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Pickles + Alcohol = The Perfect Match  
When someone says the word “Pickle,” odds are you think of a cucumber flavored 
with dill, garlic, maybe some hot pepper. But cucumbers are just the tip of the 
iceberg when it comes to the world of pickling. Rather than a set recipe, pickling is 
a method of food preservation that can be applied to a wide variety of foods. Think 
of ‘pickle’ as both a noun and a verb.  
 
Whether you’re working with cucumbers, carrots or cauliflower, the flavor you 
get in the end is all about the blend of seasonings you put in the brine. And since 
craft beers & spirits have so many delicious and complex flavor components, it 
makes perfect sense to incorporate those flavors into your pickle brine!  
 
From a food science perspective, incorporating alcohol into pickling also makes 
sense since alcohol has long been used as a preservative for fruit, vegetables and 
other foods. In standard pickling recipes, vinegar (or, in the case of fermentation, 
lactic acid) acts as the preservative. By combining vinegar and alcohol, you can 
add a LOT of flavor while also making sure you’re keeping the acidity level high 
enough to create that pickled flavor. 
 
IMPORTANT SAFETY NOTE: Although alcohol is a preservative, it is not ‘fixed’ 
at a standard acidity of 5% (as vinegar is…more on that later). This means it can 
lower the pH of your pickles, and the sugar in alcohol could cause bacterial 
growth. The boiling time involved in processing pickles for shelf storage would 
also cook off some of the alcohol. For all of these reasons, the recipes here are not 
recommended for canning or water-bath processing. All pickles should be kept 
under refrigeration and consumed within a couple months.  
 
And now that we understand all that…let’s make some pickles! 
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What Precisely is a Pickle? 
Pickling is simply adding acid to any vegetables or fruits to preserve them and 
transform the flavor. Acid can be added in two ways: 1) by adding a vinegar-based 
brine, or 2) by fermenting in a salt and water solution over a period of time, 
during which beneficial bacteria transform natural sugars into lactic acid.  
 
There are as many methods for making pickles as there are types of them—some 
take months of waiting, others just a few hours. We’re going to keep it simple with 
some tasty recipes for vinegar pickles that you can cook up in a half hour or so 
and have ready in your fridge for snacking. Making pickles with vinegar typically 
yields more consistent results than fermentation, since vinegar has a fixed 
acidity.  
 
What You’ll Need: 
Produce. We’re spoiled for farmers markets here in the Bay Area, and they are 
definitely the way to go for getting the freshest produce at the best price. Use your 
judgment and look for fresh, firm veggies. You can pickle almost anything, but 
these are my recommendations for the best pickling veggies: 

• Carrots (babies are the best) 
• Green Beans 
• Cucumbers (small pickling cucumbers, no longer than 4 inches) 
• Asparagus 
• Okra 
• Peppers (any variety, hot or sweet) 
• Cauliflower 

 
Vinegar. Apple cider vinegar and regular white vinegar are the two types 
primarily used for pickling, though you could use white wine, red wine, or rice 
vinegar as well. Regardless of the flavor, you’ll want to make sure your vinegar 
has 5% acidity. This is the standard used by most recipes to ensure that the 
acidity is sufficient to safely preserve the veggies. 
 
Salt. Plain sea salt or pickling salt. Do not use iodized salt, it will add a bitter taste 
and make your brine foggy.  
 
Sugar. Plain ole white sugar is all you need. You can substitute brown sugar, 
honey or agave, but you may need to experiment to get the sweetness right. 
 
Spices. Dill seed, fennel seed, black peppercorn, caraway, celery seed, mustard 
seed, cloves, allspice, and coriander are some commonly used pickling spices. SF 
Herb Company (off 14th and Mission) and Rainbow Grocery are both great sources 
for bulk spices that are much cheaper, and of much better quality, than spices you 
find at supermarkets. You can even order online from: www.sfherb.com. You can 
make your own pickling spice blend by combining your favorite spices together 
and adding a teaspoon of the blend per pint jar.  
 
Basic Vinegar Brine Recipe  

This brine works for cucumbers, carrots, cauliflower, green beans, or even okra. 



