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THE ART OF CRAFTING HOMEMADE ROOT BEER

There is something undeniably satisfying about making your own beverages at home, and learning
how to make root beer is a perfect place to start. This classic American soda, with its complex blend
of bark, herbs, and spices, has a history that stretches back to the colonial era. While commercial
root  beers  are  widely  available,  the  homemade  version  offers  a  depth  of  flavor  and  a  sense  of
accomplishment that no store-bought bottle can match. Whether you are a seasoned home brewer
or a curious beginner, mastering how to make root beer opens up a world of natural ingredients and
customizable flavors.
Root beer originally began as a medicinal tonic, brewed from the roots and barks of various plants.
Today,  the  process  has  been  refined,  but  the  core  principle  remains  the  same:  extracting  flavors
from botanicals and combining them with sugar, yeast, or carbonated water. In this guide, you will
learn exactly how to make root beer from scratch, including the traditional fermentation method and
a quicker extract-based approach. You will also discover the essential ingredients, the equipment
you need, and expert tips to ensure your root beer turns out perfectly every time.

UNDERSTANDING THE CORE INGREDIENTS

Before you dive into the process of how to make root beer, it is crucial to understand what gives this
beverage its distinctive taste. The flavor profile of root beer is a symphony of botanicals, and each
ingredient plays a specific role.

Primary Flavoring Agents
The backbone of any root beer is sassafras root or sarsaparilla root. Sassafras provides that classic,
slightly  sweet,  and  earthy  root  beer  flavor.  However,  because  safrole,  a  compound  found  in
sassafras,  was  banned by  the  FDA in  the  1960s  due  to  potential  health  risks,  most  modern
homemade root beers use safrole-free sassafras extract or rely on sarsaparilla as a substitute.
Sarsaparilla  offers  a  similar  but  slightly  more  complex  taste  with  subtle  vanilla  and  wintergreen
notes.

Supporting Botanicals and Spices
A well-rounded root beer includes a supporting cast of botanicals that add depth and nuance.
Common additions include:

Wintergreen – Provides a cool, minty undertone that brightens the overall flavor.
Licorice root – Adds sweetness and a smooth, slightly anise-like character.
Birch bark – Contributes a mild, wintergreen-like flavor and a touch of earthiness.
Ginger – Brings gentle warmth and a subtle spiciness.
Vanilla bean or vanilla extract – Rounds out the flavor with creamy, sweet notes.
Cinnamon and clove – Offer aromatic warmth and complexity.
Star anise – Adds a mild licorice note that complements the other spices.

The Sweetener
Sweetness is essential in root beer, and you have several options. Traditional recipes use white or
brown sugar, but honey, maple syrup, or molasses can be used for a more complex flavor. The type
of  sweetener  you  choose  will  directly  affect  the  final  taste,  so  feel  free  to  experiment.  If  you  are
planning to carbonate your root beer through fermentation, the sugar also serves as food for the
yeast.

Carbonation Agents
There are two primary ways to carbonate root beer: using yeast for natural fermentation or using a
home soda carbonation system with CO2. Yeast-based carbonation is the traditional method and
gives  root  beer  a  more  natural,  fine  carbonation.  However,  it  requires  careful  timing  and
refrigeration to stop fermentation. The soda stream method is faster and more predictable, but it
does not produce the same complexity of flavor that fermentation can offer.

ESSENTIAL EQUIPMENT FOR HOW TO MAKE ROOT BEER

Having the right equipment makes the process of how to make root beer much smoother. Most of
these items are common kitchen tools or can be purchased affordably.

Large stockpot – For boiling the water and steeping the botanicals.
Cheesecloth or fine mesh strainer – To filter out the solids after steeping.
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Measuring cups and spoons – For precise ingredient quantities.
Thermometer – To monitor the temperature of the liquid, especially when adding yeast.
Fermentation bottles or glass swing-top bottles – These are ideal for holding the
carbonated root beer.
Funnel – For filling bottles without spilling.
Small bowl – For activating the yeast.
Refrigerator – Essential for slowing or stopping fermentation once your root beer is
carbonated.

METHOD ONE: THE TRADITIONAL FERMENTATION APPROACH

This method is the most authentic way to learn how to make root beer, as it relies on a natural
fermentation process to create carbonation. It requires a bit more patience, but the results are worth
it.

Step 1: Prepare the Herbal Tea Base
Begin by combining 8 cups of water and 1 cup of your chosen sweetener in a large stockpot. Heat
over medium heat,  stirring until  the sweetener dissolves completely.  Once dissolved, add your
botanicals:  typically,  2  tablespoons  of  root  beer  extract  (safrole-free),  or  a  combination  of  1
tablespoon sarsaparilla root, 1 tablespoon sassafras root (safrole-free), 1 teaspoon wintergreen, and
1 teaspoon licorice root. You can also add a cinnamon stick, a few cloves, and a small piece of
ginger for extra depth.
Bring the mixture to a gentle boil, then reduce the heat and let it simmer for about 10 minutes. This
process extracts the essential oils and flavors from the botanicals. After simmering, remove the pot
from the heat and let it steep for another 15 to 20 minutes. The longer you steep, the stronger the
flavor will be.

Step 2: Strain the Liquid
Place  a  cheesecloth  or  fine  mesh  strainer  over  a  large  bowl  or  another  clean  pot.  Pour  the  liquid
through the strainer to remove all the solid botanicals. Allow the liquid to cool to room temperature.
You want it to be lukewarm, around 70 to 75 degrees Fahrenheit, before adding the yeast. Adding
yeast to hot liquid will kill it, so this step is critical.

