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I’m typing this in my happy place. I have to hand a very cold Gibson and I’m surrounded by books about cocktails. Great tottering piles of them.

Many brilliant and inspiring people drank cocktails. Lots of them drank too many and their troubled relationship with alcohol is part of why what they wrote was so brilliant. James Salter once calculated he’d drunk around ‘eighty-seven hundred’ martinis, which fuelled some of the best writing of his generation and made him something of an expert. Sadly, amongst all the literature, he left us only short paragraphs of his cocktail wisdom.

I revere Hunter S. Thompson, Dorothy Parker, M.F.K. Fisher and Henry Miller … Churchill, Roosevelt, J.F.K., Oppenheimer, Sinatra, Hemingway, Fitzgerald, Buñuel, Flynn, Bourdain, Kerouac, Plath and Wilde … All wrote about cocktails, but none felt them worthy of a whole book.

To understand the history of the cocktail book you have to imagine a world before every barkeep kept the wisdom of the world on their smartphone. Back then there would have been a book behind the bar. I’ve got one of the very early ones right here. It’s a copy of Harry’s ABC of Mixing Cocktails. That’s Harry MacElhone, of Harry’s New York Bar in Paris: a man who almost certainly made a Martini for Hemingway. My copy is beaten to hell, but it still has a ‘caricature’ jacket. Really good early editions are worth thousands – and there’s a reason for their rarity.

These are what we might call ‘Bar Books’. Each was essentially a tool, probably given out free by sales reps from drinks companies, cheaply printed and funded by adverts, with no recognisable, reputable ‘publisher’ to stand by the content – which is fortunate, because almost every great Bar Book I own is more or less a verbatim lift from an earlier one. A precise reiteration of a growing canon. Thousands were made. Dozens of printings and editions. Pocket-sized, with a fast index and an advert for booze on every third page. Harry’s intro is a masterpiece of slangy insider tips for pro bartenders, on how to treat customers well for better gratuities and how to bounce those who might have over-refreshed themselves.

These are working tools. Designed to fit in the pocket of an apron or to be jammed behind the till on the end of the bar. Designed so you could discreetly crib the recipe, seconds after the punter had ordered. Twenty or thirty terse, functional words, and you could be reaching for shaker and bottles. Any food writer would recognise immediately that this is the same way the great Escoffier wrote his magnum opus. These were tools for working professionals, used hard on every shift. No wonder so few of them survive.

Some of the books in the tottering piles are ‘cocktail history’. Many excellent books have examined the stories and myths of cocktails – God knows, there are plenty – and attempted to make order out of them, to check facts and synthesise. But cocktail history, like food history, is a cloudy, grey thing. Few records were kept.

Food historians have learned to content themselves with non-contemporaneous retellings of the oral myths of kitchens and their staff, embellished by subsequent generations of well-intentioned enthusiasts. In the same way, cocktail historians have to work with the PR myths and commercial legends of bars, hotels and drinks manufacturers, and the reputations that competing bartenders constructed around themselves, with occasional newspaper reports via gossip or society columns. Ultimately, it’s a booze-oiled oral tradition, made up of literal ‘bar-room tales’: there is a good, quite solid narrative being slowly built, but in the end, a story where every single element has three competing and equally credible versions must be regarded as more entertainment than record.

There’s a particularly tall pile of cocktail ‘manuals’ from the 1950s and ’60s for the ‘home bartender’. These were beautifully produced and sometimes published in association with the lifestyle magazines of the day. Esquire was particularly excellent in the field. Some of these publications were aimed, like cookbooks of the period, at ‘hostesses’. There seems to have been a broad feeling that ‘entertaining’ was an important skill for aspirational young people, and millions of words – a lot of them very well written by professional journalists – were expended in instructing them on ‘the rules’. These books made charming gifts, and looked great on the shelves at home … but I find just a tinge of sadness to them, thinking how many of the thousands sold were never used, in anger, remaining simply a symbol of what might have been; a dream of glittering cocktail parties that never actually happened.