• ¼ cup pure kosher salt, or pickling salt (any non-iodized salt will work.) 
• ½ cup sugar 
• 4 cups white or apple cider vinegar, or a combination. 
• 4 cups water 

 
Wash veggies well, scrub off any dirt or residue with a vegetable brush. If you’re 
using cucumbers, trim off the blossom end (this contains an enzyme that causes 
pickles to go soggy.) In a nonreactive pot (stainless steel or enamel), combine 
vinegar, water, sugar and salt. Bring to a full boil. While the brine is heating, add 
to each empty pint jar: 

• a few sprigs of fresh dill 
• a clove of garlic (or more depending on your taste) 
• 2 teaspoons pickling spice 
• 1 or 2 dried peppers (optional) 

 
Pack the veggies in as tightly as you can without hurting them. Using a wide 
funnel if you have it, ladle the hot brine into the jars, leaving about a ½ inch of 
headspace. Seal and refrigerate. Pickles will be at their tastiest in 1 to 2 weeks, 
depending on size of your veggies.  

Now that we’ve got the basic pickles down, let’s booze ‘em up! 

“PICKLEBACK” WHISKEY-BRINE PICKLES 
 
This recipe works great for cucumbers, carrots or green beans! Just cut carrots 
into matchsticks or ¼” rounds, or trim green beans to fit the jar. Makes about 4 
pints. 
 
Ingredients: 

• 3 lbs of small pickling cucumbers, carrots or green beans 
• 1 cup white vinegar 
• ¼ cup apple cider vinegar 
• 2 cups water 
• ½ cup whiskey 
• 2 tablespoons sea salt 
• 4 heads fresh dill or 4 heaping teaspoons dill seeds 
• 2 teaspoons pickling spice 
• ½ teaspoon mustard seed 
• a dash of freshly ground black pepper 
• ¼ teaspoon hot pepper flakes or one Serrano chili pepper, finely diced 
• dash of chili powder (optional) 
• 4 small cloves garlic 

Directions: 

1. If using cucumbers: cut a thin slice from the ends of each cucumber. This 
prevents a “mushy” pickle, as the ends of cucumbers contain an enzyme 



that makes them mushy. Then slice cucumbers as you like- slices, spears 
or sandwich-size; or leave them whole.  

2. Meanwhile, combine vinegar, water, and salt in a saucepan and bring to a 
boil. Remove hot jars from canner. Pour ⅛ cup whiskey or bourbon in each 
jar. Place 1 head fresh dill or 1 heaping teaspoon dill seeds, ½ teaspoon 
pickling spice, the mustard seed, black pepper, hot pepper flakes and 1 
smashed clove of garlic into each jar; pack in veggies tightly.* 

3. Pour boiling vinegar/water mixture over veggies to within ½ inch of rim 
(head space). Place lids & bands. Let cool, then refrigerate.  

4. Allow jars to sit for at least one week before opening for optimal flavor. 
These will keep for a couple months in your fridge.  

*Note: these spices are just suggestions—feel free to switch them up and 
substitute your own favorite flavors! 

IPA PICKLES 
Makes about 4 pints 
Ingredients: 

• 8-10 small pickling cucumbers (about 3 pounds) 
• 2 cups white vinegar, 5% acidity 
• 2 cups water 
• 2 tablespoons pickling salt 
• 4 sprigs fresh dill, 4 dill heads or 4 teaspoons dill seeds 
• 1 teaspoon pickling spice (divided into fourths) 
• a little sprinkle of mustard seed per jar 
• 1 chili pepper, seeded & sliced 
• a dash of cumin seeds 
• 2 medium cloves garlic, each cut in half 
• 1 bottle of the IPA of your choice 

Directions: 

1. Cut a thin slice from the ends of each cucumber. This prevents a “mushy” 
pickle, as the ends of cucumbers contain an enzyme that makes them 
mushy. Wash jars and keep clean.  

2. Meanwhile, combine vinegar, water, and salt in a saucepan and bring to a 
boil. Turn off heat. Add the bottle of beer (you will end up with leftover 
brine, it’s almost certain). 

3. Divide the fresh dill or 1 tsp dill seeds, 1/4 teaspoon pickling spice, chili 
peppers, cumin seeds, onions and garlic among the jars (they should be 
still hot); pack in cucumbers. 

