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Searching for medical cures in the wild
Next generation of antibiotics could be found in nature, not the lab, suggests Vancouver � lmmakers’ new documentary
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BC Distilled
April 18 | 700 Hamilton St.
Tickets and info: $39.99 to $79.99 plus fees, 
bcdistilled.ca

RANDY SHORE
VANCOUVER SUN

Craft and artisanal distilling 
is still in its infancy in B.C., but 
some very fine and subtle spirits 
are tickling discerning palates.

The flavour, aroma and mouth 
feel of the most basic of spirits 
— vodka — starts with the grain, 
potato, fruit or sugar used in the 
fermentation. But like whiskey, 
vodkas can also be made with 
a single flavourful lot of malted 
barley or even wheat. You heard 
me, single malt vodka.

Local distillers are also search-
ing B.C.’s hills, dales and mar-
kets for botanicals they can use 
to make truly local gins, with 
delicate flavours and aromas 
worlds apart from your old bot-
tle of London Dry.

Twenty-three B.C. distillers 
will gather to showcase the best 
of their wares — in pure and 
cocktail form — alongside some 
sumptuous bites by Koko Monk 
Chocolates and Forage Restau-
rant. Here is a little preview of 
what they will have on offer, with 
notes that will give you a vocabu-
lary for tasting and unique cock-
tails created by some of the city’s 
top barkeeps.

Tasting notes
Wallflower Gin, from Van-

couver’s Odd Society Spirits, is 
described by distillers Gord and 
Josh as a “shy coastal beauty,” 
but it’s clear as soon as you crack 
the bottle that this gin wants to 
shine. Distilled using traditional 
techniques, heartier botanicals 
steep in B.C. single malt spirit, 
while delicate florals and cit-
rus hang around in a gin basket 
awaiting vapour extraction. The 
result is a powerful gin whose 
juniper notes are complimented 
by aromas of rose, lavender, and 
elderflower. The strong profile 
carries through wonderfully in 
a G&T, adds a unique twist to 
classic gin cocktails, and makes 
for an exciting new back-bar 
ingredient.

— Matt Cooke, Homer St. Cafe & Bar

Central City’s new Seraph sin-
gle malt vodka packs more than 
a little grain character and fla-
vour. Made from B.C. barley 
— so it qualifies fully as a craft 
product — Seraph has a warm 
whiskey-like aroma and a hint 
of sweetness you won’t find in 

big-label vodkas. If you buy your 
vodka for the absence of flavour, 
you might be surprised. I shook a 
portion over ice and served it as 
a straight-up martini. The taste 
is similar to a burnt martini, but 
without the smoke.

— Randy Shore

Okanagan Spir i t ’s Taboo 
Absinthe is a shining example 
of a traditional European-style 
herbal spirit that’s made with 
100 per cent BC ingredients. 
This fruit-based spirit has ele-
gant aromas of wormwood and 
anise with hints of apricots/
peaches. On the palate, Taboo 
ignites with fennel, lemon balm 
and grande wormwood. I enjoy 
sipping Taboo with some water 
(5:1) to awaken the spirits’ com-
plex herbs and aromas and enjoy 
its long lingering finish of anise.

 — Adaina Smyth, Tableau Bar Bistro

Long Table Texada Vodka is 
distilled with fresh lemon grass 
and then filtered through Texada 
Island Limestone. The result is a 
mild whiff of citrus and a soapy 
mouth feel that may come from 
the mineral content of the filter 

media. As a martini vodka, it is 
the best artisanal product I have 
tried.

— Randy Shore

The Liberty Distillery Truth 
Vodka is distilled from organic 
B.C. wheat, which gives it remark-
able smoothness with a hint of 
vanilla. I would add a splash of 
espresso vodka to amplify its nat-
ural flavour profile.

— Randy Shore

Pemberton Distilling Schramm 
Gin has been around for a little 
while longer than a lot of other 
craft gins from B.C. It is distilled 
from organic potatoes in small 
batches. Schramm is distinctly 
earthy on the nose with honey 
and coriander overtones. It is a 
little less botanical than others 
I have tried. On the palate, it is 
surprisingly bright, perhaps due 
to the 44 per cent alcohol. The 
coriander really shines here, 
with a juniper and rosemary 
showing up on the long finish. A 
pleasant gin on its own or as a 
martini gin.