The last and best type of cocktail book isn’t hidden in the stacks. There are few enough that they can live permanently next to my favourite reading chair. They were written not by professional bartenders, not by historians, not (as trivial comic ephemera) by writers with greater careers, but by genuine gentleman amateurs. These writers were well-read and literate enthusiasts who’d spent a lifetime gently building up experience in making cocktails for themselves and quietly enjoying them. These books are contemplative, thoughtful – a contemporary critic might say ‘mindful’ – celebrations of the joy of drinking. There are only three books in this pile.

The Fine Art of Mixing Drinks, by David A. Embury, a New York attorney, was first published in 1948. In his introduction he offers a wonderfully lawyerish disclaimer that he is not a pro, and represents no commercial interest; he just loves a cocktail and wants to share. The book, as a result, contains great erudition worn lightly. There is all you need to know but almost no dictation of rules. Gently entertaining, informative but never doctrinaire, it makes Embury sound like exactly the guy you’d like to spend the evening drinking cocktails with. It is, shamefully, out of print.

The same year saw the publication of American journalist Bernard DeVoto’s The Hour. It’s a short book – perhaps even an extended essay – on the social and cultural significance of the cocktail in America at the time. Though it’s not exactly a polemic, it has a strong central argument that there are really only two spirits of significance, whiskey and gin, and only two significant ways to drink them: the whiskey with ice, and the gin as a Dry Martini. It’s a theory I have a lot of sympathy for, though with the benefit of much-broadened access to alcohol and legend from all round the globe, I would have gone on to encompass the stirred Daiquiri (which, when DeVoto’s book was written, was still something of a specialist interest and yet to reach its frenzied peak of popularity).

Charles H. Baker Jr was a broke but handsome young journalist from Florida when he lucked out and married an heiress. He took to his new role with laudable alacrity, hanging out with a broad group of famous mates. He could call on Faulkner, Fairbanks and Flynn if he needed to raise a squad for a night out, and if he ever got to the Hs in his phone book, Hemingway was waiting. On his first of many world cruises he packed the biggest directory of cocktails available, and crates of arcane booze; by the time he landed, five months later, he had tried them all. It must have been a fine life … In fact, we know it was, because he wrote of his exploits brilliantly, sending back stories of his wildness from all over the world to Esquire and Gourmet magazines.

His style is amazing: a kind of stream-of-consciousness, devil-may-care challenge to any sub-editor who dared, with tales of the drinks he consumed and the people he encountered, all written in a manner which, frankly, indicated that he didn’t care much whether he got paid. In 1939 his columns were collected into a two-volume set, The Gentleman’s Companion: Being an Exotic Cookery and Drinking Book. Volume I is a competent, if bonkers, cookbook. Volume II, Around the World with Jigger, Beaker and Flask, is a masterpiece. The latter was reprinted, bound in what looks like some kind of fresh-shot buffalo hide and, if you could afford one, it was gold-blocked with your name before it was sent from the bindery. My copy belonged to one Dorothy Winkelman and I bless her daily for having had the class to buy it.

Baker’s cocktail recipes were, largely, bloody awful. But that was never the point. His tales were tall and outrageous and even decades later his mannered prose communicates so well the utter joy we seek when we head out drinking. There’s no academic precision to his yarns about the origins of drinks. It doesn’t matter: these are stories designed to be enjoyed on a bar stool. Baker also wrote some novels but they weren’t apparently much good. Cocktail writing was a dabbler’s art at which he excelled but the rigour of the novel defeated him – and, after all, he didn’t need the money.

You could argue that Baker’s book is not really about cocktails at all, but about sharing the unalloyed joy of drinking them. It reminds me that I’m not sure cocktails benefit from history. They need more legend.
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STRENGTH TO THE WEARY

When you write about wine (I try not to) there seems to be an unspoken rule that the alcoholic effect is never mentioned. But I suppose it’s also possible to share a bottle of wine and not feel much effect. Oenophiles can, therefore, if they wish, plausibly believe that it’s all about the exquisiteness of their taste and their expensively acquired experience of the world’s finest vintages.