4. Pour the hot beer brine mixture over cucumbers to within ½ inch of rim 
(head space). Place lids, then bands, and seal. Let sit in a cool, dark place 
for 24 hours, then refrigerate. These pickles will last about one month in 
your fridge.  

 

 



Tips & Tricks: 

Some recipes call for heating up the alcohol with the brine, and some tell you to 
put it in after you’ve heated up everything else. I’ve done it both ways, and my 
opinion is that it’s best to simply add it in after, except in a few cases*. Here’s 
why: 

• Flames + alcohol=scary. (Especially if you’ve been sampling the goods as 
you cook.) I’ve caught the brine on fire more than once, and it’s easy to do. 
Usually it will burn off quickly in the pot, but still a little risky. 

• Boiling peppers or other spicy things in alcohol can dilute the intensity. 
Capsaicin is alcohol soluble, meaning that alcohol will dissolve some of it 
and make the end result less spicy. 

• Booze is expensive. We don’t want to cook it off if we can avoid it! 

*For the Bourbon Pickled Jalapenos, I recommend heating up the bourbon with 
the brine. This is based on my own preference for a final pickle that has a definite 
bourbon flavor, but doesn’t taste like you’re doing a shot. If that’s what you’re 
going for, leave the bourbon out til you pour all the brine over them jalapenos.  

If you are pickling with something with a high ethanol heat like gin, cooking some 
of it off can reduce that flavor and keep it more in balance with a subtle brine. But 
in general, I think it’s best to leave well enough alone and mix your booze in once 
your brine has been heated separately.  

Post-Class Pickle Care 
Refrigerate your jar of pickles once they’ve cooled to room temperature. Let sit 
for 5 to 7 days for maximum flavor, then enjoy! They will keep in your 
refrigerator for up to 2 months.  

Pickle Juice Fun Facts: 

• Pretty much since man invented the hangover, pickles and their juice have 
been used as a remedy. The thinking goes that the acetic acid in the 
vinegar is an antidiuretic that contains electrolytes and absorbs salt. A 
splash of pickle juice in a Bloody Mary is always nice, too. 

• Pickle juice is also said to reduce cramps in athletes—again, the 
electrolytes. Some athletes will drink it right before and after a race or 
game.  

• Old Crow was the first whiskey served with a pickleback. Currently, 
Jameson is outpacing Old Crow as the whiskey of choice for a pickleback. 

Thank You and Happy Pickling! 
Contact: 
 
mcvickerpickles@gmail.com 
kelly@workshopsf.org  



“PICKLEBACK” WHISKEY-BRINE PICKLES 
 

This recipe works great for cucumbers, carrots or green beans! Just cut 
carrots into matchsticks or ¼” rounds, or trim green beans to fit the jar. 

Makes about 4 pints. 
 

Ingredients: 

• 3 lbs of small pickling cucumbers, carrots or green beans 
• 1 cup white vinegar 
• ¼ cup apple cider vinegar 
• 2 cups water 
• ½ cup whiskey 
• 2 tablespoons sea salt 
• 4 heads fresh dill or 4 heaping teaspoons dill seeds 
• 2 teaspoons pickling spice 
• ½ teaspoon mustard seed 
• a dash of freshly ground black pepper 
• ¼ teaspoon hot pepper flakes or one Serrano chili pepper, finely 

diced 
• dash of chili powder (optional) 
• 4 small cloves garlic 

Directions: 

1. If using cucumbers: cut a thin slice from the ends of each cucumber. 
This prevents a “mushy” pickle, as the ends of cucumbers contain an 
enzyme that makes them mushy. Then slice cucumbers as you like- 
slices, spears or sandwich-size; or leave them whole.  

2. Meanwhile, combine vinegar, water, and salt in a saucepan and 
bring to a boil. Remove hot jars from canner. Pour ⅛ cup whiskey or 
bourbon in each jar. Place 1 head fresh dill or 1 heaping teaspoon dill 
seeds, ½ teaspoon pickling spice, the mustard seed, black pepper, hot 
pepper flakes and 1 smashed clove of garlic into each jar; pack in 
veggies tightly.* 

3. Pour boiling vinegar/water mixture over veggies to within ½ inch of 
rim (head space). Place lids & bands. Let cool, then refrigerate.  

