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DRINK RESPONSIBLY
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EDITORIAL by Melania Guida

THE POWER OF A BLONDE

A 
few months ago, Corona surprised the world with a Christmas gift that 
was worth noticing. Antonio Fernàndez, the man who invented the most 
popular beer in Mexico (and the second most imported bottled beer in the 
United States), ex honorary president and CEO of Grupo Mondelo, stipu-

lated in his will that 200 million euros be left to his fellow citizens of Cerezales del 
Condado, the small Spanish village where he was born into poverty. Now Corona 
has astonished everyone with an advert in celebration of American pride that was 
placed by the multinational company on YouTube and that immediately went viral. 
The video came as a response to president Donald Trump’s decision to close the 
United States’ borders, and in particular the border with Mexico. Thirty-five countries 
make up the American continent, the advert reminds the viewer, and there are even 
more ethnicities, languages and cultures that make up the American melting-pot. 
No toast, no bottle – images of the diversity of an extraordinary region flash past, 
with faces of all colours. «We are the continent that joins the two poles, we have 
hot blood, with a spicy flavour, we are passion, poetry, art and song under a single 
flag. Because we are all Americans.» To Trump who sings out «Let’s make America 
great again», Corona simply replies «America has always been great. Let’s continue 
showing it to the world.» All it took was a beer.
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Within the vast family of bitters, 
there is one that is largely un-
known, but that has ancient 
origins and falls within the 

group of “curative” bitters. It is Swedish 
Bitters, divided into two mixtures, known 
as “Small” and “Large”, according to the 
quantity of botanicals used as described 
by phytotherapist Maria Treben. It’s an 
ancient herbal recipe where a mixture 
of dried herbs are macerated in a spirit.

The recipe was found in an ancient 
manuscript kept by a Swedish doctor, 
Klaus Stamt, following his death. Stamt 
was also the rector of a faculty of med-
icine. In the document, there are 46 
points indicating all the illnesses and 
disorders for which the use of Swedish 
Bitters had been tested with a positive 
outcome. Thanks to his recipe and meth-
ods of using the bitters (including diluting 
it in fruit juice), the patient was healed.

A MIRACULOUS ANTIDOTE
The potion that makes the difference 
in curative bitters
BY ALESSANDRO PALANCA

liquid story/1 VENETIAN THERIAC
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It is not entirely known whether the 
name Swedish Bitters indicates that Swe-
den was its country of origin, or perhaps 
the area from which the herbs originated. 
Certain experts believe that theriac (that 
miraculous mixture) of this bitters was 
developed by Paracelsus around 1500. 
Today, Swedish Bitters is known thanks 
to Maria Treben’s books where she ex-
plains how it is made.

This bitters is made from a venetian 
theriac. The term theriac is used to in-
dicate that mixture of herbs and spices 
that make up the alcoholic tincture which 
forms the base of the bitters. The same 
term is used to indicate the oldest re-
lief-providing drug in the world. It’s diffi-
cult to find this ancient term on a label. 
In Puglia there is a bitters, the Amaro 
Pugliese (manufactured in Putignano), 
that bears the term teriaca or theriac in 
its label design. 

But what is theriac, and where does 
it come from? It is most likely the old-
est antidote ever existed, ascribed as 
a magical cure to any illness. Theriac 
or treacle, was originally used as an an-
tidote for insect and snake bites. The 
name derives from the Greek “therion”, a 
generic term used to indicate venomous 
animals. From Greece theriac reached 
Ancient Rome.  Just how this happened 
remains unclear, with history and legends 

contradicting each other. 
The ancient Romans and the apothe-

caries who followed them believed that 
theriac dated back to the Greek Mithri-
dates VI, King of Pontus. Mithridates, 
who was obsessed by the fear of getting 
poisoned, would take an antidote daily, 
to the point of becoming addicted and 
immune to any poison, and it is from him 
that the term mithridatism derives. 

