Absynthe  Recipe

By: Guy Wicker

Distillation of herbs in alcohol is an art that developed shortly after distillation of alcohol around the 9th century AD.  Aromatic compounds in the herbs are often soluble in alcohol and by distillation their effects can be enormously concentrated.  The bitter herb wormwood which in French is called absynthe is a popular one for this.  In ancient times it was mixed with wine and used as a medicine for various ailments.  With distillation it became popular in a much more concentrated form. In the later half of the 19th century Absynthe became the most popular hard liquor in the world.  It became such a health problem that it was internationally outlawed around 1915.

Absynthe is a clear, green liqueur with an extremely bitter taste.  This is due to the concentration of volatile oils dissolved in the alcohol.  When water is added to absynthe, these oils come out of solution and the resulting liquid is milky in color.  A popular method for imbibing Absynthe became the use of a slotted spatula called an absynthe spoon.  A sugar cube was placed on the spatula and water was poured over to dissolve the sugar cube into the absynthe glass beneath.  The sugar cut the bitter edge of the liqueur and the water caused the clear green liquid to become opaque, a trick performed before drinking.
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Absynthe Spoon

The health problem was attributed to thujone, a compound in wormwood, which is known to induce neurological disorders in large quantities.  Since the quantity of thujone in absynthe is very small, two other possible explanations for the health problem seem more likely.  First, absynthe is 75% ethanol.  Second, antimony chloride was sometimes used as a green dye, which comes out of solution in water, enhancing the popular trick.

Confident of the beverage's safety, upon learning these facts, I proceeded to find old absynthe recipes and develop a recipe of my own, which, after a few revisions has resulted in a very satisfactory beverage.  Rather than using antimony chloride, the use of fresh herbs in the last part of the processing imparts a better green color.  Playing with the water content can enhance the clouding of the beverage when water is added.

12 oz dried wormood  

15 oz fresh wormwood leaves

24 oz anise

24 oz fennel

5 oz hyssop

4 oz angelica

8 oz juniper

4 nutmeg nuts

4 oz star anise

5 oz fresh lemon balm (melissa)

3 gallons everclear

Grind and mix 12 oz dried wormwood, 24oz anise, 24 oz fennel,8 oz. juniper 3 gallons everclear & soak for 12 hours or more. 

Add 1.5 gallons water + 12 oz water then Distill off 3 gallons, 1 quart, 11 oz of distillate

Take 6 quarts distillate

Grind and add 15 oz fresh wormwood, 5 oz hyssop, 5 oz fresh lemon balm, 4 oz angelica, 4 nutmeg nuts, 4oz star anise

Heat moderately

Siphon off and filter liquid and add to remainder of distillate

Add ~28 oz water to make a total of 3.5 Gallons of 148 proof absynthe
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