— Peter van de Reep, Campagnolo

Yaletown Craft Vodka is also 
distilled from B.C. barley and 
retains a touch of caramel fla-
vour and creaminess of texture. 
I also tried the jalapeno-infused 
version at the distillery and 
was pleasantly surprised by the 
heat and pepper flavour. If you 
are looking for a way to really 
smarten up a Caesar or Bloody 
Mary, the jalapeno version 
would be a good bet. I would 
tread carefully around the haba-
nero-infused vodka.

— Randy Shore

A relative newcomer is Arbu-
tus Distillery’s Empiric Gin from 
Nanaimo. This gin makes use 

of botanicals found on Vancou-
ver Island, which is obvious with 
its lack of citrus and dominating 
hops and lemon verbena. Power-
ful hop resins on the nose, giv-
ing the gin a very grassy and flo-
ral nose. Tasting it neat there is 
a good juniper hit, but the gin is 
surprisingly easy going. The hops 
are still showing, with anise and 
rosemary contributing to the fin-
ish. Really quite enjoyable and 
intriguing.

— Peter van de Reep, Campagnolo

SPIRITS

Stirring cocktails
Micro-distillers’ festival inspires the city’s top mixologists to weave their magic

JENELLE SCHNEIDER/PNG

Matt Cooke, bar manager at Homer St. Cafe and Bar, uses Vancouver-
made Odd Society gin for his gin-based cocktail, the Arcade Shade.  

I want to highlight Taboo’s 
fruity and herbal traits with-
out making it overpowering. 
The Sidecar’s grape-based 
spirits compliment Taboo and 
has enough acidity from the 
lemon juice to rein in the strong 
herbal notes of the absinthe. 
The lavender syrup adds subtle 
floral notes, helping to send 
the classic Sidecar into Greener 
Pastures. Enjoy.

— Adaina Smyth, Tableau Bar Bistro

1 oz. (30 mL) Hennessy VS
¾ oz. (20 mL) Taboo Absinthe
½ oz. (15 mL) Cointreau
¾ oz. (20 mL) lemon juice
¼ oz. (7.5 mL) lavender simple 
syrup

Add all the ingredients to a 
shaker with fresh ice and shake. 
Using a sieve, double strain into 
a sugar-rimmed small coupe. 
With a freshly lit match (make 
sure the sulphur burns o�  � rst), 
express the oils of a lemon peel 
through the � ame and over 
the drink. Do a � nal twist of 
the lemon peel over drink and 
discard.

Greener Pastures  
A modern ri�  on the Negroni, I 
wanted to highlight the � oral 
notes of the Wall� ower without 
having them become overpower-
ing. Amaro Montenegro pairs 
wonderfully with Wall� ower, 
and is from Bologna, Italy, which 
inspired the name. I spent a very 
hot summer week exploring 
Bologna’s arcade lined streets — 
with the arcade’s shade the only 
escape from the summer heat — 
hanging out like a shy wall� ower 
in the shadows. I’ve designed this 
cocktail to provide that escape.

— Matt Cooke, Homer St. Cafe & Bar

1 oz. (30 mL) Odd Society Wallflow-
er Gin
¾   oz. (20 mL) Amaro Montenegro
¾   oz. (20 mL) Lillet Rose
1 barspoon (1/8oz) Giffard Elder-
flower syrup
1 dash Bittered Sling orange & juni-
per bitters 

Add all ingredients to a mix-
ing glass and stir with ice 
until well chilled. Strain into a 
chilled coupe. Express the zest 
of a grapefruit over the drink 
and around the rim. Discard 
the zest.

RECIPES

The Antibiotic Hunters
Thursday at 8 p.m. | CBC

ERIN ELLIS
VANCOUVER SUN

Whether it’s swabbing saliva 
from the mouth of a hungry 
Komodo dragon or snipping 
samples of algae-covered hair 
from a three-toed sloth, scien-
tists are tapping exotic sources in 
the search for new antibiotics.

Vancouver-based science jour-
nalist and documentary film-
maker Bruce Mohun takes a 
look at this unexpected research 
— along with the growing world-
wide resistance to antibiotics 
that’s driving it — in The Antibi-
otic Hunters, which airs on CBC 
Television Thursday.

Medical experts around the 
world say the rapid rise of antibi-
otic-resistant bacteria is alarm-
ing and believe a post-antibiotic 
world in which common infec-
tions are once again fatal is a 
possibility. An estimated 12,000 
Canadians die each year after 
picking up an infection, often 
in a hospital, that cannot be 
treated with our current arsenal 
of medications.