History and legend narrate that when 
the Roman legions of Pompey defeated 
Mithridates’ army, since he could no lon-
ger poison himself, he took his life with a 
sword to avoid being 
imprisoned. Pompey 
found the antidote’s 
recipe among the 
spoils of war, and it 
was in this way that 
the Roman physi-
cians got hold of the 
formula. Then came 
the era of Nero, and 
his physician, Andro-
machus the Elder, 
added viper’s flesh 
to the recipe, convinced that this would 
make the Theriac even more potent. And 
so the Theriac of Andromachus or Theriac 
Magna came to be. The recipe underwent 
various changes over the centuries, but 
its popularity exploded in the 1500s.

The apothecaries across the entire 
Italian peninsula, from Rome to Bologna, 
Naples and Venice, made use of it, and 
the Venetian theriac was considered the 

SPICES
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best. The best-known Venetian apothe-
caries were Tre Torri, Allo Struzzo, which 
was perhaps the most famous and run 
by the Venetian apothecary, Giorgio Meli-
chio, and Testa d’Oro. Herbs and spices 
such as valerian, pepper, cinnamon, opi-
um, saffron and myrrh where infused in 
wine made from Malvasia grapes. The 
Venetian apothecaries were favoured by 
the commercial relations of the Most Se-
rene Republic of Venice with the Far East. 
According to the apothecaries, the vipers 
used had to be from the Euganean Hills, 
and they had to be male or pregnant.

Venetian theriac was prepared in the 
month of May, which was optimal for the 
ripening of its ingredients. The ritual was 
like a festival and had to take place out-
doors, in the presence of the “Ministers 
of Justice and the Doctors of the College 
of Experts in the art of Apothecary and 
with the help of many nobles”. During 
preparation, the apothecaries wore red 
in order to be more easily seen by the 
public. Making it in the public eye was a 
clever move that the apothecaries used 
to distance themselves from charlatans 
who claimed that their false theriacs 

POISON

ABOVE, A VIPER 
CATCHER. TOP 
RIGHT, A BOOK 
SHOWING 
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were originals, theriacs that in fact were 
prepared with products of inferior quality.

At the turn of the 1600s, the Osped-
ale Maggiore di Milano sent its master 
apothecary, G.B. Stucchi to Venice learn 
the art of making venetian Theriac. It was 
in fact the viper that was prepared in ad-
vance before public exhibition took place. 
It was boiled in salty water and seasoned 
with dill and then crumbed with dry bread 
crumbs. The spices were finely chopped 
and dressed with nutmeg oil and juni-
per. The finished product was stored in 
a glass container and mixed often. 

The Neapolitan philosopher  Giuseppe 
Donzelli in his book “Teatro Farmaceu-
tico Dogmatico e Spagirico” (Dogmatic 
Pharmaceutical and Spagyrical Theatre) 
published in 1763, wrote of chemically 
prepared theriac, in other words, extract-
ing the active ingredients with spirit. The 
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fact is that theriac continued to be pre-
pared this way until 1796 in Bologna, 
the mid 1800 in Venice and in Naples 
until 1906.

There have been many theriac recipes, 
but the only one described by Galen was 
the one by Andromachus the Elder. His 
recipe was made up of 60 ingredients, 
including wine and honey, expertly dosed 
in groups comprising many elements. 

One problem encountered was the 
poor availability of certain ingredients 
that required a certain microclimate to 
grow. This made it necessary to find sub-
stitutes to replace some of the original 
ingredients, something which was per-
mitted by a special regulation. Hence 
the reason for the “gardens of simples” 
tended to by monks who grew rarer plant 
species. The viper started to be replaced 
by tormentilla, a plant made into a pow-
der and mixed with pyrethrum and alum.

It was discovered that theriac could 
not only cure poisoning, but also the 
plague and more common illnesses. In 
special cases, theriac was drunk with 
gold leaf. The apothecary had to be fa-
miliar with the ripening times, gathering 
and extraction of every single spice. 

There were many debates among the 
apothecaries regarding the use of opium, 
taken strictly from ancient Thebes, and 
opobalsam. Many legends and fantasies 
arose surrounding the latter, without ev-
er being able to define what it actually 
was, in other words, what natural or arti-
ficial balsam made up opobalsam. Today, 
theriac is something that is much more 
simple and certainly with greater health 
benefits, with its fascinatingly loaded 
history and legends that get lost in the 
mists of time. 

