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INTRODUCTION
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I fell into a relationship with vermouth by accident, one drink down at the since-closed Haus Bar in Bristol where I was ordered a negroni. The tell-tale weight and colour of equal parts gin, Campari and vermouth in a thick-bottomed glass tumbler drew a taste that had me hooked. I wanted to know more about the mysterious third ingredient. At the time, I shared most people’s perceptions of vermouth – of ancient bottles that gathered dust in corners of drinks cabinets and kitchen cupboards, with faded labels and bottle tops fused shut with crystallised sugar; and oxidised brown liquid that parents and grandparents sipped on chintzy sofas, or as they sat under beach umbrellas on long-forgotten holidays. If this sounds like a description of your vermouth collection at home, it’s time to clear out those old bottles (not least because vermouth is only really at its best for around six weeks, well sealed and in the fridge) and begin a new relationship with this much misunderstood libation.

My passion for vermouth – a fortified wine flavoured with herbs, spices, fruit and other natural flavourings – began after I started to explore what goes into a vermouth and unpick recipes botanical by botanical, attending tastings by leading producers and staying behind to ask questions. A welcoming aspect of the vermouth world is that most producers are fairly open about the ingredients they use, as it is the blending, maceration of ingredients, wine selection and ageing (rather than the ingredients themselves) that sets truly exceptional vermouths apart from the rest. As I started to study the subject, the only dedicated book on vermouth I could find was by drinks historians and lifelong vermouth lovers Jared Brown and Anistatia Miller, The Mixellany Guide to Vermouth and Other Aperitifs (published in 2011). It delves deep into the world of vermouth and its producers and was a fascinating read, but there was otherwise surprisingly little written on the subject. One of the reasons that I have been given the opportunity to write a book about the mysterious world of vermouth – yes, I am still pinching myself – is because this once sidelined drink is having what can only be described as a ‘moment’. More and more people are waking up to the fact that it is without question one of the tastiest, most interesting drinks around. It features in the majority of the most popular cocktails in history and is available in a variety of styles, with complexities of character that range from mouth-puckeringly astringent to bittersweet. The history of vermouth dates as far back as ancient Greece and early Chinese dynasties, through Samuel Pepys’s London and the beginning of its commercial production in Turin at the end of the 18th century to the ‘golden age’ of cocktails and its modern-day renaissance. In this book I share my enthusiasm for this mysterious world of aromatised wines (the category that vermouth falls into) and take you on a botanical journey.

At the time of that first sip of that fateful negroni, I co-owned The Ethicurean restaurant in Somerset with three friends. I initially worked in the kitchen, having begun my career in food some years earlier as a cook, but was naturally suited to talking rather than being a super-organised member of the kitchen team. Before long, I found myself working front of house and dived head-first into the world of drinks. As my knowledge increased, my attention turned to the idea of making a vermouth at our bar with my partners Matthew, Iain and Paula. I started approaching producers and talking to them about their ingredients, production methods and their enthusiasm for the category.

The Ethicurean is set in a traditional walled kitchen garden and framing the red brick paths are beds filled with sage, rosemary and thyme – all traditional ingredients in vermouths. With an interest in foraging, along with my colleagues and with making our own vermouth in mind, we sought out wild ingredients, such as yarrow, rosehips, hawthorn and edible pines, that would complement the traditional herbs that grew within the walled garden. Once we had located a Somerset grower of wormwood, the key ingredient in an authentic vermouth, we were nearly there. Our vermouth recipe was published in 2013 in The Ethicurean Cookbook and it was one of the first modern vermouth recipes in the world to make it to print. It remains a popular guideline for home mixology enthusiasts and bar industry experts.

