounds. For the same reason, neither will you find here the individual-serving Punches that arose in great profusion once the days of sitting around the flowing bowl began to wane. For what it’s worth, I address many of those in Imbibe!, while their Tiki-drink descendants are admirably covered by Jeff Berry in his various works.

But neither have I included every genuine Punch that wormed its way into an old book. If a recipe is here, it’s because it’s historically important, it helps illustrate the techniques and practices of the Punch-maker’s art or it’s just plain delicious. Almost always, it’s some combination of the three. I’ve tried to get all the famous ones, at least; if it’s not here, it’s because I couldn’t find a definitive recipe for it. For instance, as delightful as it may be, you won’t find Charleston’s famed St. Cecelia Society Punch here, since the earliest recipe I’ve been able to find is from 1939, and it bears marks of tampering. For many another, I couldn’t find even that much. The most famous Punches tended to be associated with clubs, and as club life waned and the organizations shut up their houses and disbanded, the closely guarded formulae for their characteristic tipples tended to disappear into the memory hole. But who knows? With the digital revolution making rich new archives not only available  but easily searchable, even from your cell phone, such deeply buried secrets might very well make their way back to the shores of light.

It’s my fondest hope that anyone who reads this book will feel that it has rendered him or her fully capable of sizing up whatever the archives should disgorge and reducing it to a shopping list and a set of procedures. To that end, on top of the forty-odd Punch recipes you’ll find here, I’ve also supplied as thorough a course in the fundamentals of Punch-making as I can provide, including notes on formulae, techniques, ingredients and equipment. Teach a man to fish, and he’ll always have Fish-House Punch.

Finally, you will find a lot of very bad spelling in these pages. In stitching my text together from the hundreds of sources I’ve consulted, I’ve always tried to follow the motto of the Royal Society,  Nullius in verba—“Take no one’s word for it.” Rather than rely on other, less Punch-obsessed authors’ evaluations and interpretations of the historical evidence, I’ve done my best to draw on original, primary sources. And since English spelling was a matter of opinion and personal preference until well into the eighteenth century, many of those documents show a remarkable freedom with the forms of written English. Rather than beat them all into our narrow modern mold, I’ve chosen to celebrate diversity. If anything has you stumped, read it aloud and it should become clear.




BOOK I

THE HISTORY OF PUNCH
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Nobody can say precisely when, where or by whom Punch was invented. That is in fact the default position for popular mixed drinks in general; few of them indeed can produce their birth certificates. But drinks don’t spring out of nowhere, nor do they attain general popularity before their time—before, in other words, they supply a timely, efficient and executable answer, a best answer, to the eternal question, “What should we drink?” The Dry Martini, to consider an example at least somewhat closer to us in time, could have been invented anytime from the 1850s on, when the United States (the land of the Cocktail) began to import French vermouth and English gin in quantity. And yet it wasn’t until the mid 1890s that it achieved popularity, when the increased complexity and sophistication of American city life caused fashionable tipplers to cast about for a less-alcoholic  alternative to the highly intoxicating glass of barely tainted straight booze that was the original Cocktail, and the rise of the soda fountain made it imperative that that alternative not be sweet or syrupy. Similarly, to understand the origins of Punch and its rise to popularity, we’ll have to try to figure out what made it necessary.
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The Age of Punch as seen by itself, Thomas Rowlandson, 1810.

  BRITISH MUSEUM




I

AQUA VITAE, AQUA MORTIS

In 1575, Louis Le Roy, a French humanist chiefly known for his meticulous and elegant translations of Plato and Aristotle, published a Great Big Book of Everything under the title De la vicissitude ou variété des choses en l’univers (it was translated into English by Robert Ashley in 1594 as Of the Interchangeable Course, or Variety of Things in the Whole World). Most of the book is devoted to a study of the cyclical nature of change, in particular as it relates to human civilizations and the institutions that support them. Ultimately, though, Le Roy finds himself forced to concede that some aspects of his own time break the pattern. “To this age,” he writes, “has been reserved the invention of many fine things that look not only to the necessities, but also to the pleasures and embellishments of life.” These things are entirely new, he emphasizes, unknown to the Ancients in any form. Some of them are even powerful enough to destabilize the cycles of history. Le Roy lists only the most salient  examples: the printing press, which has spread knowledge with a hitherto unthinkable breadth and rapidity, and the magnetic compass, which has enabled explorers to cross oceans and discover new continents.