Step 3: Activate and Add the Yeast
In a small bowl, combine 1/4 cup of warm water (around 95 to 105 degrees Fahrenheit) with 1/2
teaspoon of active dry yeast and a pinch of sugar. Let it sit for 5 to 10 minutes until the mixture
becomes frothy. This indicates the yeast is active. Once the tea base is at the correct temperature,
stir in the activated yeast.

Step 4: Bottle and Ferment
Using a funnel, carefully pour the root beer base into your fermentation bottles, leaving about an
inch of headspace at the top. This space is necessary for carbonation to build up. Seal the bottles
tightly with their swing-top or screw-top lids. Place the bottles in a warm, dark place, such as a
pantry or cupboard, for 24 to 48 hours. The exact time depends on the temperature and how
carbonated you prefer your root beer. Check a bottle after 24 hours by carefully opening it—if it
fizzes and releases pressure, it is ready.

Step 5: Refrigerate and Enjoy
Once  your  root  beer  has  reached  the  desired  carbonation  level,  transfer  the  bottles  to  the
refrigerator  immediately.  The  cold  temperature  will  significantly  slow  down  the  yeast  activity,
allowing you to enjoy your root beer over several weeks. Remember, the fermentation process
continues slowly even in the fridge, so consume your homemade root beer within three to four
weeks for the best taste.

METHOD TWO: THE QUICK EXTRACT AND CARBONATE METHOD

If you are short on time or prefer not to use yeast, this method teaches you how to make root beer
using a root beer concentrate and a carbonation system. It is much faster and requires less hands-
on time.

Step 1: Mix the Concentrate
Purchase a high-quality, all-natural root beer extract or concentrate from a home brewing supply
store or online. Follow the instructions on the package, which typically call for mixing the extract
with water and a sweetener. A standard ratio is 1 ounce of extract per 1 gallon of water, along with 1
to 2 cups of sugar or alternative sweetener. Stir until the sugar is completely dissolved.

Step 2: Carbonate the Liquid
Pour  the  prepared  root  beer  mixture  into  a  home  soda  carbonation  machine.  Follow  the
manufacturer's  instructions  for  carbonating  the  liquid.  Typically,  you  will  chill  the  liquid  first,  then
carbonate  it  with  CO2 cartridges.  This  method allows you to  control  the  level  of  carbonation
precisely and avoids the need for yeast fermentation.
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Step 3: Serve Immediately or Bottle
You can serve the root beer right away over ice, or you can bottle it in sealed containers for later
use. Because there is no yeast involved, this root beer will not generate additional carbonation, so
you can store it in the refrigerator for several weeks without worrying about over-carbonation.

CUSTOMIZING YOUR ROOT BEER FLAVOR PROFILE

One of the greatest joys of learning how to make root beer is the ability to tailor the flavor to your
personal palate. Here are some ideas for experimentation:

Add more wintergreen for a cooler, minty finish.
Include a vanilla bean for a creamier, smoother soda.
Use honey instead of sugar for a richer, more floral sweetness.
Experiment with different spice combinations like allspice, nutmeg, or coriander.
Try a smoky root beer by adding a small amount of lapsang souchong tea during steeping.
Create a spiced root beer with extra ginger and a touch of cayenne pepper for a warming
kick.

COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID

Even experienced home brewers can run into issues when making root beer. Here are some pitfalls
to watch for:

Overheating the yeast – Always cool the tea base to room temperature before adding yeast.
High heat will kill the yeast and prevent carbonation.
Under or over carbonation – Monitor fermentation time carefully. Too little time yields flat
soda, while too much can cause bottles to burst. Check carbonation levels after 24 hours.
Using too much yeast – Excess yeast can produce off-flavors and increase the risk of over-
carbonation. Stick to the recommended amount.
Not refrigerating promptly – Once carbonated, root beer must be refrigerated to stop

fermentation. If left at room temperature, the pressure can become dangerously high.
Using unsafe bottles – Only use bottles designed for carbonated beverages to avoid glass
breakage.

HEALTH AND SAFETY CONSIDERATIONS

When you learn how to make root beer at home, it is important to practice good hygiene and safety.
Always wash your hands, equipment, and bottles thoroughly before starting. If you are using the
fermentation method, be aware that the root beer will contain a small amount of alcohol, typically
less than 0.5%, but this is comparable to commercial non-alcoholic root beer. Also, remember that
safrole-free extracts are the safest choice for flavoring. Never use wild sassafras root unless you are
certain it is safrole-free, as safrole is considered a potential carcinogen.
FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS ABOUT HOW TO MAKE ROOT BEER

Can I make root beer without yeast?
Yes, you can use a home carbonation system to carbonate the root beer without any fermentation.
This method is faster and does not produce alcohol. It is also easier to control the carbonation level.

How long does homemade root beer last?
If refrigerated, homemade root beer made with yeast will last about three to four weeks. Over time,
the flavor may become slightly more yeasty or tart. Root beer made with a carbonation system lasts
several weeks in the fridge as long as it is sealed tightly.

Why does my root beer taste yeasty?
A yeasty flavor usually means too much yeast was used, the fermentation time was too long, or the
root beer was not refrigerated soon enough. In the future, use less yeast and check carbon


