
Every fruit on the planet, every
seed, nut, flower, tree, shrub and

fungi – no matter the taste – has been
harvested, fermented, brewed and
turned into alcohol. The pursuit of
great and sometimes dangerous drinks
has led to fabulous fun and fatal folly
ever since botany and chemistry got
married and appeared in bottled form.

      
Or so the history of wine, beer and

spirits were described by Amy Stew-
art, New York Times bestselling au-
thor of “Wicked Bugs, Wicked Plants”
and, most recently, “The Drunken
Botanist,” at a recent Commonwealth
Club presentation at the Lafayette Li-
brary. Her highly entertaining, deeply
researched new book – and the prom-
ise of a complimentary cocktail
poured by Hendrick’s Gin – attracted
a solid crowd of approximately 75 be-
lievers to the event.

      
The Drunken Botanist packs over

1,000 years of alchemic history into
400 pages.   Investigating over 150
sources for the creation of alcohol and
including 60 recipes, the book’s scope
could easily have dissolved into an un-
bearable brew. Instead, Stewart’s sci-
entific bent – questioning every myth,
legend, fact and often enough, lies –
brackets the colossal subject into eas-

ily digested horticulture, agriculture,
and world culture stories. Like her
previous books, the sweat is in the de-
tails: Stewart’s genius is in the story-
telling.

      
The book is divided into three sec-

tions: fermentation and distillation;
plants added to alcohol to alter its fla-
vor before bottling; garden bounty that
professional and amateur mixologists
use in the creation of cocktails. If it
sounds scientific, it is, but that doesn’t
mean it isn’t packed with spectacular
tales. Like the happy discovery of
beer, when a bucket of barley, left to
soak overnight, resulted in a yeasty,
delicious foam. Or the sex life of corn
and how corn silk is equivalent to fal-
lopian tubes in its egg-fertilizing role.
Add to that, the importance of bees,
the acceptance of bugs in one’s booze,
the necessity of spanking herbs before
adding them to alcohol, and the proper
size of a martini (“The modern martini
glass is a monstrosity,” she writes, and
later states that “warm, undiluted gin”
is “not a cocktail”). These are just a
handful of the stories Stewart delivers
with obvious glee and fine literary in-
stincts.

      
Moderated by Thad Vogler, owner

of San Francisco’s Bar Agricole and
Trou Normand, the Q and A with the
popular writer was sturdy, surprising,
and left a rich aftertaste, much like a
good drink.

      
“Before the year 100 A.D., no one

had had a stiff drink,” she said. “Imag-
ine how desperate they were.” 

      
Stewart said much of what we

know about distilling comes from
farmers, thinking how to use their left-
over crops. Blemished or oddly-
shaped potatoes, bruised apples,
bushels of corn too large to get to mar-
ket; farmers’ no-waste initiatives gave
birth to bourbon, cognac and more.
Forbidding plants, thought to be ined-
ible, were fair game too. “Agave is
such an unlikely plant. You have to
think, ‘Who thought of this?’  You

have to crawl inside this monster of a
plant and do battle with it. They must
have really wanted a drink,” she said.
Agave produces the raw ingredients
for tequila and a number of other
drinks.

      
Stewart said diving into research

for a book on the world’s most intox-
icating spirits had unexpected perks.
Writing about earthworms and ven-
omous insects, the subjects of earlier
books, no one offered to help with the
research. “But tool around France, I
had all kinds of people volunteering to
carry my suitcase,” she said. Hosting
parties, she noticed an upswing in at-
tendance. “My liquor tab was a tax
write-off when I was working on the
book. I had to build shelving in my
house (for all the bottles),” she said.

      
Alcohol’s serious aspects, during

the presentation and also in her book,
received absolute clarity. Stating that
her husband told her there were too
many warnings in a draft of the book
– the final version has 28 references to
toxicity and a strong warning in the in-
troductory “aperitif” – Stewart said, “I
was alarmed at the possibility of any
poisonous plant being used to make
alcohol.” Instead, she cautions read-

ers: “Some things are best left to the
experts.”

      
For “botanist bartenders” intent on

DIY, like Orinda resident and retired
chemist Allan Rose, Stewart’s book is
essential reading. “I’ve read it twice,”
Rose said. “She explains scientific
things in clear, understandable ways.”
He’s made Limoncello, using lemons
from a neighbor’s tree. Gerard Free-
man’s wife, Julie, sipped the Hen-
drick’s cocktail made with grapefruit
juice and black and green tea as she
explained why she purchased the book
for her husband. “He volunteers for
the San Francisco botanical garden
and he likes martinis,” she said. “It
was the perfect gift.”