Alessandro Palanca

THERIAC

HISTORICAL 
ACCOUNTS OF 
THE 
PRODUCTION 
AND SALE OF 
THERIAC.





10 February 2017

Vermouth, which is making a pow-
erfulcomebackthrough more and 
less well-known brands, both tra-
ditional or modern, brands that 

are at limit of eccentricity or traditionally 
classic and austere, has within its DNA 
the history of small family businesses, 
champions of quality, who at the time 
represented the backbone of the sector. 

One of the merits of the modern Ver-
mouthmania is that it has pushed bar-
tenders and consumers to rediscover 
minor brands that have always been 
around, but that were quashed and rele-
gated into a corner by the marketing cam-
paigns which were the privilege of major 
brands. Historical brands were thus for-
gotten, in some cases they just became 
dormant, while others disappeared for-
ever. But sometimes comebacks occur 
bringing with them a feeling of revenge 

and victory, like David beating Goliath. 
This is the case of Chazalettes, a brand 
of Vermouth which bears the name of a 
family, whose history and glory have been 
brought back to the fore by a group that 
without doubt contributed enormously to 
the resurgence of Italian vermouth: the 
Bava family.

With their Cocchi Vermouth, the Bavas 
exported to the whole world the idea of  
the quality of the “Vermouth Classico di 
Torino” (Classic Vermouth from Turin), 
through a series of strategic operations 
that brought them to be recognised as 
the reference point for the sector. Now, 
Francesca Bava has decided to restore 
the sheen and glory of a brand whose 
history deserves to be known and told: 
Chazalettes.

The story of the Chazalettes family 
inevitably weaves itself with that of the 

CHAZALETTES,  
THE QUEEN’S 
VERMOUTH
Francesca Bava revives 
the ancient recipe of the 
authentic “torinese”
BY GIULIA ARSELLI

liquid story/2 VINTAGE APERITIFS
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Reign of Sardinia. Originally from Cham-
béry, 1860 was a historically significant 
year for them. It was the year during 

which Savoy was ceded to France. The 
Chazalettes were originally from Cham-
béry and decided to emigrate to Turin, 

PRODUCERS
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which at the time was the capital of the 
Reign of Sardinia. Clemente Chazalettes 
was an agricultural technical expert work-
ing for a company in Ardeche, and as a 
result, it was natural for him to become 
the production manager at Martini&Sola, 
one of the oldest and best-known manu-
facturers of vermouth.

In 1876, at the age of 40, he decided 
to start his own business and founded 
the “Cte. Chazalettes& Co PremiataFab-
brica di Vermouth e Liquori” inVia Sacchi, 
next to Turin’s Porta Nuova station.

Among the devotees of the new ver-
mouth, were women from the House of 
Savoy, such as Queen Margherita and 
Princess Laetitia. This royal favour meant 
that Chazaletteshad the right to bear the 

royal crest on labels and letterheads.
Vermouth was joined by other spirits 

and liqueurs. The increase in production 
made it necessary to build a new factory 
which was opened in 1909. The strate-

HISTORY
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gic position, close to the railway, with an 
area of 20,000m2where 40 employees 
worked,meant that the new factory was 
a model of efficiency and innovation.

The company would have to wait for 

the period between 1910 – 1920 for its 
Chazalettes products to enjoy their gold-
en age, thanks also to exports that made 
up a significant part of production. The 
shipping registers of the time show how 
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Chazalettes Vermouth was enjoyed in all 
four corners of the world: from Singa-
pore to Veracruz, from Alexandria in Egypt 
to Tegucigalpa, from New York to Sofia. 
There were many Italian emigrants in the 
Americas, Canada, France and Germany 
who didn’t hesitate to enjoy the product 
of their motherland in a foreign country. 