Don’t get me wrong. My interest in cocktails is not just about getting hammered. That would be ridiculous. But to ignore intoxication, and the gentle slide into it, is wilful casuistry. We can try all we like to approach ‘fine’ wines in the same way we approach fine art, to consume single malts like we consume fine wines, to appreciate cognac like we appreciate single malts – and so on, down the never-ending line of fashionable boozes, to ‘sipping tequilas’; but if it was just about taste, we’d drink complicated fruit smoothies or desserts blitzed enough to drink.

Cocktails are different. Not just in their construction but in the nature of our relationship with them. We approach them in a different way to other drinks.

Cocktails can be aesthetically pleasing, God knows. But to order a cocktail is to consciously initiate contact with strong alcohol. Aesthetics are great, but nobody is ordering a Martini because of a vineyard, a château, a vintage or some numinous notion of terroir.

We have the technology, the experience and the ingredients to create an infinite number of things that delight the jaded palate. Throwing a couple of hundred quid’s worth of truly outré ingredients into a glass might well give you something to chat to the barman about or to post to Instagram – but let’s not kid ourselves. We’re not ordering it because of the barman’s personal creativity or the legend of his world-famous bar.

Since the very first cocktail was mixed it has been all about that single, stupendous feeling of the first slug going past your nose, lips, tongue and palate – all those delicately tuned organs of human discernment – directly to where it matters, slamming straight into the brainstem.
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THE SHIVER

Frequencies of Stimuli that Cause Thrills



		Item	%



	a.	Scene in a movie, play, ballet, or book	92

	b.	Great beauty in nature or art	87

	c.	Musical passages	96

	d.	Seeing or reading about something heroic	59

	e.	Nostalgic moments	70

	f.	Moments of inspiration	65

	g.	Physical contact with another person	78

	h.	Something momentous and unexpected happening	63

	i.	Sudden insight, understanding, solution of a problem	57

	j.	Sexual activity	70

	k.	Climactic moments in opera	72

	l.	Particular moments at a sports event	52

	m.	Watching emotional interactions between other people	67

	n.	Success in a competitive endeavor	49

	o.	Parades	26

	p.	Viewing a beautiful painting, photograph, or sculpture	67

	q.	Physical exercise	36

	r.	Particular fragrances	39




Note—Data are for Group c as percents of respondents (%) who ever experience thrills in response to each stimulus. Questionnaire instructions: “Indicate by placing the appropriate number in the box next to each item, how readily that item causes thrills for you. 1 = not at all, 2 = rarely, 3 = sometimes, 4 = frequently.”

Goldstein, A., ‘Thrills in response to music and other stimuli’, Psychobiology 8, pp. 126–9 (1980).

‘Frisson’ is the delightful French word for ‘shiver’. It’s also used to describe a specific psychophysiological response to pleasurable stimuli. Symptoms usually include piloerection (‘gooseflesh’ or ‘goosebumps’), a sensation, usually originating somewhere at the back of the skull and running down the spine; some subjects report ‘a pleasant tingling feeling’ and some (24% in one study), weeping.

Frisson was first properly examined by Avram Goldstein at Stanford, in a 1980 paper in which he also uses the less poetic term ‘aesthetic chills’. (Up to this point, the only significant reference to the phenomenon of ‘chills’ had been in the work of Travolta, J. and Newton-John, O., ‘You’re the One That I Want’, Rydell High School, 1978.)

You will notice there’s something missing in Goldstein’s thrill list.

Yep. While it’s entirely expected that one might get a frisson from ‘physical exercise’ (sweet Jesus!) or, God help us, ‘parades’, there is no mention of cocktails at all. Which is odd, because I’m pretty sure that the main thing that unites most aficionados of the 6 p.m. Attitude Adjuster is that shiver from the scalp to the coccyx as the first icy wave washes over the tongue.