There’s one more great, world-changing invention he takes note of, but he hesitates to assign it to the “belles choses,” the “fine things,” since “it seems invented rather for the ruin than the benefit of the human race.”

He was referring, of course, to gunpowder, an invention that, according to Le Roy, made obsolete not only all traditional weapons but also the courage and inborn spirit that was needed to wield them (tell that to Sergeant York).

But there was another novelty of the age that he could have mentioned in almost the same words, had he deigned to lower his lofty gaze enough to bring it into view. Aqua vitae, it was called; “water of life.”c All of the exhilaration and well-being contained in a quart of honest ale or a pint of good wine, ripped free from the watery and feculent elements that cushioned it and held it in check and concentrated into a glass you could drink off with a single short swallow. As with gunpowder, aqua vitae’s strength could be used for good or ill, to protect or to destroy. Indeed, its dual nature was enshrined in another of its names, the paradoxical aqua ardens, “flaming water.”

Its virtues were many. It could be made from materials not otherwise fit for consumption. It took up far less cargo space than other drinks—an important consideration in an age of travel and exploration. The high concentration of alcohol meant that it was essentially sterile and hence more or less immune to the rapid spoilage that affected beer and, to a somewhat lesser extent, wine. The alcohol could also make bad water safe to drink and was wonderfully effective at extracting and preserving the essences of the roots,    barks, herbs, spices and other botanical products that made up the bulk of the Renaissance pharmacopoeia. Even when unfortified with other drugs, taken in moderation it was invigorating in a way wine, beer or mead could never be.
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Household distilling, ca. 1500. AUTHOR’S COLLECTION

On the other side of the ledger stood the fact that fortitude was useless against it. Even the mightiest potsman, a paladin who could match tankards with a whole alehouse full of swag-bellied Falstaffs and outquaff the parcel of them, would see his length measured upon the floor by less liquid than it would take to fill his hat. Traditional ways of drinking would need to be revised in order to accommodate it, lest social chaos ensue. “One should mark oneself when it comes to burnt wine,”d a Nuremberg physician warned in 1493, “and pay all the more attention to learning how to drink it.” Not to put too fine a point on it, the Latinate wags of the day were quick to point out that a more appropriate name for it might be aqua mortis, “water of death,” as the Lord Deputy of Ireland did in   1584. If it (usually) didn’t kill men outright, it certainly destroyed the health of those it ensorcelled and reduced them to penury.

Ironically, as a doctor and a German, our cautious Nuremberger was doubly culpable for the problem in the first place. Aqua vitae had begun its career as a drug, a medication, and as such, it followed the classic six stages through which euphoric drugs—that is, the kind that make you feel better whether there’s anything wrong with you or not—pass on their way to acceptance: Investigation, when their powers are determined; Prescription, when theory is put into practice; Self-Medication, when their use becomes preventative; Recreation, when Commerce shows Medicine the door; Repression, when too much of a good thing proves too much; and—a step that is only granted to a precious few—Transcendence, when repression fails and society’s institutions are rebuilt to accommodate the troublesome element, since people have realized that it cannot be dispensed with. This being a drink book and not a history of medicine, we’re less concerned with the first three steps of the process than the last three, and as far as can be determined, it was Germany that first saw that transition from medicinal to recreational use.

I say “as far as can be determined” because unfortunately there exists no truly satisfactory history of the growth of the distilling industry in Europe. In fact, distillation in general has received far less attention than its historical importance would warrant, and I know of no up-to-date, detailed, accurate and comprehensive account of its origins and early fortunes (for a list of the most useful books that do exist, see my “Brief Note on Further Reading” on page 277). This is lamentable but not surprising. Such an enterprise would require expertise in history, chemistry, and archaeology and many years of archival research spanning four continents and documents in Latin, Greek, Arabic, the various branches of High and Low German, Dutch, Old English, Gaelic, Old and Modern French, Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, Old High Norse, Russian, Polish—even Syriac, Persian, Sanskrit and Mandarin Chinese. No doubt I’m forgetting a few. (Welsh? Persian? Lithuanian?) We are unlikely to see any such study soon.