Bars had an important role to play 
in the society and based on this phe-
nomenon Alfonso Chazalettes decided 
to open just one bar in Piazza Castello 
in Turin, right in front of the royal palace 
and Palazzo Madama: it was called the 
Bar Impera, which in its name reflected 
Chazalettes’ flagship product. The Chaza-
lettes’ story would come to an end in 
the 1970s following almost a century of 
production that continued for some years 
with syrups and liqueurs. 

Today, Giovanni Chazalettes, the heir 
of the dynasty, has found new energy in 
the person of Francesca Bava, who is 
taking up again the dream of the founder, 
Clemente, and using the ancient family 
recipe book as a starting point.

A new chapter in the story of Chaza-
lettes is calling the attention of bartend-
ers and consumers alike, a chapter where 
generations meet, where the charm of 
the ancient art of liqueur making is being 
rediscovered, and that sees a collective 
effort in saving an important part of the 
heritage of the city of Turin. Today we can 
once again taste these historical recipes 
starting with the Vermouth Rosso della 
Regina (the Queen’s Red Vermouth) and 
Vermouth Extra Dry, both vermouths that 
have made this category go down in his-
tory.

Vermouth Rosso della Regina (16,5%) 
is a vermouth from Turin made of red 
wine produced according to Clemente 
Chazalettes’authentic recipe from 1876, 
where alongside mugwort the character-
istics of Piedmont herbs are noted, like 
savory and marjoram and those more ex-
otic herbs such as ambrette and corian-
der. The queen who baptised it was Mar-
gherita of Savoy, who in 1907, assigned 
the royal patent to the Chazalettes brand, 

DOCUMENTS
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allowing it to bear the royal crest. 
Vermouth di Torino Extra Dry (18%) car-

ries the freshness of citrus peels round-
ed off by the Piedmont alpine herbs, with 
hints of juniper and other spices.

This desire of the Chazalettes family 
to bring back onto the scene this histor-
ical brand of Vermouth of Turin’s gold-
en era, has become a true mission for 
Francesca Bava, at anencouraging time 
for vermouth both nationally and inter-
nationally. 

The new Chazalettes vermouths were 
presented, not coincidentally, at Palazzo 
Madama in Turin. “Piedmont called me 
home so strongly that I left my career 
which I had started in Milan,” explains 
Francesca Bava, “to dedicate myself to 
a fascinating project that combines the 
physical and historical culture of my re-
gion and my passion to see old recipes 
revived in a young, new world of consum-
erism that I am a part of.”

The two products introduced in the past 
months are the outcome of over a year 

of work with wines, spices and historical 
research. One of her aims is to add a 
feminine touch to the world of Vermouth: 
“I am working mainly 
with barladies,” con-
tinues Bava, “and 
the project was inten-
tionally introduced at 
Palazzo Madama in 
Turin. Vermouth Ros-
so is dedicated to 
Margherita of Savoy 
and princess Laeti-
tia.”

The rebirth of this 
historical brand rep-
resents a great developmentfor the en-
tire category and enthusiasts of drinking 
culture, who can now taste the authentic 
flavour of vermouth from Turin products 
once more, made according to the rec-
ipe of the time, and not to mention an 
extra opportunity for barmen who look to 
original, artisanal and quality products.

Giulia Arselli

The Vermouth 
Rosso della Regina 

is a vermouth 
from Turin made 

from red wine 
according to the 
recipe from 1876
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JOHNSON’S DRINK
Two variations of what remains  
a controversial recipe
BY ALESSANDRO PALANCA

The Blackthorn cocktail, more com-
monly known as Blackthorn, is one 
of those recipes whose history 
tends to become confusing as it 

evolves, and remain mysterious in cer-
tain aspects. This is true of many recipes 
whose origins are still unclear. The name 
itself is already deceptive. In the original 
recipe, whose base was Irish whiskey, the 
name does not refer to the shrub used to 
edge hedges, but rather to the shillalah, 
a Celtic cudgel made from the blackthorn 
shrub, sometimes used as a walking stick, 
but also as an attack and defence weap-
on. In his famous manual, Harry Johnson 
added Blackthorn to Irish whiskey, setting it 
apart from another recipe of his, the Thorn. 
In the manual, there were two recipes that 
included sloe gin, one of which is the Mon-
tana. The Blackthorn it's not present in the 
various editions of Johnson’s book: 1882, 
1888, 1900, 1934. These editions were 
reviewed on the base of the professional 
evolution of the bartender first in San Fran-
cisco, then Chicago, Boston, NewYorkand 
other great American cities.

