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absinthe for beginners
A brief history of the once-banned spirit—and how to drink it

Janet Gyenes is a magazine writer and editor who likes to dally in spirits, especially when discov-
ering something like corenwyn jenever (a gin-like Dutch spirit)—straight or in cocktails like the 

“bramble.” Have a boozy idea or question? Send it to feedback@inprintpublications.com 

An oil painting hanging in the Musée 
d’orsay in Paris portrays a couple 
sitting in a café, “…their eyes empty 

and sad, with drooping features and a 
general air of desperation,” the museum 
notes read. This description of Edgar Degas’ 
1873 oil painting, entitled In a Café or 
Absinthe, continues: “The painting can be 
seen as a denunciation of the dangers of 
absinthe, a violent, harmful liquor, which 
was later prohibited.”

It’s also indicative of an era when 

absinthe was revered by many artists and 
reviled by members of the Temperance 
movement, who said that people who 
imbibed a little too enthusiastically 
would become afflicted with an alcoholic 
condition called absinthism. In fact, some 
people pointed to absinthe as the 
culprit for Vincent van gogh’s ear-
lopping incident, among other 
horrors. 

Absinthe then—and 
now—is a high-proof spirit, 

which ranges from 55 to 72% ABV. It’s made 
by distilling a neutral spirit (think vodka) 
with three principal botanicals: grand 
wormwood (artemisia absinthium; the spirit’s 
Latin namesake), green anise and sweet 

fennel, often described as “the holy 
trinity.” Together the botanicals 

balance the intensity of the 
liquorice flavours with 

the bitterness of the 
wormwood. 

Since the spirit 
is potent, it’s meant 
to be diluted with 
a three-to-one or 

five-to-one ratio of 
water to absinthe or 

mixed in a cocktail. It all 
sounds simple enough but 

science and sensation made things 
more complicated at the turn of the 19th 
century. 

From madness to malaria
Thujone is the naturally occurring active 
ingredient in wormwood that was said 
to cause “mind-altering madness,” but 
history also tells a different tale. greeks, 
Egyptians and Romans reportedly used 
wormwood for its healing properties and 
there’s evidence that doctors prescribed 
it to soldiers to ward off malaria. Modern-
day science also indicates that thujone 
levels in absinthe would have been quite 
low, thanks to the distilling process. The ill 

 
The traditional 

method of drinking  
absinthe is with sugar and a 

slotted spoon; the ritual (see below) 
is certainly fun, but today’s micro 

distilleries, like pemberton Distillery in 
BC, are producing high-end absinthe 
that doesn’t need sugar-coating. and 

that makes it a go-to ingredient 
for cocktails with some serious 

depth. pemberton- 
distillery.ca

THE RITUAL  
Use a drip fountain 
(filled with ice water), 
a perforated absinthe 
spoon, sugar cubes 
and a traditional glass. 
Method: Pour 1 oz 
absinthe into a glass. 
// Put the spoon on the 
glass; place a sugar cube 

on top. // Let the cold 
water drip slowly onto the 
sugar cube until it melts. 
// Continue adding 3 to 5 
oz water and watch the 
louche form (Can you spot 
the green fairy?) // Stir in 
sugar and start sipping. 

THE SHORTCUT  
Follow the same propor-

tions above, but instead 
of a fountain, use a carafe 
to pour the water. Any 
glass that can hold 6 to 8 
oz of liquid will work.  No 
spoon? Use a fork, tines 
curved upward. Sugar is 
optional—it was used 
to mask the bitterness of 
poor-quality absinthe.

THE COCKTAILS 

a little > 
Sazerac Muddle together 
a sugar cube, 2 dashes 
Angostura bitters and 3 
dashes Peychaud’s bitters.  
Add 2 oz rye whiskey and 
ice; stir. Strain into an 
absinthe-rinsed rock glass 
(or absinthe-sprayed, 

as per Cooper Tardivel’s 
Seal-of-the-Sazerac take; 
see page 16.)
more > 
Death in the 
Afternoon Pour 1 to 1.5 
oz absinthe into a flute 
glass. Top with 3 to 4 oz 
champagne. 

a lot > The Green 
Beast Mix 1 oz each 
Pemberton Distillery 
Organic Absinthe, fresh 
lime juice, simple syrup 
and 4 to 6 oz water in a 
highball glass filled with 

ice. Garnish with a thin 
slice of cucumber 

and stir.

*{how to drink} Absinthe, an aperitif, is often compared to pastis, but this French spirit is sweeter and has a lower ABV.  
A slight bitterness is pleasantly present in absinthe, along with the expected herbal nuances.
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effects were real; however, they were more 
likely a result of old-fashioned alcohol abuse.