At any rate, from what serious research has been done, we know that while distilled beverages had been used in parts of Asia for a very long time,e if Europeans knew before the eleventh century that one could, with fairly modest effort, isolate and concentrate the intoxicating part of wine, that knowledge was very closely held indeed. The extensive archaeological record of Greco-Roman antiquity and the early Middle Ages yields no traces of distillation at all, while all we find in the written record are mere hints and suggestions, on the order of Pliny the Elder’s offhand remark that, alone of all wines, the highly prized Falernian is “flamma accenditur”—“ignited by a flame.” (All wines will do so slightly if heated, so Pliny must have been talking about a wine that would burn at normal temperature. An alcohol-water compound won’t do that unless it has been dosed with chemicals that render it undrinkable or is at least 35 percent alcohol, a concentration unattainable by fermentation alone.)

Even after Europe openly turned its attention to distillation during the so-called Twelfth-Century Renaissance, it took some two hundred years for the technology to break out of medical or scientific (that is to say, alchemical) circles and reach the Self-Medication phase. Once it did, though, it made its presence known: in 1360, for example, the city fathers of Frankfurt felt compelled to pass an ordinance regulating and taxing der Schnapsteufel, “the spirits-devil.” By this point, grain-distilling was coming into play, a much cheaper way for northern Europe to produce spirits than by boiling down wines imported from its southern neighbors. Even with that advantage, though, it would take another century for recreational spirits-drinking to become widespread, and still there were holdouts. We can track its progress by the trail of taxes and regulations   any new intoxicant leaves behind itself once it is too popular, or too profitable, to ignore. Frankfurt got into the game exceptionally early, but by the end of the next century, the signposts start proliferating. Just a few examples: in 1472, the city of Augsburg began regulating the brandy trade. At more or less the same time, Ivan the Great of Russia was declaring a monopoly on “bread wine”—that is, vodka—sales. In 1496, it was Nuremberg’s turn to crack down, the city fathers declaring that since “vil Menschen in dieser Statt mit Nieszung Geprannds Weyns ein Merklicher Miszbrauch getrieben”—“many men in this town have been markedly abusive in their enjoyment of burnt wine”—it could no longer be sold on Sundays and holidays. In 1514, France passed a licensing act; in 1556, England finally did the same—but only in its Irish colony, where it declared aqua vitae “a drink nothing profitable to be daily drunken and used.”

Yet it wasn’t until the seventeenth century, a full five hundred years after the alchemists’ first experiments, that someone discovered a way to make spirits-drinking not just acceptable but even delightful. To understand just what a feat that was, we have to pause for a moment to consider the nature of early spirits and how they were made. First of all, distillers had to compete for raw materials with long-established professions and guilds—vintners, vinegar-makers, bakers, brewers. As a result, actual wine and beer were rarely distilled, and if they were, it was likely to be wine made from reconstituted raisins or beer made from spoiled or otherwise unsalable grain. More commonly, the still would be charged with wine lees or brewer’s draff (the term of art for the leftovers of beer-making). Even when treated with unusual care, such materials—basically, industrial waste—would yield spirits of inferior flavor, as (for instance) Konrad Gesner readily acknowledged in his influential 1556 treatise on spirits, Euonymus. What’s worse, though, the stills of the day were directly heated over an open flame, and the lees and draff were thick with suspended particles that would settle out and scorch on the hot spots produced by putting a pot on a fire, thus communicating an “empyreumatic,” or burned taste, to the spirit, which was  often commented on—never favorably. Even when wholesome materials were used, they were seldom so pure as to avoid this problem entirely, particularly when they were grain based.

Then there’s the matter of cuts. While early works on distillation devote a fair amount of space to the need to cut off the distilling run before it comes to the “tails,” or “phlegm”—the watery, oily stuff that begins to pass through the still once the bulk of the alcohol has been drawn off—there’s no similar attention paid to segregating the “heads,” the very first part of the still run, whose elimination forms one of the bases of modern quality spirits-making. Indeed, as late as 1753, we find one Antoine Hornot, a French distiller, insisting that those who discard the first drops off the still do so at their own loss, as they are the “most spirituous” portions of the run. The need to eliminate the heads would not be a regular precept in distillation manuals until the nineteenth century. Of course, people do a lot of things that don’t make it into books, but if early distillers were regularly doing this, one would expect some notice of the practice somewhere, and I have found none (again, the lack of a detailed history of distilling is a problem). With the heads included, the distiller’s handiwork would have hit the drinker with a nasty spike of methyl alcohol, acetone and other highly volatile, and toxic, aldehydes.