In his book “Cocktails and How To Mix 
Them?” from 1922, Robert Vermeire attri-
butes the origin of the drink containing Irish 
whiskey to Harry Johnson while he was in 

New Orleans. In his “Harry’s ABC of Mixing 
Cocktails” from 1919, Harry MacElhone 
attributes the drink with Irish whiskey to 
Johnson, but places it professionally in 
Crescent City, California. In 1869, Harry 
Johnson was in New Orleans to take part 
in a cocktail competition, representing Chi-
cago where he had lived for some time. 
He returned to New Orleans in 1870, to 
help with setting up an association of lo-
cal bartenders. By his own admission, it 
would seem that when he was in Chicago, 
the bartender had already printed 10,000 

cocktail story BLACKTHORN
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copies of a book that preceded his famous 
manual. None of these mysterious copies 
has ever appeared right until today, but no 
doubt some must have passed the hands 
of Vermiere and MacElhone. 

The mystery surrounding the provenance 
of the drink seems to be clear, but less so, 
is the entrance of sloe gin. In 1918 Tom 
Bullock published “The Ideal Bartender”, 
the first book of bartending published by 
a bartender of colour and one of the last 
books published before the Prohibition. In 
this book, the Blackthorn recipe leaves out 
whiskey, replacing it with sloe gin. And not 
only that, but the author also introduces 
a Blackthorn Sour, which included pineap-
ple syrup in its recipe. It was probably the 
scarce availability of the Irish whiskey as a 
result of the Great War that had just ended, 
the resulting difficulties in transportation 
and the imminent Prohibition laws that led 
to a change in the recipe and the ingredient 
being substituted. 

But in actual fact, Blackthorn recipes 
with sloe gin had already appeared to-
wards the end of the 1800s as can be 
seen in the newspapers of the time. One 
of these articles mentions its power to 
stimulate the mind, with “hallucinogenic 
effects” provided by the combination of 

vermouth and gin. In another, the drink is 
attributed to one Rol King, the owner of an 
equally unknown Hollenbeck Bar. Printed 
accounts of Blackthorn from the time are 
numerous, but it is difficult to verify their 
accuracy. Various bartending publications 
include one and then another recipe, indi-
cating the preference of the author; from 
the hottest, spiciest Irish whiskey, to the 
sweetest, smoothest and perhaps syrupy 
sloe gin. In the Savoy Cocktail Book, Harry 
Craddock introduces the recipe with Irish 
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whiskey. In 1931 Albert Stevens Crockett 
published the recipe in The Old Waldorf 
Astoria Bar Day: sloe gin was used while 
absinthe disappeared. 
The Savoy Cocktail Book by Harry Craddock
- 1930
BLACKTHORN COCKTAIL
- 3 dashes Angostura bitters
- 3 dashes absinthe
- 1/2 Irish whiskey
- 1/2 French vermouth
Shake well and strain into cocktail glass.

The Old Waldorf-Astoria Bar Day” by Albert 
Stevens Crockett - 1931
BLACKTHORN
- Two dashes orange bitters
- One-third Italian vermouth
- Two-thirds sloe gin
Stir

Even Trader Vic did not fail to showhis 
appreciation for the Blackthorn cocktail, 
including it in his “Bartender’s Guide” from 
1947. The recipe appears in various ver-
sions, with sloe gin or Irish whiskey, and 

other variations. Even Vermeire admitted 
that there were two variations of Black-
thorn:
The cocktail is made in a similar way, but the 
ingredients are:
- 1 dash of orange bitters
- 1 dash of Angostura bitters
- 172 gill of sloe gin
- 1/2 gill of French vermouth
- 1/2 gill of Italian vermouth
(recipe by “Cocktail Boothby” of San Franci-
sco) 

In older publications, the name of the 
drinks always appears without the final “e”, 
while in more recent ones it is sometimes 
seen with the final “e”, which is probably 
as a result of modern linguistics. Due to 
all its origins, Blackthorn almost creates 
a whole family of drinks. The two versions 
are nonetheless able to satisfy the most 
diverse of palates and perhaps it is its 
eclectic nature that is its real strength. But 
without a doubt, the recipe helped to define 
a precise intended use for sloe gin.

