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VANCOUVER WINTER

BY ANNMARIE MACKINNON

Spiced Beverages Take the
Chill (and the Edge) Off

Vancouver winters are not known for their bitter cold or colos-
sal amounts of snow. There are few stories of children walking to
school in chest-deep snow, or of skin freezing in seconds, as is the
case in other parts of the country. But winter, even in a city known
for its mild weather, is the time of year when kitchens fill with
richer aromas. Hearty root vegetables figure heavily on menus, food
is of the comforting variety, and thoughts often turn to sugar plums

and gingerbread houses.

Along with these heartier dishes come certain spices that are associ-
ated with winter—flavours and smells that emanate from grand-
motherly kitchens the world over. Cinnamon, cardamom, cloves,
ginger, nutmeg: for many of us, they are some of the most com-
forting and familiar smells in existence. Even the most avant garde
chefs turn to these old faithfuls when the weather starts to cool.
They are key ingredients in some of our most treasured wintertime
recipes, from gingerbread and mince pies, to fruitcakes, puddings,
and of course, mulled wine and ale. But most of these spices origi-
nate in locales greatly removed from where the dishes are tradition-

ally made.

Those powders and seeds we hold captive in tiny jars in our cup-
boards were, for centuries, worth their weight in gold. They were
often literally used as currency, their countries of origin closely
intain the spices hlgh value, and it
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With feasting comes overindulgence. Many major feasts take place
in colder weather, when susceptibility to minor colds and flu is
higher, so it makes sense that the spices used in dishes served
during the autumn and winter holidays also have well-documented
medicinal properties. Ginger, for example, is well known for its
anti-nausea properties, can reduce inflammation, and helps with
indigestion. Cloves are reported to improve circulation and ward
off coughs, and cinnamon is used to improve digestion and help
regulate blood sugar. Nutmeg is known to aid digestion, improve

circulation and blood pressure, and act as an anti-inflammartory.

And there may be no better delivery system for all the wonderful
health benefits of spices than booze. You may have heard the song
“Here We Come A-Wassailing,” but if you're anything like me, at
some point youve asked the question: What the heck is a wassail,
anyway? It’s not definitively clear when the tradition began, but the
word wassail comes from the Middle English waes hael: a wish that
means, basically, be hale, or be well.

It's much easier to be well on a chilly winter night with a tipple of
warm spiced ale, or wassail, as the traditional song describes. To go
“a-wassailing” was to go door to door singing carols, normally on
January 6th, commonly known as Twelfth Night. But the wassail
didn’t always involve the spreading of good cheer and kind wishes
between feudal lords and their tenants, as the song would have us
believe. It was also an opportunity for roving hooligans to wander
the town trick-or-treat style, and unless libations were given, houses

were sometimes vandalized.

While it might be con51dered a bit welrd to go smgmg door to door




WASSAIL From AnnMarie MacKinnon

The ale and spice proportions can be changed depending on taste. WH ERE TO BUY SDICES
| used Phillips Blue Buck Ale and went a little heavier on cloves and IN VANCOUVER

ginger than some might because | love their flavours. This recipe is
more art than science, and it's fun to experiment and find something
that suits your own tastes.

This combination of spices is equally tasty as a supplement to mulled
wine—just substitute the port in this recipe with brandy and the
apples with some additional citrus peel. For something a little more
family-friendly, mull hot apple cider with the same spices.

8 cups (2 litres) ale

Y2 cup (125mL) port

Y2 cup (125mL) brown sugar

2 apples, sliced

4 cinnamon sticks

6 cloves

2-inch (6cm) chunk of ginger, sliced

3 cardamom pods

2 star anise

A few strips of orange peel (optional)

Place all ingredients in a slow cooker or in a large pot on a stovetop.
Simmer mixture for approximately 2 hours. Strain and serve hot.
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