4. Allow jars to sit for at least one week before opening for optimal 
flavor. These will keep for a couple months in your fridge.  

*Note: these spices are just suggestions—feel free to switch them up and 
substitute your own favorite flavors! 

 



IPA PICKLES 
Makes about 4 pints 
Ingredients: 

• 8-10 small pickling cucumbers (about 3 pounds) 
• 2 cups white vinegar, 5% acidity 
• 2 cups water 
• 2 tablespoons pickling salt 
• 4 sprigs fresh dill, 4 dill heads or 4 teaspoons dill seeds 
• 1 teaspoon pickling spice (divided into fourths) 
• a little sprinkle of mustard seed per jar 
• 1 chili pepper, seeded & sliced 
• a dash of cumin seeds 
• 2 medium cloves garlic, each cut in half 
• 1 bottle of the IPA of your choice 

Directions: 

1. Cut a thin slice from the ends of each cucumber. This prevents a “mushy” 
pickle, as the ends of cucumbers contain an enzyme that makes them 
mushy. Wash jars and keep clean.  

2. Meanwhile, combine vinegar, water, and salt in a saucepan and bring to a 
boil. Turn off heat. Add the bottle of beer (you will end up with leftover 
brine, it’s almost certain). 

3. Divide the fresh dill or 1 tsp dill seeds, 1/4 teaspoon pickling spice, chili 
peppers, cumin seeds, onions and garlic among the jars (they should be 
still hot); pack in cucumbers. 

4. Pour the hot beer brine mixture over cucumbers to within ½ inch of rim 
(head space). Place lids, then bands, and seal. Let sit in a cool, dark place 
for 24 hours, then refrigerate. These pickles will last about one month in 
your fridge.  

 



Beer Pickled Vegetables 
Makes enough to fill 3 pint jars 

INGREDIENTS 

 
1½  cups water 
1½ cups distilled vinegar 
½ cup sugar 
2 tablespoons Kosher salt 
2 tablespoons pickling spice 
1 Jalapeno chile, sliced (to make hotter, increase to 3 chiles or substitute 1 
habanero) 
6 cloves garlic 
2 sprigs fresh thyme or other savory herb 
2 pounds assorted market vegetables, cut into bite-sized pieces (see below 
for combinations) 
1 tablespoon dill (optional) 
1 tablespoon rosemary (optional) 
½ cup beer 
 
Suggested beer and produce combinations: 
Pale ale/IPA: cucumbers, apples, cauliflower, green beans, carrots, 
onions, grapes 
Wheat/wit: cucumbers, fennel, grapes, apples, peaches 
Stout/porter: cucumbers, grapes, cherries, berries 

PREPARATION 

1.    The most important part of the pickling process is to wash all produce 
and jars or containers well.  Once all produce and containers are clean, 
begin the recipe. 
 
2.    Combine all the pickling liquid ingredients except the beer in a pot and 
bring to a boil, then remove from the heat and let cool. Add the beer. 

3.    Divide the produce between the jars and cover with at least 1 inch of 
pickling liquid. Place the lids on the jars, let the vegetables pickle for at 
least two hours before eating. Store in the refrigerator. They are best after 
one week and will keep for up to four months refrigerated. 

*Adapted from TastingTable.com 



Bourbon-Pickled Peppers 

• 1 Pound jalapeños or other hot peppers, sliced into 1/2-inch rounds 
• 1 1/2 Cups distilled white vinegar 
• 2/3 Cup bourbon 
• 1/2 Cup honey 
• 2 Teaspoons coriander seeds (or fennel) 
• 1 Teaspoon salt 
• 1 Teaspoon yellow mustard seeds 
• 2 Bay leaves 

Step 1 
Transfer sliced jalapeños to a 2-quart screw-top jar. 
Step 2 
In a small saucepan, combine vinegar, bourbon, honey, coriander seeds, 
salt, mustard seeds, and bay leaves.  Bring to a boil; then simmer for 5 
minutes. 
Step 3 
Pour hot liquid over jalapeños and seal jar with tight-fitting lid.  Let cool to 
room temperature; then refrigerate for 3 days before serving.  The 
jalapeños can be stored in refrigerator for up to 2 weeks. 

 

 