Alessandro Palanca
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The regional spirits of Mexico made 
from agave are enjoying populari-
ty. In the Nahuatl language, plants 
were generically known as “metl”. 

The word “maguey” almost certainly 
originates from the Antilles, where the 
Taino language was spoken and the term 
was used to indicate agave plants. In 
his memoirs, Hermàn Cortes referred to 
a market in Tenochtitlan where he saw 
“honey” extracted from certain plants 

that on some islands was called maguey.
Before the agave spirits and deriva-

tivescame “Pulque”, its name deriving 
from “poliuhqui” that in the ancient Az-
tec language of Nahua means rotten, de-
composed drink. Indeed, Pulque which 
is fermented from the aguamiel of the 
agave starts going off after just 24-36 
hours and before this would occur, the 
Aztecs called it “Octli orIztacoctli”, which 
meant “white wine”. In 1848 and then 

NOT JUST MEZCAL
Between the sacred and profane: 
Pulque, Tepache and Pozol
BY FABIO BACCHI

report MEXICAN INSPIRATION
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in 1896, the linguists Cecilio Robelo and 
Goncalves from Lima highlighted how the 
term “pulque” was also used in the Arau-
cana language of Chile, where the term 
was used to identify a drink obtained 
from fermenting apples. In actual fact, 
it was the Spanish who “barbarised” 
the term “poliuhqui” into“pulque” and 
spread it from Mexico to all their South 
American colonies. They used this fre-
quently heard term to indicate the “rot-
ten” Mexican drink.

Pulque was very symbolic of rituals 
and religion, human sacrifices, harvests 
and births, basically all events marked 
by the Aztec religious calendar. In sup-
port of this, we refer to the documents 
put together by Bernardino deSahagùn 
between 1547 and 1577, later published 
as Historia General de la Cosas de Nueva 
Espana. The typical Mexican drinks repre-
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sent a condensed version of history, ex-
perience and tradition that are expressed 
at their height through Tequilas and Mez-
cals and theirvariations that have been 
given precise names: Raicilla, Sotol and 
Bacanora.

Of course, all Tequilas are Mezcals, 
but the opposite does not apply. In Mex-
ico there are drinks that have their roots 
in ancient history while others are daugh-
ters of the modern day. Many of these are 
typical fermented, probiotic drinks that 
contend with Pulque. They have an an-
cient history and their use in widespread. 

Tepache is one of the most popular 
fermented drinks in Mexico. The word 

derives from the term “Tepiati” from the 
ancient Nahuatl language or Nahua which 
was also formed by ideograms. Tepiati 
meant drink made from maize. Originally, 
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this fermented drink was made with cere-
al. Today pineapples, apples and oranges 
are mainly used. 

There are various ways of making Te-
pache. The peel, flesh and juice of the 
fruit are fermented at room temperature 
between 20˚C and 30˚C for between one 
to three days in water and piloncillo, a 
typical panela cane sugar, in open wood-
en vats called “tepachera”. The vats are 
covered with cheesecloth. The microor-
ganisms involved in the process are Ba-
cillus Sutbtilis, InsconspicnaTorulopsis, 

Saccharomyces Cerevisiae and Candida 
Queretaro. These bacteria are found nat-
urally in the peel and flesh of the fruit. 
There might be significant differences 
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between them depending on the various 
locations and bacterial environment. 

Tesguino or Tecuin also derive from 
Nahuatl and mean “to palpitate”. It is a 
drink that is very similar to beer, made 
from cereal and piloncillo and enjoyed 
by the Tarahumara people , a local eth-
nic group from the Sierra Madre in the 
north and northwest of Mexico. Tesguino 
has many names depending on whether 
fresh maize or flour is used. In the first 
instance it is known as Pacik, in the sec-

ond, it is called Batàri. For the Tarahu-
mara, Tesguino is a sacral drink.