Research has continued into frisson (the ASMR crowd are predictably right into it) and it is now more clearly associated with a couple of interesting areas, particularly the ‘reward system’, more scientifically known as the mesocorticolimbic circuit. This circuit comprises neural structures handling the desire for a reward, leading to positive emotions involving pleasure and ‘activation of the autonomic nervous system through meeting of expectations’ – circumstances that have severally been cited as the cause of joy in great music and laughter at jokes. All of which seems laughably self-evident to anyone enjoying the first Livener of the evening.

I’ve been unable to find any credible research examining the association between drink and frisson and so, unqualified though I am, I’m going to take one for the Science Team and continue to record my regular nightly frissons to a point of absolute, irrefutable proof.

It may take some time, but the work is enjoyable. In fact, as Travolta, J., put it, ‘It’s electrifyin’!’
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MINDFUL DRINKING

I realise this is going to sound strange, but after years as a restaurant critic and food writer, I became suddenly troubled by my drinking. It wasn’t the quantities involved – God, no! It was the jaded carelessness. I was privileged to have great wine around, in abundance. And I’d got to the point where I was cheerfully necking a bottle a night, without really thinking about it much.

I recalled liking cocktails in my twenties – largely, I think, for their literary associations and bohemian swagger. But I also remembered what my American first wife used to call them: ‘Attitude Adjusters’. In the States, where ‘wine-with-dinner’ has never been an automatic social norm for the well-off, the ritual of building a strong aperitif drink, particularly one wreathed in myth and significance seemed … Christ, I can’t believe I’m typing this … ‘mindful’.

Once I’d hidden the corkscrew and dug out the stirring spoon instead, it was like falling in love again. The glorious certainty of a single, magical moment; a punctuation. Turning day into evening, their time into my time. Something entirely solitary, calmly contemplative. Something a yoga teacher or meditation coach would refer to as their ‘practice’.
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MARTINI SHOTS

The last take of the day on a Hollywood sound stage has a special name. Once the final ‘Cut!’ is called, everybody gets to go for a well-earned drink. So they call the last take the ‘Martini Shot’. Some time back, I was occasionally so proud of my end-of-day Cocktail Hour drink that I’d take a quick snap with my phone and post it on Instagram. This rapidly became ‘a thing’, and a keen little following developed. Soon I was regularly posting a #MartiniShot at the end of my day.

I am, by training, a photographer, though I stopped taking pictures many years ago. But there was something about the preparation of my drink. Thinking about what it would be each day … Planning which glass to use … Thinking about backgrounds and lighting … Slowly, the Martini Shot became a way to get back to shooting pictures properly. The quiet, contemplative processes of thinking, writing, mixing the drink, lighting, shooting and finally drinking the result became, well, just a lovely piece of time for myself. The perfect ritual to calmly ‘wrap’ each work day.

I suppose it was inevitable that I’d find myself writing about cocktails, and quickly my posts became longer. Not just a recipe with every image, but a story or a piece of lore. Often I’d write about the feelings or memories a particular cocktail evoked. It was a surprise how rapidly this became the basis for a book – which would be a companion or a comprehensive manual for the full appreciation of, and participation in, The Cocktail Hour.




[image: Chapter Header, 1. SETTING THE SCENE]

A LITTLE BACKSTORY

Cocktails must have first appeared in regular bars and private clubs – independent drinking establishments in big cities, with New York being the principal and acknowledged epicentre. Working from the first references to their consumption, we’re looking at a quite localised audience of well-off young men of the ‘sporting’ clubman type, drinking in the places where a talented barman might make a reputation by innovating. It was, initially, a remarkably small trend and might have stayed so had these men not travelled and socialised. You can trace cocktails along the routes travelled by well-off young men. To San Francisco, where their business interests took them for gold-mining or railways; to Chicago, where cattle made big money; to Charleston or New Orleans, where pockets of Old Money still lurked and ‘society’ was still significant. Cocktails travelled fast, by the same means as the young men, and bars could be found on luxurious rail cars or transatlantic liners. And in the cities where the young men found themselves, cocktail bars sprang up to serve them: ‘American’ bars in Paris, Venice, Rome and London.

