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Imagine founding father Benjamin 
Franklin and Martha Washington (the 
first FLOTUS) relaxing in their parlours 

during colonial American times. There’s 
a thread that ties these two together. But 
it’s not what you might expect. In the 18th 
century, both were making a version of 
shrubs—syrups made of citrus and sugar, 
and blended with Cognac, rum or wine. 

The shrubs sipped by these revolutio-
nary-era one-percenters were also made 
with vinegar in place of the booze. Farmers 
drank the non-spirited shrub to quench 
their thirst during hay-harvesting times. 
Eventually, both varieties fell out of favour 
for a couple hundred years before making a 
comeback with the craft cocktail craze.

“I’d say about one in 50 people know 
what a shrub is,” says Lia Padgett, owner 
of Thirsty Whale Elixirs. “Or less than that. 
The main challenge is education. I have to 
tell people what it is and they have to try it. 
Then they’re a convert.” Padgett is serving 
samples of her organic fruit and apple-cider 
vinegar shrubs at Portobello West, a bus-
tling pop-up marketplace in Vancouver.

“There was no canning back then, so 
you used vinegar to preserve a lot of things. 
It even goes back further than that…,” says 
Padgett. A new crowd gathers, drawn to the 
medicinal-looking shrub bottles that bear 
a quirky label: a narwhal riding a bicycle. 
People take tentative sips of the samples 
of Strawberry Rhubarb, Apple Spice, and 
Cranberry Ginger shrubs, among others, 
that Padgett has diluted with soda. 

“They’re naturally concentrated, so you 
can mix them with soda, add hot water to 
them to make a tea, or add them to a spirit,” 
Padgett explains. Cards bearing cocktail 
recipes for the shrubs are soon snapped 
up, along with bottles of the made-in-
Vancouver mixer.

But back to the 18th century. 
Benjamin Franklin was always  
inventing stuff and his shrub 
recipe, published in the Franklin 
Papers, was made with a gallon 
of rum, two quarts of orange 
juice and two pounds of sugar 
that were aged in a cask for three 

to four weeks before bottling.
During the same era, Martha 

Washington was annotating a multi-
generational manuscript of more than 500 
recipes that became her Booke of Cookery. 
Her original shrub recipe involved mixing a 
quart of each brandy, white wine and spring 
water with three lemons and a pound of 
sugar and letting the concoction stand for 
three days, stirring occasionally.

While Franklin and Washington may 
have contributed to the world of shrubs, 
their versions were imported by way of 
England, where shrubs were likely served 
aboard sailing ships to prevent scurvy. The 
rum would preserve the citrus after all. 
Other records flip the story: shrubs made 
rough-tasting rum more palatable.

Rum is the base spirit of the Seafarer’s 
Redeemer, an award-winning cocktail 
on the menu at Ampersand 27, a newish 
restaurant in Edmonton’s Old Strathcona 
neighbourhood. It’s crafted with a pirate’s 
booty of ingredients: Sailor Jerry rum, port, 
Licorice Root Strawberry Clove Shrub and 
orange. Any misgivings I had about the 
mash-up were cured with one sip of the 
perfectly balanced cocktail. Shrubs feature 
prominently on Ampersand 27’s cocktail list, 
which is fancifully described as Causes, Cures 
& Remedies. It’s fitting, given shrubs’ ety-
mological origins and the restaurant’s own 
description as a “mishmash of familiar and 
faraway flavours made with traditional and 
trendsetting ingredients.” The Crisp Breeze is 
another standout, with gin, Ginger Cilantro 
Shrub, soda and a cucumber ribbon.

The far-flung history of shrubs is woven 
in complex riddles loosely unravelled by 
lexicographers and historians. According to 
Shrubs: An Old-fashioned Drink For Modern 
Times by Michael Dietsch, for instance, the 
word shrub is derived from the Arabic word 
“sharab,” which means “to drink.” Of course, 
Muslims abstain from drinking alcohol and 
the beverage the Brits made derives from 
a Turkish and Persian drink called “sherbet” 
made from lemon or orange juice and 
sugar or water. The vinegar-based shrub 
came later in colonial America and endured 
through Prohibition.

Those simple recipes aren’t far off what 
Padgett started handcrafting about a year 
ago, when she launched Thirsty Whale, 
the first of two shrub companies now 
operating in Canada. “I grew up on a farm 
in Pemberton [north of Whistler, BC] and 
I always enjoyed preserving food,” says 
Padgett, who has a small pickling business 
on the side. A colleague introduced her 
to the world of shrubs. “It just started this 
obsession and I started making shrubs at 
home.” Padgett uses organic apple cider 
vinegar she buys directly from a producer 
in Ontario and cranberries come “right off 
the farm on the bog” in Langley, BC. She 
believes the better-for-you ingredients are 
a great alternative to high-fructose syrups 
that often get mixed into cocktails. “The 
vinegar is a natural preservative, so I’m 
not processing anything, I’m not cook-
ing anything. I have an apple cider press; 
I’m pressing all the fruit so you’re getting 
organic fruit juice.”

Apple Spice is the first shrub Padgett 
made and it remains her favourite. “It tastes 
like pie. I like it as a Shrub-hattan with whis-
key on the rocks.”

Apple pie and whiskey? Franklin and 
Washington would approve!  
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modern shrub revolution
Craft cocktails get an acid hit with vinegar-based mixers

Janet Gyenes is a magazine writer and editor who likes to dally in spirits, especially when 
discovering 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 
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Apple Spice Shrub-hattan

3/4 oz. Apple Spice Shrub
2 oz. Rye, bourbon or other whiskey

pour shrub and rye over ice.  
Garnish with an apple slice.

Sip a 

shrub!