Another typical fermented Mexican 
drink is Tibicos, also known as Bùlgar-
os. In this case, they are drinks with a 
gelatine lump varying in colour from white 
to yellowish. Their shape and dimen-
sions are very different, made from wa-
ter, bacteria and yeast, and are enjoyed 
as low-alcoholic and refreshing drinks. 
Often they make up the starting point for 
certain Tepache with curative properties 
and that help with losing weight. As a 
result of this, production has increased 
greatly. Tibicos are also often flavoured 
and they are probiotic drinks very similar 
to Water Kefir, which we have covered in 
previous stories.

Pozol on the other hand has Mayan, 
pre-Colombian origins and it must not be 
confused with Pozole, a cooked maize 
soup that is fermented and typical of 
central America. In Nahuatl, pozol means 
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“with foam, foamy”. Pozol is an import-
ant part of the diet of many local ethnic 
groups that consume it both as a food 
and drink. Often flavoured with Tabasco, 
Pozol remains fit to be consumed for a 
long time, and for the locals it constituted 
a very important food for their long trips 
across the forests. 

Tuba is obtained from various types of 
palms, including the coconut tree. The 
liquid extracted from these palms is yel-

low in colour which becomes completely 
white after fermentation. Tuba is slight-
ly sparkling , has a viscous consistency 
and is light in alcohol. The fermented 
liquid can be used as a base to obtain an 
aguardiente after distillation and also for 
the production of vinegar. Not very wide-
spread in Mexico, Tuba is mainly drunk in 
the states of Guerrero and Colima.

Colonche has uncertain origins, a 
drink obtained from 
the fermentation of 
“tunas”, or prickly 
pears. Straight af-
ter fermentation, 
Colonche is a lightly 
alcoholic, foamy and 
sweetish drink. Tradi-
tionally made by the 
women of Colonche, 
which must not be 
confused with the 
Mexican mountain 
range of the same name, it is the re-
sult of spontaneous fermentation of the 
prickly pears. Sometimes, a small dose 
of Colonche that has been previously pro-
duced is added. 

Lightly alcoholic 
and foamy, 
Colonche is 

obtained from 
the spontaneous 
fermentation of 

prickly pears
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Originally from Mexico and enjoyed 
for centuries in all of Central America 
thanks to its properties, Salvia Hispanica 
or Chia, produces seeds with extraordi-
nary nutritional properties. With these 
seeds, a unique and excellent non-alco-
holic drink is produced, which is abso-
lutely natural.

Chia seeds have the ability to absorb 
water amounting to eight to twelve times 

their own weight. Legends tell of Aztec 
warriors who extracted their strength to 
win battles from chia seeds and that they 
used them as medicinal remedies. Chia 
water is a true, natural energy drink that 
originates from Mexico and certain areas 
in south west USA. 

Members of the Tarahumara tribe, 
known for their resistance during long 
marathons, would drink fresh Chia to 
sustain their physical exertion. Making 
it is very simple: chia seeds, lemon juice, 
water and agave syrup used as a natural 
sweetener.

With its rich identity, Mexico always 
brings new occasions to celebrate the 
joviality of drinking, winking its eye at his-
tory and peculiarities that have become 
lost in the mists of time. 

Mexico and the richness of its drinks 
offer an unending source of inspiration 
and creativity that the entire bartending 
world now draws on ever more fervently. 

Fabio Bacchi
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In 1987 at the Galerie des Chevau 
Légers in Versailles, an extraordi-
nary auction of prized wines and 
spirits took place. Among the wines 

auctioned there was Chateau d’Yquem 
from 1864, Chateau Latour from 1961, 
Romanée - Conti from 1894 and, among 
many others, a bottle of Porto Hunt from 
1735 with 20% ABV.