Taken all together, these conditions would have made for spirits with, let’s say, little to offer the discriminating palate. This isn’t to say that nobody was making tolerable spirits—there are scattered notices of people distilling quality ingredients in well-designed equipment over indirect heat. But such things must have been unusual. At its all-too-common worst, aqua vitae would have been a stinking, oily potion that burned like Sherman’s march going down and left you the next morning with a head as pulpy and tender as a rotten jack-o’-lantern.

Fortunately, spirits-making doesn’t stop with distilling. There are ways to change raw spirit into something more drinkable. They are not infinite, as a half hour of reading labels in your local Liquor Barn will demonstrate. There are really only four. You can try to mask the offending congeners (whatever’s in there that isn’t water  or ethyl alcohol) by compounding: that is, spending days and weeks infusing your raw spirit with aromatic and pungent substances to mask the flavors of the congeners, redistilling (usually) the result and perhaps dosing it with sugar or honey to bank some of the remaining flames (examples: Chartreuse, Jägermeister). Or you can try to remove them by filtration, most commonly by passing your distillate slowly through a thick bed of charcoal and thus stripping off pretty much all of the congeners, be they good, bad or indifferent (vodka in general, Bacardi). Or you can try to “barrel out” the problem, as they say in Kentucky. Long aging in relatively small wooden casks allows some of the more volatile congeners to evaporate, mellows others and transforms still others through slow interaction with air and oak into something pleasing (Martell Cordon Bleu, Highland Park, Woodford Reserve, anything else that gets aged). For the fourth method, though, you’ll have to leave the Liquor Barn and go to the nearest bar, since it involves mixing the raw spirit with a little of this and a little of that and drinking it down.

Unfortunately for the Renaissance spirits-drinker, these techniques required a good deal of trial and error to perfect, some of their principles being not nearly as obvious as they seem to us today, and only the first of them was fully understood. From the very beginning of European distilling, alchemists and physicians had been making what were essentially herbal liqueurs, pungent alcoholic elixirs that were flavored with multiple botanicals and, usually, sweetened. Although their production was originally (and still is) an Italian specialty, before long it became more or less general throughout the continent and its outlying islands. To pluck out one example among many, the late-fourteenth-century aqua vitae recipe contained in the British Library’s manuscript Royal 17 A iii—if not the earliest, then one of the earliest in the English language—calls for distilling wine lees with cinnamon, cloves, ginger, nutmeg, galangal, cubeb and thirteen other herbs and spices. Drinks made thus were pungent and cloying on the palate—not the sort of thing you’d want to build an evening around. That’s probably just as well, since, being in fact no purer than their base spirit, they would have  induced hangovers worse than death itself. What’s more, they were enormously expensive to make, lees or no, since many of the spices used were, quite literally, worth their weight in gold. The Germans had at least that problem solved by 1505, when a Vienna physician published a formula for “cramatbeerwasser”—wine (or wine lees) redistilled with juniper berries, which were plenty pungent and undeniably cheap. Once its base was switched to the more easily available grain, this ur-gin would become the spirit of the south German countryside, whence it radiated north and west until it went to ground in the Low Countries, where it has lived happily ever since. It could not, at first, have been very pleasant to drink, and its consumption did not approach social respectability until the eighteenth century, when careful Dutch hands had learned to distill a relatively clean spirit from grain.

As for the other techniques, by the beginning of the seventeenth century, the Russians were seriously exploring the possibilities of filtration, while the brandy-distillers of southwest France were in the early stages of their love affair with long barrel-aging. Yet neither practice would be even close to perfected before the end of the eighteenth century (as late as the 1730s, even the best cognacs spent no more than two or three years in oak), and hence we can set them aside and proceed to our last option, mixology. For that, we must look to England.




II

“A HORSE THAT DRINKS OF ALL WATERS”

The English have always considered themselves reliable drinkers. Iago’s words in Act II of Othello pretty much sum up the prevailing opinion in his day: “In England . . . indeed they are most potent in potting. . . . [Your Englishman] drinks you with facility your Dane dead drunk; he sweats not to overthrow your Almaine; he gives your Hollander a vomit, ere the next pottle can be filled.”