When Prohibition clouded things, from 1920 to 1933, it was the wealthy young men who could travel to Havana, sometimes on their own boats, to drink in defiance of the law, in private houses or accommodating nightclubs. Charles H. Baker Jr’s book Around the World with Jigger, Beaker and Flask can be read as an insight into how the cocktail spread. It’s packed with anecdotes about the racy young ex-pats he met on his travels and their singular attempts to replicate cocktail society wherever they were.

Because cocktails and partying were the defining behaviours of young, glamorous men and women, they became a useful visual shortcut as Hollywood entered its golden age. As cinema became the primary and most ‘mass’ of mass media, the idea spread at viral speed amongst moviegoers of all nations and classes. An affordable, accessible symbol of luxury for a global, demographically inclusive population, many of whom were entering a period of post-war prosperity with a ferocious aspirational drive. You could only dream about Cary Grant’s Rolls-Royce or Ava Gardner’s palatial Hollywood home, but you could buy the gin they drank at your local bottle shop. A mass need was created, and increasingly global drinks brands rose to supply it at an affordable price. Cocktails are many things to many people, but it’s surprising to realise that, given their place in history, cocktails were one of the first mass-media proto-memes.

We are fortunate that some historical evidence exists for the first cocktail parties. However, as is standard in any attempt at cocktail history, two origin myths exist, equally hotly defended.

One claim originates with Clara Bell Walsh who was, by all accounts, a pretty exceptional woman. Having inherited a great deal of money, and thus freed of giving much of a toss about social convention, she travelled widely, and being Kentuckian, enjoyed horse racing. She became a ‘socialite’ and one of the first and most well-known residents of the Plaza Hotel in New York (Esquire called her the ‘First Lady of the Plaza’).

In 1917 she decided to throw a bash for her chums in St Louis, Missouri, where she’d rocked up after marrying an industrialist in 1905. These chums were society women, certainly more independently minded than earlier generations, and inclined to have a good time. Prohibition was still three years away, so strong voices were being raised in favour of temperance. But Clara and her squad were clearly having none of it. Simply dropping round in the afternoon for a cup of tea wasn’t quite going to cut it.

A Washington newspaper, the Tacoma Times, got the scoop for their 17 April edition that year. The article positively relishes the details, explaining that fifty women had been invited, divided into two ‘classes’: those who had been to church and those who had ‘devoted their time to a motor promenade of the boulevards’. At noon they gathered at Clara’s place where there was, conveniently, a full bar and a professional cocktail barman.


If a woman guest who had been driving all forenoon in her limousine, and was a little chilled in consequence, felt the need of a drink with an extra kick in it, she ordered a Sazarac [sic] cocktail. Others, of course, preferred a Bronx or a Clover Leaf, and a few who had been to church were old fashioned enough to order a Martini or a Manhattan.

And as long as the professional drink mixer was there to fill all orders, other beverages than cocktails were in demand. Highballs, some with Scotch and some with rye or Bourbon whisky, gin fizzes—ordered because the spring morning hinted of coming summer—and at least one mint julep for a former gentleman of Virginia, were handed out over the private bar.



The gushing tone sounds remarkably like contemporary celebrity PR …


Positively the newest stunt in society is the giving of “cocktail parties.”



I have to admit, I rather like the sound of this. I reckon I could hold down the ‘Former Gentleman of Virginia’ slot creditably for an afternoon, watching these brilliant women get twisted.

The parallel myth is, by comparison, rather more staid and British. In a 1974 column in Esquire, Alec Waugh (brother of the more famous Evelyn) claimed in all seriousness to have invented the cocktail party in 1924 – or at least, the first London cocktail party. He paints an immensely evocative image of young people who had been lucky enough to have survived the war, with not too much to worry about and, again, a certain appetite for fun. Parties, he explained, usually began at 9.00 p.m. after one had dined. While ‘some hotels staged thés dansants’, with no alcohol served they lacked the excitement the jeunesse doré were seeking. So, with two artist friends, he came up with a plan to invite people to tea and serve booze.


