Q&A with ADAM FORD, author of Vermouth: The Revival of
the Spirit that Created America’s Cocktail Culture

Q: Vermouth, the “aromatized wine” currently making a
popular comeback in cocktails has been found in China in
trace amounts dating back to the Neolithic Period. Can you
elaborate on this?
A: Yes, I think one of the most fascinating discoveries in our era
was Patrick McGovern’s finding of an early predecessor of
vermouth in Jiahu, in the Henan Province of north-central China
where the Huai River merges with the Yellow River. Chemical
analysis revealed that the pottery held, sometime around 62005600 before the Common Era, a wine mixed with honey mead and
rice malt. Another site, 300 kilometers north of Jiahu, ceremonial
vessels were discovered containing a millet wine aromatized with
chrysanthemum flower or resin, which were believed to have been
served to the upper class, and which were then known to contain
various medicinal properties.
Q. So it is truly, as you say, “the world’s oldest alcoholic
beverage?”

A. To the best of human knowledge, aromatized fermented
beverages are the oldest alcoholic beverages.
Q. Has evidence of vermouth been discovered in other
locations around the world?
A. Everywhere except North America! Yes, evidence of
aromatized wine has been found in Persia, India, Egypt, Turkey,
and throughout Europe.
Q. Is it thought that early versions of wines such as vermouth
were only used for their apparent medicinal properties?
A. That is not entirely accurate, although it is a hard question to get
into without first providing the backdrop that for most of recent
human existence, there was not a sharp divide between drinking
for pleasure or drinking for medicinal or health benefits -- the two
were really one in the same. Others have said that vermouth
started as a medicinal drink, but that is not accurate. Vermouth,
defined as an aromatized wine with numerous botanicals in that no
one flavor dominates, has been drunk for pleasure and for
medicine, it’s just that from the 1500s onwards, people only drank
for pleasure that which was also healthy.
Q. We often hear about “wormwood’ in the same breath as
vermouth. What exactly is wormwood, and how is tied together
with vermouth?
A. Wormwood is a shrub native to Europe and North America and
has a long history of being the world’s most bitter herb, and as
having magical medicinal properties. It’s tied to vermouth because
as the story goes when Antonio Bendetto Carpano created his first
commercial version of an aromatized wine he called it wermut -the German word for wormwood. No one knows why he gave it
this name -- not even the company, although for at least 150 years

people have hypothesized that he called it that because his drink
was a style of “wormwood wine” that was popular in Germany at
the time. But Carpano corporate materials don’t suggest that
wormwood played any large part in its flavoring (or even that it
was used at all), but rather always focused on his use of 50
different herbs and spices. What is interesting is that when
Carpano was inventing his vermouth, wormwood had gained a
reputation as a sort of cure-all.
Nevertheless, many early recipes for vermouth include wormwood,
and my sense is this is because it is exceedingly abundant and
cheap and imparts a bitter flavor (and because it is so bitter one
only need to use a little bit, thus decreasing production costs).
After wormwood is banned in the early 20th century (1915 in the
U.S.), vermouth producers pretty much abandon using it in any
quantity at all.
Then between 2010-2012 several American producers began
making vermouth without wormwood and all of a sudden the large
European producers begin a whole marketing campaign about how
wormwood is an essential ingredient to vermouth, but this position
is entirely fabricated and was a marketing ploy.
So wormwood’s relationship to vermouth is that at one point it
played a role in its production to impart a bitter flavor, but its use
fell off entirely about 100 years ago.
Q. Is it still a part of what we know as vermouth?
A. Yes and No. Some producers are using it again, although again
in very small quantities, and in most cases only after stripping it of
its active chemical ingredient, thujone. No vermouth that I’ve tried
uses enough wormwood such that you can taste it. It is an
ingredient that is added as way of paying homage to its historical
significance.

Q. Tell us about modern day vermouth’s relationship to the
Silk Road and the spice trade.
A. Vermouth is inextricably linked to the Silk Road and the spice
trade. It is, more than anything else, a product that is based on
obtaining the most exotic, intriguing, and unusual ingredients from
all over the world, and infusing those botanicals in wine. It is the
spice trade that, at first makes such exotic spices available, it is
also the Silk Road that keeps the prices very expensive for
hundreds of years, so that only the wealthiest citizens can afford
aromatized wine with more than a couple of spices.
Q. You note that for the past 150 years, vermouth has shaped
cocktail culture in the United States more than any other
spirit. How is that so? Don’t grain based spirits such as gin or
whiskey also qualify?
A. Oh, well, yes, of course gin and whiskey have their role in
cocktail culture, but my point is that it isn’t until vermouth arrives
on our shores that cocktail culture really takes off. And this isn’t
just a statement that I’m making now, but rather vermouth was
widely recognized at the time as ushering in the new cocktail era.
Spirits writer David Wondrich referred to it as the “wonder
ingredient” and Albert Stevens Crockett noted in the Old WaldorfAstoria Bar Book that over half the cocktails known before World
War 1 had vermouth as an essential ingredient. You can’t say that
about gin or whiskey.
Q. When did Americans begin drinking vermouth in earnest?
A. Americans began drinking vermouth in earnest in the 1880s,
when you first start seeing it on menus in the nice hotels and it
starts showing up in cocktail books.

Q. When did vermouth start to be produced in quantity in the
U.S.?
A. There were some U.S. producers who began in the 1890s, but
we had terrible tax laws and that precluded these producers from
really getting off the ground. It isn’t until post WWII that U.S.
producers gained a foothold and really start competing for market
share.
Q. When did vermouth go out of style as a key component of
the cocktail here?
A. It began to fall from grace after WWII, or during it, when the
supplies were completely cut off from France and Italy, and the
American producers had not yet gotten a foothold. By the time
1960s came around, it was completely out of style.