Our homemade vermouth had a great reception and was soon being slid under tables to intrigued bartenders and packed into the luggage of visiting Michelin-starred chefs. We decided to begin making the vermouth on a larger scale and cobbled together some pieces of distillation equipment with the help of a mad genius friend of ours. We went legit and launched The Collector Vermouth and I began walking the streets of London hawking our new drink, sleeping on friends’ floors, with a case of vermouth in one hand and, more often than not, a hangover to go with it. I loved the contrast of my home in the countryside with the fast-paced, innovative and intriguing approach and aesthetic of London’s bar and restaurant scene. My days here began with a coffee, then I’d duck into a restaurant where breakfast’s last tickets were being served before the bustling build-up to lunch. You can sense this growing vibration as a restaurant approaches service; the energy feels like the swarming of bees. Movement and actions speed up until the energy settles and is replaced by nervous expectation, those calm moments before the first ticket arrives. Vermouth would be sipped, tasting notes examined, and discussions would begin about possible cocktails, noting producers that have sparked interest. Perhaps a quick pastel de nata (Portuguese custard tart) or a bacon sandwich, thank you very much. The diversity of the venues I visited opened my eyes to new ways of serving vermouth, to alternative approaches to pairing it with food. It provided me with stories of people’s drinking rituals and their thoughts in a glass. With lunch service over I was through another door, sat at the bar, sharing more conversations, anecdotes, recipes, infusions and tasters on the back of the hand. At Morito, I would be handed a Gilda pintxos – acid, salt and umami exploding on the tongue; at Quo Vadis it might be an eel sandwich; and at Murano, cicchetti and soft gnocchi with sage and butter. Every dish, bite, or spoonful of food sneaked from the kitchen was framed by vermouth and by its open-armed embrace to a collaboration with all flavours. I would be out of the door as white linen floated down onto neat tables, while chefs’ thoughts turned to mise en place and staff playlists boomed. Now I’d enter bars that weren’t quite dark enough yet, down side streets, upstairs, through curtained doorways. The conversations turned to the minutiae, to nuances and textures of flavour, to the many histories of the cocktail. I tasted blends, homemade vermouths, infusions and extractions and smiled at just how passionate we can be when we find a subject or work that we love.

We had produced what is regarded as an amber vermouth, sitting somewhere between a bianco, blanco or white vermouth, a sweet pale-coloured vermouth and a rosso, rojo or red vermouth. Red vermouth is what most of us know as Italian sweet vermouth, and dry vermouth (the ingredient in a classic martini) is what’s often referred to as French vermouth. With a growing knowledge and appreciation of the category, I started to help train bartenders and waiting staff that we supplied our vermouth to, and in turn they taught me their skills and the vermouth drinks they knew. This exchange of knowledge was invaluable. Unfortunately, The Collector Vermouth is no more, as I left as a partner at The Ethicurean, but I have maintained an enduring interest in the category and culture of this aromatic drink.

In the coming chapters I’ll walk you through a potted history of vermouth and share my notes on the preparation that puts you in good stead for accurate and delicious drinks making, provide simple ways to mix drinks, with approachable techniques, and recipes for ingredients such as sugar syrups and botanical infusions. I also discuss vermouth with my friend and acclaimed bartender Brian Silva at Rules restaurant, and include margin notes from producers and brand managers. As well as my original recipes, this book contains recipes and cocktail ideas from a host of other talented folk in the food and drink world, including Jeremy Lee of Quo Vadis, Sam and Sam Clark of Moro and Morito, Russell Norman, Gill Meller, Olia Hercules and Tom Adams, and classic drinks, too. I wanted to capture the world of vermouth as I see and experience it. That will always be through stories, conversations and recipes with their eccentric notes. The reality is that even as I finished the last sentence in my Producers chapter, I was tasting another new vermouth that deserved a mention.

I regard making vermouth as an art form. For me, it’s as close to cooking as the drinks world gets. It’s about a careful balancing of a huge array of contrasting herbs, roots and spices, wine and sweetness. There are a vast range of flavours in vermouth, with many volatile compounds that could obliterate gentler flavours in an instant. Take cloves, for example: if you use too much of this tiny dried flower bud in the process of making vermouth, you won’t taste anything but clove for at least an hour. Knowledge of the wine world is crucial, too, and respect for ingredients is critical. The speed at which quality new products are arriving on the scene, and the future possibilities of winemakers to create their own expressions as vermouth’s popularity increases, is so exciting. I’ve taken a close look at how vermouth is made, exploring the various ways producers choose to extract flavour and at the wines that many choose as their base.

I have dedicated a chapter to my love of cooking and eating with vermouth: its complexity brings so much to a dish, it’s a really versatile alternative to wine. The vast array of botanicals in each bottle offers numerous opportunities to pair vermouth with food. I am very fond of my conversations with James Swift of Trealy Farm Charcuterie and have recorded the notes and recipes from our tastings and pairings on page 248. There are lots of excellent small bites, tasty things and pickles to try while you drink, too. I have sections on seafood and dry vermouth (they are made for each other), and the sweet spicy expression of red vermouth is beautiful when cooked with gamey meats and added into desserts. I am so lucky to have such splendid contributions from some of the best chefs and cooks in our land and abroad.

I hope you enjoy my thoughts on this liquid, my love letter to vermouth.
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