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“The Object Lessons series achieves something very close to magic: the books take ordinary—even banal—objects and animate them with a rich history of invention, political struggle, science, and popular mythology. Filled with fascinating details and conveyed in sharp, accessible prose, the books make the everyday world come to life. Be warned: once you’ve read a few of these, you’ll start walking around your house, picking up random objects, and musing aloud: ‘I wonder what the story is behind this thing?’”

Steven Johnson, author of Where Good Ideas Come From and How We Got to Now

“Object Lessons describe themselves as ‘short, beautiful books,’ and to that, I’ll say, amen. . . . If you read enough Object Lessons books, you’ll fill your head with plenty of trivia to amaze and annoy your friends and loved ones—caution recommended on pontificating on the objects surrounding you. More importantly, though . . . they inspire us to take a second look at parts of the everyday that we’ve taken for granted. These are not so much lessons about the objects themselves, but opportunities for self-reflection and storytelling. They remind us that we are surrounded by a wondrous world, as long as we care to look.”

John Warner, The Chicago Tribune

“For my money, Object Lessons is the most consistently interesting nonfiction book series in America.”

Megan Volpert, PopMatters

“Besides being beautiful little hand-sized objects themselves, showcasing exceptional writing, the wonder of these books is that they exist at all. . . . Uniformly excellent, engaging, thought-provoking, and informative.”

Jennifer Bort Yacovissi, Washington Independent Review of Books

“. . . edifying and entertaining . . . perfect for slipping in a pocket and pulling out when life is on hold.”

Sarah Murdoch, Toronto Star

“[W]itty, thought-provoking, and poetic. . . . These little books are a page-flipper’s dream.”

John Timpane, The Philadelphia Inquirer

“Though short, at roughly 25,000 words apiece, these books are anything but slight.”

Marina Benjamin, New Statesman

“The joy of the series, of reading Remote Control, Golf Ball, Driver’s License, Drone, Silence, Glass, Refrigerator, Hotel, and Waste . . . in quick succession, lies in encountering the various turns through which each of their authors has been put by his or her object. . . . The object predominates, sits squarely center stage, directs the action. The object decides the genre, the chronology, and the limits of the study. Accordingly, the author has to take her cue from the thing she chose or that chose her. The result is a wonderfully uneven series of books, each one a thing unto itself.”

Julian Yates, Los Angeles Review of Books

“The Object Lessons series has a beautifully simple premise. Each book or essay centers on a specific object. This can be mundane or unexpected, humorous or politically timely. Whatever the subject, these descriptions reveal the rich worlds hidden under the surface of things.”

Christine Ro, Book Riot

“. . . a sensibility somewhere between Roland Barthes and Wes Anderson.”

Simon Reynolds, author of Retromania: Pop Culture’s Addiction to Its Own Past
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1

Gin and Juice: An Introduction

Gin is, fundamentally, the combination of juniper and any neutral spirit, but depending upon perspective, gin is also grandfathers, Christmas, or sweaty summer nights. Rotten pine needles or raging headaches. Bathtub hooch, speakeasies, British Gin Acts, or Prohibition. Hogarth prints, vintage magazine advertisements, or James Bond. Gin is Snoop Dogg, juniper berries, malaria treatments, seventeenth-century Dutch history, or poured over ice with lime. It is a shortened form of genever (although not really), and with a linguist’s eye: cotton seed separating machine, Biblical snare, and a quaint four-person card game.

For me, gin is the first alcohol I tasted.

I was barely sixteen and employed at a small-town movie theater. The general manager, may he now rest in peace, ran a homegrown ammunition factory from the office above the ticket booth. He drank gin from waxed-paper Pepsi cups, and he set up a casual shooting range behind the screen. Before or after our shifts, he sometimes let concession girls fire guns. He sometimes let me drink gin, too.


My first gin Pepsi cup held twenty ounces total: gin from a green bottle mixed with grapefruit juice poured from a large punctured metal can. This was no signature cocktail, crafted with precision. I remember neither the gin nor grapefruit juice brand, but I sipped it with a straw. Before Snoop Dogg popularized the experience, as an employee responsible for the cash register tally at the end of the night, my mind was on the money
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Here is where I again emphasize that while I possess a measure of storytelling skill, I neither create gin, nor have I spent a lifetime studying it. It is the reading and collecting I enjoy. Like a magpie or crow, I look for the shiny bits.

Because of this, for the technical pieces, I drew heavily from the research and expertise of others: particularly Richard Barnett’s The Book of Gin (Bloomsbury, 2016), Geraldine Coates’s Gin: The Essential Guide for Gin Aficionados (Carlton Books, 2019), Gin: A Global History (Reaktion Books, 2012) by Lesley Jacobs Solmonson, and David T. Smith’s The Gin Dictionary (Octopus Publishing Group, 2018). I recommend each of these books wholeheartedly, as well as the excellent websites: Gintime.com, Ginfoundry.com, Theginisin.com, Diffordsguide.com, Dis­tillerytrail.com, Sipsmith.com, and Vinepair.com. Every gin question you have is likely contained in those resources, and while I noted this earlier, I want to emphasize it now. If you contact some of them as blindly as I did, they might offer the same kind responses.


My gin creator (and consumer) visits spanned the globe and included sites near and far away from my Maine home base: Dublin, Paris, Quebec City, New York, San Diego, Los Angeles, and Santa Cruz among them. Many gin makers contributed inspiration, content, or context, but my specific thanks include author Celine Bossart; Don Lindgren, owner of Rabelais: Fine Books on Food & Drink; Chris Dowe from Maine Distilleries; Ned Wight from New England Distilling; and Wes Moseman at Maine Craft Distilling. I also spent a particularly fun afternoon of samples at Round Turn Distilling, as well as an informative tutorial at The Maine House. Each of these people patiently answered my questions.

From a practical perspective, I thank Jessica Gilpatrick for her task-oriented encouragement, Joe Lombardo for his diner breakfast questions, and Tanya Whiton for her timely check-in and extreme editorial grace and talent.

And always, I thank my family—those by happy accident of birth and those by clear-eyed choice. Most of all, I thank Travis. To be living in recovery while watching his wife amass samples of gin and gin-related ephemera was, I assume, no easy task. But, as with everything, my husband offered a beautiful and pragmatic perspective.

“It wasn’t hard for me at all,” he said. “I was always a whiskey guy.”
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