A week later the invitations were in the post. They announced that the Nevinsons were emerging from their hibernation and would be at home in their studio on the last Saturday in April between half-past five and half-past seven and that alcoholic beverages would be in supply.



On the evening in question, Waugh arrived at his friends’ place just before half-past five.


Their studio on Haverstock Hill was bright with daffodils. Some forty small tumblers had been set out along a refectory table. “We’ve invited thirty,” Kathleen said, “but people usually bring people with them.” At each end of the table was a large earthenware jug. “One’s rum. The other’s gin. Which’ll you have?” they asked. I opted for rum. Jamaican rum had been blended with Rose’s lime juice and sharpened with Angostura. Large nuggets of ice kept the mixture cool. It was very potent.



Apart from the fact that, bless them, they were mixing ‘cocktails’ in earthenware jugs, there was one other flaw in their plan: only one person turned up, ‘an obscure middle-aged journalist’. Everyone else was obviously baffled by the novelty.

I think I love both stories equally, though I’d prefer to have been the Virginian Gentleman than the Obscure Journalist.

What’s intriguing is that both stories kind of make sense as a slight subversion of the pre-existing teetotal afternoon party, by people with enough wealth to pull it off. Though fuelled by booze and a desire to flout societal convention, the cocktail party follows a direct line from an aristocrat being ‘at home’ to visitors, or even a Regency ‘tea party’. It’s noticeable that in one story a professional barman is required, while in the other, the drinks are premixed in bulk. In both stories the time and duration of the event are very fixed. None of this explains how in the decades that followed, the idea of something as fundamentally structurally flawed as a party, based on cocktails for around fifty people, became the dominant format for middle-class social interactions.

Dinner parties meant that if you didn’t have staff you had to be able to cook and, before the arrival of Saints Cradock, Carrier and David, that was definitely not a given. Before the democratic revolution of Oddbins, wine was a series of snares and traps for unwary hosts. But cocktails … Well, you only needed a few bottles and a recipe and you were the most popular person in your social circle.

The idea of cocktail parties spread like a virus – the idea spreading faster and wider, it must be said, than the actual parties.
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If, like me, you spend far too much time furtling around in junk shops you’ll be aware of the startling amount of discarded, unfit-for-purpose cocktail paraphernalia lying about. Millions of tiny, poorly made glasses in ill-advised colours, unused shakers, novelty fruit squeezers, sets of ‘amusing’ cocktail picks and swizzlers, still in their garish packaging. Cocktail equipment reminds me of civilian gas masks: surviving evidence that a couple of generations had a pressing need to be fully equipped for something that would never actually happen to them.

I still remember my grandmother’s setup. On a decorative tray, six tiny amber-coloured ‘Martini’ glasses, somehow enamelled with a view of Sitges where she’d selected them, instead of the more common plastic flamenco doll or straw donkey. The shaker was glass, too, with a gold metal straining cap. It was an astonishing artefact – particularly when you consider that neither she nor my grandfather ever touched a drink. The cocktail appurtenances were like the ‘front room’, the ‘best china’ or the ‘canteen of cutlery’: kept religiously, ‘for best’. Ritual paraphernalia, sacred vessels of hospitality, ‘in case People come’ … even if they didn’t. I inherited the kit after they’d passed away and the first time I tried to use the shaker, the glass shattered.

Cocktail accoutrements made for popular wedding gifts. Jokey disposables like stirrers and cardboard coasters were cheap and convenient presents for a host, and the cocktail kit was a characteristic element in the panoply of knick-knackery in the ordinary British home.

