[image: image1.jpg]Floramedica



SLOE GIN 

Identifying sloe berries (Blackthorn - Prunus spinosa): 
When you go out the first time to look for wild berries, if you are uncertain take a friend who knows what they are doing. The next best things is to buy a book (charity shops often have unwanted wild food and plant books), or try a google image search. Either way, take with you a good clear picture of the plant you’re looking for.  When you find fruit, examine it carefully, and check also the shape, colour and vein pattern of the leaves against the picture.  Check where the tree/bush generally grows, its average height, whether or not it has thorns etc.  
Damsons and sloes are both types of plum. They look almost identical – both tend to have a dusty bluish bloom to them – but sloe bushes tend to be smaller and have thorns (it’s not called Blackthorn for nothing!!). Sloe berries are sour / astringent, and have a large pip. Damsons (or bullaces - Prunus institia - a subspecies of the domesticated plum) resemble plums more closely, with the characteristic groove down one side and a smooth stone inside. They are also sweeter, and grow on a taller bush/tree without thorns.

Best time for picking depends on which part of the country you live in. In South-east England the season starts in September, but here in Scotland October and into November are usual. Many books recommend waiting till after the fruit has been “bletted” by the first frosts, as this makes it softer and sweeter, but this is not essential. Some people prefer the slightly astringent tang of the un-bletted fruit, especially in jam and gin.

Have a go with the Sloe gin recipe below – or one of the other variations! (from http://www.bbc.co.uk/food/recipes/sloegin_7722)

Makes 1 litre/1¾ pint
Making sloe gin takes time, but not a lot of effort. No cooking required, just patience while the sloes steep in the gin.

Ingredients

· 450g / 1lb sloes
· 225g / 8oz caster sugar (I use raw cane sugar, or you can also use honey)
· 1 litre / 1¾ pint gin
Preparation method

1. Prick the tough skin of the sloes all over with a clean needle and put in a large sterilised jar.

2. Pour in the sugar and the gin, seal tightly and shake well.

3. Store in a cool, dark cupboard and shake every other day for a week. Then shake once a week for two months.

4. The sloe gin will now be a beautiful dark red and ready to drink, although it will still improve with keeping.

Variations: make blackberry, elderberry or hawthorn brandy in the same way, substituting blackberries / hawthorn for the sloes and brandy for the gin. Or you could try vodka instead. Blackberries and elderberries have soft skin and do not need pricking. Hawthorn should be bruised or lightly crushed before using - you can do this with a mortar and pestle, or put berries in a clean plastic bag and hammer lightly but firmly with a rolling pin.
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