      
Stewart said her current project is

a sidetrack from non-fiction: a nearly-

completed novel. “I can’t drink when
I write,” she said, answering Vogler’s
sole question about her writing habits.
“My brain has to be very clear. I have
to be very well behaved. Moderation
in all things.”

OTHER ... continued

Learn about Lafayette’s Amazing
Natural History from 3:30 to 5 p.m.
Saturday, July 12.  Doc Jim Hale,
wildlife biologist, naturalist and ethno-
biologist will bring alive the natural his-
tory of the Lamorinda area.  Learn what
plants thrived here and how they were
used by local Native Americans.  Find
out what animals visit our area while we
sleep at night.  Doc Hale is an expert on
wild, edible plants, the medicinal an
dcultural use of herbs, and mountain
lion ecology in Contra Costa County.
Hale’s photos and stories will delight
people of all ages.  Classes at the
Lafayette Community Garden, unless
specified, are free.  However, a $5 do-
nation to support education programs is
appreciated.  To register for classes or
for more info, visit http://lafayettecom-
munitygarden.org. 

Lafayette, Moraga and Orinda are
celebrating National Night Out from
5 to 8 p.m. Tuesday, Aug. 5. Join other

Lamorindans and plan a potluck, an ice
cream social, a happy hour, a block
party or a barbecue. Any event that
brings neighbors together is great and
helps build a stronger community. Sep-
tember is National Emergency Pre-
paredness Month a good time to get
together, help your neighborhood get
ready and have fun. Contact your
neighbors— plan an event for your
neighborhood. Keep it simple and fun,
whatever works for you. For info about
how to get started, Orindans can email
or call Patti Young: pattiyoung1@com-
cas.net or (510) 910-0311. For
Lafayette residents, contact Carol Yates
at lepccarol@gmail.com and for Mor-
aga email Diana Graham at diana.gra-
ham@comcast.net.

SENIORS

Moraga Movers Dinner Monday be-
gins at 5 p.m. Wednesday, July 9 at the
Saint Mary’s College Soda Center. The
entertainment will feature Broadway
and film actor Duffy Hudson, who
brings to life Albert Einstein. Imagine

Einstein explaining the Theory of Rel-
ativity in a fun, exciting way without a
knowledge of physics required! Enjoy
Einstein’s wonderful sense of humor,
and his thoughts on time travel, gravity
and space-time. It’s a blast. Reserva-
tions required. Call (925) 376-4221.

Sons In Retirement - Las Trampas
Branch 116- Luncheon Meeting --
The speaker for July will be Mr. Wayne
Korsinen, who will be unfolding the
story of how the small town of Port
Chicago was badly damaged by, but
survived, a wartime explosion at an am-
munition pier just two miles away. The
presentation will also uncover how the
United States Navy launched a 13 year
campaign (1955-1968) against Port
Chicago and finally succeeded in up-
rooting the town from the county.
Today Port Chicago is a ghost town.
Lunch begins at 11:30 a.m., July 21, at
the Walnut Creek Elks Lodge, 1475
Creekside Dr. Guest are welcome and
may make reservations by calling (925)
322-1160 by Wednesday, July 16, cost
is $15.
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Bestselling Author Discusses Book about the Botany of  Booze at
Lafayette Library
By Lou Fancher

Upcoming Author Discussion at LLLC
New York Times bestselling author Karin Slaughter will speak about her
new book, “Cop Town,” from 6:30 to 7:30 p.m. Friday, July 18 at the
Lafayette Library and Learning Center Community Hall.  Set in Atlanta in
1974, “Cop Town” is an epic story of a city in the midst of seismic upheaval,
a serial killer targeting cops, and a divided police force tasked with bring-
ing a madman to justice. While this is a free event, sponsored by the
Friends of the Lafayette Library and Learning Center, registration is recom-
mended at: tinyurl.com/karinslaughterLLLC.
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Explore Lamorinda Rotary clubs The heart of
Rotary is our clubs- dedicated people who share
a passion for both community service and friend-
ship. Learn about Lamorinda’s Rotary clubs.

Service Clubs
Announcements

Start your 4th of July celebration at
our Pancake Breakfast from 7:30-
10am at the Orinda Community
Center! 

July 4:
Learn more about our
exciting plans for 2014-15
by joining us for our first
Club Assembly!

July 11:

No formal meeting on July 4th – join us at the Orinda July 4th Celebration!

For more info, please email us at 
lamorindasunrise@gmail.com

Please join us at our new location
THE LAFAYETTE PARK HOTEL
on Friday mornings at 7am.