If you are wondering whether a wine 
that has aged that much can still be 
drinkable, refer to “Vintage Wine” by En-
glish expert, Michael Brown, who quotes 
port wines from 1670 and ascribes the 
best attributes to a port dating back to 

1811. The bottle in question was sold for 
only 1,500 French francs to Michel-Jack 
Casseuil, a passionate collector of rare 
bottles of wines and spirits. The start-
ing bid for the bottle was actually set at 
3,500 francs, but since it was the last 
bid of the day and many of those partic-
ipating had already spent their budget, 
the skilful wine connoisseur managed to 
buy the bottle by making a flat offer of 
1,500 francs which was accepted by the 
auctioneer. Today, a bottle of Hunt’s Port 
from 1735 is priced between €11,000 
and €15,000 on specialised sites.

There are three main types of port, 
namely Tawnies, LBV and Vintage Port. 
This last group are the best, worth thou-
sands and made from unique harvests 
from the best years. Portugal is the land 
of port, and cod is possibly its main dish. 
Today the original Hunt’s Port bodega no 
longer exists. We are not familiar with the 
notes of flavour of this rarity, and perhaps 
by stretching our minds we can imagine 
them, but this would certainly remain an 
abstract hypothesis. There are notes on 
Hunt’s Port going back to the 1912 vin-
tage, and not before. What we do know 
where this bottle comes from and the 
story of its company which is one of the 

PRECIOUS PORT
A bottle of Hunt’s Port from 1735  
is today worth €11,000 to €15,000
BY GIULIA ARSELLI

rare bottle HUNT’S PORT 1735
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most romanticised in the history of port.
Thomas Newman from Dartmouth in 

Devon was a merchant who already in 
1503 imported wine from Portugal to 
England. Newman paid for the wine with 
stockfish fished in Terranova, the Cana-
dian island in the Atlantic also known as 
Newfoundland , where Newman held prop-
erty and commercial interests. In 1650, 
the Newmans merged with commercial 
exponents of the Hunt, Roope and Hold-
worth families, creating Hunt Roope & 
Co Ltd. According to an account of the 
time, in 1679 one of Newman’s ships, the 
Jenny, loaded with port, was targeted by 
a schooner of French pirates  armed with 
18 cannons that pushed it off course. 

To escape attack and certain death of 
the captain, a long breakaway ensued, fol-
lowed by the pirates. The Jenny reached 
Terranova and docked at St John where 

Newman had a commercial base. The 
load of port was safe and remained there 
the entire winter. When the wine arrived in 
London the following spring, it had been 
much improved. 

At the time, port was transported via 
ship in barrels and this enhancement was 
similar to the maturation process of Ma-
deira, another noble Portuguese wine that 
takes well to long periods of aging. When 
the wine was bottled, Newman chose to 
put the Portuguese and English flags on 
the bottles, as well as that of his fleet 
bearing his family’s crest. The pirate sto-
ry is commemorated and reproduced on 
azulejos that are still kept at the Quinta 
de Eira Velha. Quintas are to Portugal 
what Chateaus are to France. In 1711, 
Thomas Newman started a fish trade in 
Oporto in Portugal and soon he was the 
biggest importer and trader of codfish 
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in Portugal. Mindful of the improvement 
that the port had undergone in Terranova, 
Newman made it a habit to send wine 
each year for enhancing on the island and 
then sold it in the Americas. This tradition 
lasted until 1997.

In 1735 he went into association with 
some producers of port and a bodega 

was opened in Vila Nova de Gaia. Hunt 
Roope & Co was bought by Ferreira Port 
in 1956 but the Hunts kept the Quinta de 
Eira Velha, a piece of land that only pro-
duces Vintage Port. Ferreira later bought 
another small brand, Constantinos and by 
merging the two, formed Hunt Constanti-
nos Vinhos SA, whose bottles were sold 
under this brand. In 1970, Cockburn Port 
became the owner of the brand which 
is now held by the Portuguese Sogrape 
Vinhos .

Quinta de Eira Velha continues to 
produce Vintage Port. In 1986 the Gov-
ernment of Terranova declared the ware-
house where Newman used to age his 
port wine a historical site. 

Giulia Arselli
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