While governments around the 
world — including ours — are 
pouring money into research for 
new antibiotics, pharmaceutical 
companies have little financial 
incentive to do the same, Mohun 
found.

“Antibiotics are the only fam-
ily of drugs that lose their 

effectiveness over time,” Mohun 
said in a telephone interview this 
week. 

At the same time, health offi-
cials recommend they be pre-
scribed less often and when they 
are used properly, a single course 
of medication typically cures the 
infection. That’s the opposite of a 
money-making blockbuster drug 
used over and over for a chronic 
condition.

“I think the push has to come 
from international organizations 
and government — and that’s 
beginning to happen.”

As millions of research dollars 
are being spent in Europe and 
North America, Mohun discov-
ered that scientists have turned 
away from finding the answer 
solely in the laboratory and 
are looking in dirt, slime, spit 

and blood for answers. That’s 
because most agents that com-
bat bacteria are found in close 
contact with it. 

“We went through a period in 
the ’80s and ’90s when labora-
tory tools were getting sophis-
ticated and researchers realized 
they could mimic what nature 
was doing and they created a 
few synthetic antibiotics. But the 
cost-versus-payoff ratio wasn’t 
very good, so over the last 10 
years, they’ve gone back to the 
idea of finding them in nature,” 
he explains. “The effort is still 
happening in both areas, but I 
think there’s been a shift.”

The first antibiotic, penicillin, 
is famously derived from mould. 
Streptomycin, the first antibiotic 
used to fight tuberculosis before 
the disease became resistant to 

it, was isolated from organisms 
in soil.

The Antibiotic Hunters takes 
viewers to the jungles of Pan-
ama, where a tree-scaling sci-
entist pries a passive three-toed 
sloth from the jungle canopy so 
Roger Linington,  a professor 
at the University of California, 
Santa Cruz, who got his PhD at 
the University of British Colum-
bia, can take samples from the 
mini biosphere of algae, moss 
and micro-organisms growing 
on the animal’s green-tinged 
hair. Then cameras dive beneath 
the surface of the ocean to coral 
reefs and into caves in the B.C. 
Interior as scientists from Can-
ada and the U.S. scrape up sam-
ples that could reveal previously 
unknown bacteria fighters. 

And what about the mouth of a 
Komodo dragon, which is known 
to cause terrifically infected 
wounds in anything it bites? The 
theory is that if the three-metre-
long lizard — native to Indone-
sia — can live with a mouthful 
of dangerous micro-organisms, 
it must also have the ability to 
neutralize them.

The bottom line for the aver-
age person, says Mohun, is to 
remember that an antibiotic 
can only treat a bacterial infec-
tion, not a viral one, something 
that confuses many people. Most 
infections of the lungs and upper 
respiratory tract — like bronchi-
tis, colds, sinus and ear infec-
tions — are caused by viruses, 
yet doctors routinely send 
patients away with a just-in-case 
prescription for an antibiotic 

“because they don’t want to be 
blamed for not acting quickly 
enough,” he says. 

Only a lab test can tell the dif-
ference and it’s time for people 
to wait for a definitive answer.

“Have a little patience. Wait to 
get the tests done first, then get 
the antibiotic,” Mohun advises.

Taking an antibiotic for a viral 
infection means a host of healthy 
and helpful bacteria in the body 
are either killed or develop resis-
tance to the drug, which can then 
be passed on to other, more dan-
gerous bacteria, a key cause of 
antibiotic resistance.

The film also looks at the role 
of antibiotics routinely added 
to the feed of factory-farmed 
chickens, cows, pigs and fish, not 
because the animals are sick, but 
because they live in overcrowded 
conditions and farmers believe it 
helps them grow. It’s estimated 
that 80 per cent of all antibiot-
ics are used to promote growth 
in animals eaten by humans — a 
practice banned by the European 
Union in 2006 because it con-
tributes to drug-resistant bacte-
ria, but still widely used in North 
America.

The Antibiotic Hunters is 
directed by Mohun, written by 
Mohun and Helen Slinger, pro-
duced by Sue Ridout and nar-
rated by David Suzuki.

It airs Thursday at 8 p.m. on 
CBC Television’s The Nature of 
Things, repeating Saturday and 
Sunday. It will also be available 
online at cbc.ca. 

eellis@vancouversun.com 
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Science journalist and � lmmaker Bruce Mohun examines the growing 
worldwide resistance to antibiotics in The Antibiotic Hunters.  

Arcade Shade