Iago has his issues, to be sure, but at least he got the players right: in any tippling contest, the Latin countries, while hardly dry, would have finished far behind the Dutch, the Germans (Iago’s “Almaine”) and the Scandinavians, much as they would now; and while in any man-on-man swilling match a great number of individual Russians and other Slavs would have certainly finished in the money, factors such as serfdom, Ottoman rule and the backward state of commerce would have kept eastern Europe’s per capita scores low. But as for the relative superiority of the Englishman to  Dutchman, Almaine and Dane, well, it’s a charming theory. Sure, as Richard Unger argues in his Beer in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance  , what data exist suggest “drinkers in the Low Countries to have been consistent but less avid than German beer drinkers, while English drinkers kept pace with their German counterparts.” And it must also be conceded that the English aristocracy and merchant class supplemented their quarts with many a pint, bottle and bowl of imported wine. But Germans and Dutchmen drank plenty of wine, too. So far, pretty much of a draw. But throw in aqua vitae and England comes up decidedly short. In 1603, when Othello was written, the rest of northern Europe had been sticking it away in quantity for a century and a half and was already well into the Repression phase, while England essentially abstained.

Knowing the Englishman of today, that seems scarcely possible. To merely slide your fingernail under the tab that peels the foil off a bottle of good single-malt Scotch whiskeyf is to find one materialized at your shoulder, looking on with fond interest (or so it seems, anyway). But it’s a curious fact—one of the anomalies of bibulology—that England, the very country for whom most of the world’s best spirits were developed, came very late to serious aqua vitae-drinking.

It wasn’t due to a failure of knowledge. The basic technology crossed the Channel at more or less the same time it reached the rest of northern Europe. There are records of English monasteries buying stills in the mid 1300s, when aqua vitae was first breaking out of the Investigation stage. Grain-distilling followed soon after, if we may judge by the passage in the Canterbury Tales (written in the late 1380s) where Chaucer has his Canon’s Yeoman include among the many skills and knowings of his “elvish craft” the use of “cucur-bits”  and “alembykes” (both pieces of distilling equipment) and a familiarity with “berm” (yeast), “wort” (basically, unfermented ale) and “fermentacioun.” And, to be sure, spirits were not entirely ignored: the upper classes were not slow to use them medically—it’s worth bearing in mind that along with opium, alcohol was practically the only effective pain reliever in the pharmacopoeia—and distilling herbal “waters” became another of the myriad responsibilities of the mistress of a large house.

Yet by and large, while their Germanic cousins were guzzling gin and brandy on a daily basis, the English were taking it in cautious sips when feeling queasy. True, we read of Irish distillers crossing the Irish Sea in the time of Henry VIII and setting up shop in Pembrokeshire, on the coast of Wales, and Flemish ones operating in London a few years later (I should emphasize here that Ireland and Scotland were not England, and both took to spirits-drinking considerably earlier; see Whiskey Punch, Chapter XIV). But neither group seems to have gained all that much commercial traction, and it’s safe to say that spirits-drinking in England didn’t progress much beyond the Self-Medication stage until the 1600s—indeed, in William Harrison’s 1587 Description of England, we find him much exercised at the inebriety of his countrymen (e.g., regarding strong ale, “it is incredible to say how our maltbugs lug at this liquor, even as pigs should lie in a row lugging at their dame’s teats, till they lie still again and be not able to wag”), yet there’s nary a dram of brandy or genever or usquebaugh to be found among the many drinks he lists with which they’re continually fuddling themselves.

Why did the English, a determinedly bibulous people, wait so long to embrace the efficiencies of recreational spirits-drinking? For one thing, there was really no place to do it. From roughly 1300 to 1600, every time an Englishman nipped out for a drink, he had a choice of venues. Well, not every time—in most of the land, no matter who you were, you would have had to make do with the plain old alehouse—a humble, mom-and-pop sort of place, where you drank ale and beer and nothing but ale and beer, without so much as a packet of crisps (or whatever the contemporary equivalent was) to  nibble on while you drank your pint or quart. Since the average Englishman/woman/child was already drinking a gallon or so of ale or beer a day at home and on the job (nobody drank water if they could possibly help it, and tea and coffee didn’t appear on the scene until the mid 1600s), the alehouse offered little in the way of novelty. If you lived in one of the principal towns, though, had money to spend and looked presentable, you could also go to an inn, which had rooms to let, or a tavern, which didn’t. Both sold ale (as a matter of course), but they also offered imported wines and food and a faster, more cosmopolitan clientele. The tavern was regulated with particular strictness—wine was considered more disruptive than ale, and the kind of people who could afford to idle away the hours drinking it and gambling (not traditionally a feature of the alehouse) and whatnot seemed far more likely to cause trouble than the business travelers who frequented the inn or the workingmen who filled the alehouses. Even London, the great metropolis, licensed no more than forty or so taverns, while most towns were lucky to have even one (in 1577, England had over 14,000 licensed alehouses, as opposed to 1,600-odd inns, most clustered in the major market towns, and a paltry 329 taverns).