In grand hotel bars and the best sorts of restaurants, the practice persisted of the functional cocktail for the urban sophisticate, the pre-dinner livener, the romantic date, usually centred on the traditional European spirits of gin, brandy or whisky. But the association of cocktails with luxury and overseas travel also spawned a separate strand of the story, rooted in the holiday or foreign trip. Showy, fun, fruity, tropical. Tiki. Tequila, rum, pisco, cachaça. South America, the Caribbean. ‘Exotic’ drinks, laden with half a fruit salad, a sparkler and a pre-installed headache. It’s easy to see how cocktail drinking would have been driven by commercial necessity, away from discreet, pre-dinner aperitif drinking towards fuel for a whole night out. Bigger, louder drinks, still with a kick but with accessible, naive flavours and names that implied terrifying intoxication or total oblivion. Sessionable cocktails in jugs. Holiday cocktails. Hen-night cocktails.

It doesn’t require much imagination to understand the wholesale adoption of the cocktail during the 1970s and 1980s by ‘singles bars’ – pre-loaded with romance and sophistication, and a queasy blurring of conventions of consent – and by a burgeoning and more public gay ‘scene’: loud, theatrical, fun cocktails, camp as hell with a dangerous edge of intoxication. Disco cocktails at Studio 54. Yuppie cocktails for the Wall Street wampyrs at The Odeon.

Today we’re seeing yet another new take, in the form of a ‘craft cocktail’ scene that superimposes the tantalising image of the young genius chef, driven to create and armed with arcane scientific technique. We see bars desperately trying to find ways to justify higher prices with impossible-to-source or hand-crafted ingredients, or ‘vintage’ ingredient alcohols.

But all of this is so much enthusiastic social drinking and, truth be told, I think I’m looking for something a little deeper. Though I love a cocktail bar, or a professionally made cocktail in a good restaurant, the best parts of the cocktail experience can actually happen at home. It’s a tantalising thought, isn’t it? Unlike any other high-ticket, luxury indulgence, you can head to your local booze shop right now, you can pick up some bottles, some ice, head home and with a little preparation you might just find yourself drinking what is, at that precise moment, the best Manhattan in the entire world.

This might be a controversial opinion, but I honestly believe that the cocktail is about one person or, at a maximum, two. Even in a cocktail bar, a pro can ply a few shakers, for a few minutes, and bring up a tray of maybe six or eight … but that’s a sort of horrible, tiki-bar performance. Of course, there are barmen in Hawaiian shirts who can spin two, three or four shakers at once, but I’m not sure those are cocktails you want.

You’ll find recipes in this very book for ‘batched’ cocktails that can be carefully premixed and stored so they can be served to any number of people, meaning all may experience the excellence at once; but, though delicious, that is mass catering. No. A shaker or a mixing jug is designed for one or two decent-sized cocktails. If you share, it’s an act of loving trust. If you don’t, it’s the most authentic self-care. Meditative, profound. You can only make a perfect cocktail for someone you care for deeply, which is why well-balanced and happy people can make them for themselves.

So you can make a cocktail for yourself … Or you can make one for someone else – an act of hospitality … Or you can make cocktails for two – an act of friendship or intimacy.
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THE ROMANCE OF THE COCKTAIL

The ideal cocktail transaction takes place when you sit at a bar and an expert asks you what you want. It’s a fabulously intimate procedure, unlike anything else in hospitality. Just think about it for a moment: even at the most exclusive kaiseki counter, with the best sushi master in the world preparing your next nigiri, he is telling you what your next £100 mouthful is going to be.

The person behind a cocktail bar is asking you what you want – and exactly how you like it. Then, the bartender will take products down from a shelf and combine them in a mixing vessel designed to make a maximum of two servings. If you’re drinking alone, you’ve just gone through a process more intimate than being measured for a bespoke suit.

The story we believe – the story we are told – is that the choice of cocktail and its making is an expression of ourselves. Similar to when you choose what you’re going to wear, or smell like, or what you will read or how you decorate your environment. It’s a chance to display discernment or perhaps reveal something about yourself.

Your cocktail is your most private and contemplative moment. And if you hold someone in





SET AND SETTING
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MISE-EN-SCÈNE

















[image: A cosy indoor setting with a small, circular table at the centre, laid with books and a cocktail served in a martini glass. In the far end of the room, there is a setting of two seats facing each other, against the background of a garden view.]
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