Fact, however, is boring. The tall tales 
are part of absinthe’s allure, even today. 
There’s the literary angle: Hemingway, zola 
and wilde were all said to be inspired by 
the fée verte—green fairy—as the revered 
spirit was named. There are the horror 
stories depicting hallucinations. And, of 
course, government’s “scared straight” 
health warnings stating that “…the skin 
turns the colour of green coffee, the mucus 
membrane assumes a violet hue … the hair 
falls off…,” according to an 1861 newspaper 
article posted on the wormwood Society’s 
website. Perhaps some of this was to 
appease French wine producers who 
noticed wine sales plummet as absinthe 
became the drink of choice during the Belle 
Epoque.

Like many great books, absinthe was 
once banned. The US and much of Europe 
cut off production. Switzerland, where 
absinthe was invented, only lifted its ban in 
2005. The US followed suit two years later, 
but the anise-flavoured spirit has always 
been legal in Canada.

Artisanal absinthe in Canada 
At present, there are just three distilleries 
in Canada making artisanal absinthe, all 
in British Columbia. okanagan Spirits is 
renowned for its range of spirits, especially 
eaux de vie made with 100% BC fruit. Since 
2007 it has been making Taboo absinthe, 
with active operations in Vernon and 
kelowna. Not surprisingly, its base spirit is 
made from fruit, not grain. Along with the 
holy trinity, the botanicals petite wormwood, 
hyssop and lemon balm are added to the 
mix. 

The latter botanicals are added after 
the distilling process and their natural 
chlorophyll gives the spirit its distinctive 
green hue, hence its name: absinthe verte. 
Absinthe was still made post-ban but 
distillers left out this last step as a way to 
hide the spirit, and the French “blanche” and 
Swiss “la bleue” versions emerged. Another 
important ingredient is star anise, which is 
one of the botanicals that contributes to 
the “louche” or cloudy effect that results 
when water is added to the spirit, releasing 
its aromatic oils. (See sidebar, How to Drink 
Absinthe.)

At Pemberton Distillery north of whistler, 
BC master distiller, Tyler Schramm, grows 
most of the herbs for The Devil’s Club 
organic absinthe, including wormwood, on 
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his small botanical farm. It’s 
distilled in the traditional 

manner with an organic 
potato spirit base (that’s 
used for his award-
winning vodka) and 

naturally coloured using 
specialty aging herbs. 

Here’s where it gets really 
interesting. Schramm decided 

to play on the medicinal quality 
of wormwood and also downplay the 

typical anise-forward flavour with Devil’s 
Club root bark, oregon grape root, hops 
and roasted hemp seed.

“Devil’s Club is the most valuable 

medicinal and spiritual herb in the Pacific 
Northwest and offers an earthy, pungent 
sweet aroma and taste,” says Schramm. 
“Hops are very aromatic and offer fresh, 
citrus notes. Roasted hemp seed gives a 
round nutty, oily flavour and mouthfeel. 
These combine to create an absinthe that 
has a totally unique west Coast character.”

Drop into a specialty liquor outlet to 
find a few good-quality bottles of French or 
Swiss absinthe and mint-green Czech-style  
“absinthe,” which the wormwood Society 
maintains is no more than coloured vodka 
(and lacks louching). Travel to the US and 
the selection broadens, though domestic 
distillers are still in short supply.

while Schramm’s absinthe may have 
a spiritual homage to the area, people 
like Brian warner, better known as rocker 
Marilyn Manson, are still trading on its 
mystique. His Absinthe Mansinthe, which is 
made in Switzerland, earned gold at the San 
Francisco world Spirits competition in 2008. 
Perhaps the green fairy has been replaced 
with a darker, if not still delicious, spirit once 
again. And who knows, it may inspire a 
painting or two. 

We asked… head bartender Cooper Tardivel, of Hawksworth Restaurant in 
Vancouver, about absinthe… As the winner of the prestigious Seal of the Sazerac—his Sazerac is 
the only one outside of New Orleans to have won—we wanted his take on its special ingredient:

“It is indeed fitting that absinthe is lovingly known as ‘the Green Fairy.’ Specifically with regard to 
the Sazerac cocktail, the fairy’s aromatic is whimsical and elusive, while her profile is balanced with 

playful sweetness and dry transgression. A few dashes of the Green Fairy in a well-made Sazerac adds 
a wonderfully delicate je ne sais quoi to the bold foundation of American rye whiskey.”

 
MUST-TRY  

The sazerac at Hawksworth 
Restaurant won the seal of the 

sazerac at Tales of the Cocktail 2012. 
High honours. as head bartender,  

Cooper Tardivel, says of the absinthe-
tinged concoction (note the spray of 
absinthe on the glass), “The sazerac 

lives as deep in any bartender’s 
soul as any cocktail could.”  

hawksworth- 
restaurant.com
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from the CowiChan valley towards the  
Comox valley, the east Coast of vanCouver 
island offers a bounty of food + drink >>

story + photography by barb sligl

The view from 
oceanfront Suites 
at Cowichan Bay