This two-tier system was cumbersome, perhaps, but in a country where animals were called one thing by the people who raised them and another by those who could afford to eat them, it was not incomprehensible. It’s no coincidence that “alehouse,” like “pig,” “calf” and “bull,” is a word of Anglo-Saxon origin, while “tavern,” like “pork,” “veal” and “beef,” comes from the Norman French. The two institutions faced each other across a cultural gulf that, over the centuries since the Norman Conquest of 1066, had evolved into a class one. And distilled spirits had no class. While their natural place would be in the more cosmopolitan precincts of the tavern, spirits-drinking elsewhere in Europe was too much of a plebeian activity to recommend it (spirits’ early adoption by the “uncivilized” Scots and Irish didn’t help things here). For the alehouse, on the other hand, well, it was enough that spirits were foreign. Even as England shook herself out of her medieval slumber and began  opening herself to the larger world, her common people remained militantly, sometimes shockingly, xenophobic, even in London. A natural corollary was the deep resistance they displayed toward any novelty perceived as foreign, no matter how useful or enticing. It did, after all, take them some two hundred years to accept hops in their malt beverage, even though that addition made it keep far longer without spoiling and improved its flavor to boot.

But there was a counterweight to this conservatism. In Thomas Dekker’s 1623 tragicomedy The Welsh Ambassador, there’s a scene where several characters drink to the King of England’s health, each in the preferred tipple of his people. Eldred, the king’s brother, is disguised as a stereotypical Welshman (don’t ask) and therefore chooses metheglin, a spiced honey wine especially prized in Wales, while another brother, disguised as an Irishman, will pledge “in usquebagh or nothing.” But the Clown is an Englishman and, as he says,I’ll pledge it in ale, in aligant, cider, perry, metheglin, usquebagh, minglum-manglum, purr; in hum, mum, aqua quaquam, claret or sacum, for an English man is a horse that drinks of all waters.g





He wasn’t exaggerating. In 1587, Harrison reckoned that some fifty-six different dry, or “small,” wines and another thirty-odd of the stronger sweet wines were being imported from places as nearby as France and as far afield as Persia. For those who had no access to or interest in such foreign bellywash, there were beers and ales in profusion—from the weak “small beer” everyone drank instead of water to the eccentrically named varieties of strong ale favored by Harrison’s liquor-lugging maltbugs—the “huffcap, the mad-dog, father-whoreson, angels’-food, dragons’-milk, go-by-the-wall, stride-wide,  and lift-leg, etc.” There were many more.h Add ciders, perries and other fruit wines, and the many and various honey wines (Sir Kenelm Digby, who died in 1665, left behind a collection of over a hundred different recipes for them), and factor in the unusual variety of ways in which they were sweetened, spiced, bittered and mixed, and we have the portrait of a land that had a long-standing and unusual interest in maintaining a varied and balanced diet of alcoholic beverages—with, of course, the sole exception of aqua vitae.

Flavoring strong drink with herbs, spices and fruits might be as universal as alcohol and almost as old, but this, too, the English approached with an unusual thirst for variety. Wines were sweetened, spiced, bittered, mulled or whipped up with cream and eggs to make Possets and Syllabubs; ales were buttered (if unhopped), bittered, sweetened, spiced—in fact (not coincidentally), pretty much everything that was done to the gentleman’s wine was done to the yeoman’s ale or beer. One example among many: if you steeped wormwood and other herbs in strong ale for a few weeks, it made “purl,” a popular eye-opener. Replace the ale with wine, and you had “purl royal.” Downstairs, upstairs. There were even, it must be noted, drinks that made limited use of aqua vitae in their compounding: since the 1400s, small amounts of it had occasionally been used in preparing hippocras (a spiced wine popular throughout Europe), where its extractive power came in handy, and braggott, an overstrength, spiced ale, where its advantages would have been obvious. Yet even then, it wasn’t a standard ingredient in either. When the poet and soldier of fortune (a combination no longer often seen, alas) George Gascoigne needed an example of up-to-date mixology to rail against in his A Delicate Diet for Daintie Mouthde Droonkardes, the temperance tract he wrote in 1576 as penance for his past transgressions, the most recherché mixture he could pro-duce  was wine with “Sugar, Limons and sundry sortes of Spices . . . drowned therein.”

Perhaps Gascoigne had quit his roistering too soon: by the end of the 1500s, the barriers to aqua vitae’s popular acceptance were beginning to totter. Not only was it passing rapidly through the Self-Medication phase, with distillation becoming part of the apothecary’s and even the grocer’s skill set, but people were even beginning to turn their minds toward how it might be used to make a pleasing mixed drink. Take, for instance, the suggestion made by Sir Hugh Platt in his 1595 Jewel House of Art and Nature, thattravellers may make a speedy or present drink for themselves when they are distressed for want of beer or ale at their inn if they take a quart of fair water and put thereto five or six spoonfuls of good aqua composita, which is strong of annis seeds, and one ounce of sugar and a branch of rosemary, and brew them a pretty while out of one pot into another; and then is your drink prepared.





While one must admire the mixological spirit displayed here, five or six spoonfuls of anise-flavored booze in a quart of water is weak sauce indeed, particularly when compared to the heady compounds lurking over the horizon. But it’s a start.

Spirits were also beginning to slink into the bar. In 1572, an establishment turns up in London property records that not only foreshadowed the eventual solution to the problem of where to drink spirits but also served as a signpost for the route by which they would infiltrate and, for a time, subdue the highest reaches of English society. In a run-down row of stone buildings in Petty Wales, just east of the Tower of London, tucked in between a pair of alehouses known as the Ram’s Head and Mother Mampudding’s, stood the Aqua Vitae House.i Its location was no accident: behind    Petty Wales, you see, lay the quays of the Thames, where cargo ships unloaded. And sailors—well, as an anonymous French freebooter observed in 1620, the sailor’s way of celebrating anything “est du boire l’eau-de-vie”—“is to drink aqua vitae.” Under Queen Elizabeth I, England suddenly had a lot of celebrating sailors.

[image: 007]

“The Sailor’s Joys,” after Robert Dighton, 1782. BRITISH MUSEUM




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_001_r1.jpg
PUNCH

The Delights (and Dangers)

of the Flowing Bowl

An Anecdotal History of the Original Monarch of Mixed
Drinks, with More Than Forty Historic Recipes, Fully
Annotated, and a Complete Course in the Lost

Art of Compounding Punch

&———»——e‘

David Wondrich

A PERIGEE BOOK





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_024_r1.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_018_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_030_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_034_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_014_r1.gif
AMERICAN MEASURE

Gill quartern
Half-p
Pint

Quart
Pottle
G

; tamblers cup

llon

40z or 120 ml

Soz or 240 ml
16 07 or 430 ml
32 0. or 960 ml
64 0z or 1920 ml
128 oz, or 3810 ml

5oz or 130 ml
1007, 0r 300 ml
20 07, or 600 ml
4007, 0r 1200 ml

160 o7 or 4500 ml





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_010_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_043_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_020_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_009_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_047_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_msr_ppl_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_028_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_050_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_048_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_017_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_033_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_038_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_013_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_037_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
PUNCH

The Delights
of the Flowing Bowl

and Dangers)

An Anscdotal History o the Original Monarch of Mised
Drinkes,with More Than Forty Historie Becipes, Pully
Annoated, and  Complete Cours in the Lost

Artof Compounding Punch

=

David Wondrich





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_006_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_023_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_040_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_027_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_044_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_049_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_032_r1.gif
EEE
g
HH .Hm i
il i

(ommeing oW

UNCH sk Lrcora

m»_nmu.
Hi

P






OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_016_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_039_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_036_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_012_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_007_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_022_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_041_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_026_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_045_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_025_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_031_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_015_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_msr_cvt_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_019_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_035_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_011_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_021_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_046_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_008_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_029_r1.jpg





OEBPS/wond_9781101445129_oeb_042_r1.jpg





