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		Sugars

		In the nineteenth century, cocktail and punch recipes called for chipping pieces of sugar off a large, dense block of “loaf sugar,” but its use in mixed drinks has been supplemented over time as new sweeteners have been embraced behind the bar. Occasionally making an appearance outside the glass—like on the rim of a Sidecar or the minty foliage of a Julep—most sweeteners are incorporated into drinks via liqueurs, bitters, and fortified wines, or they are dissolved into syrups. For the latter, we have access to a wide variety of options, from neutral white sugar to less processed options like raw monofloral honey. Most bartenders choose a sugar that best matches the flavor or origins of the other ingredients in a recipe (like agave nectar with mezcal) or as a neutral medium (like simple syrup) to balance the sharp edges of the other ingredients.

		While preferences for salty, sour, bitter, and umami flavors must be cultivated, humans are born with a preference for sweetness. The first thing we’re fed as infants is lactose-rich milk containing similar properties—a remarkable life source signaling how sugar is vital to our development as a species. Before reedy sugarcane plants were discovered and enterprising people realized their juices could be boiled down into a sticky sweetener, other sugar sources like honey, fruits, and vegetables satisfied our collective sweet tooth.

		Scientifically speaking, sugar is a kind of carbohydrate—a source of energy for the body. Glucose and fructose are two of the most common sugars, which combine to form sucrose (table sugar). Fructose, glucose, and sucrose occur naturally in plants of all kinds—including fruits and vegetables—with sugarcane and beets containing the highest percentages of sucrose, and agave nectar being primarily fructose. Generally speaking, sugars do vary in their perceived sweetness, with glucose being least sweet, fructose being most sweet, and sucrose residing between the two.

		The sugar we incorporate into food and drink comes from many different sources, and almost every country around the world has its own distinctive types. For practical purposes, this chapter focuses on the sweeteners abundant in North America.

		Honey

		Before sugarcane became the most widely used sugar in the world in the sixteenth century, honey was most prevalent. The ambrosial sweetener is the work product of bees, who transform flower nectars into viscous honey with natural enzymes in their digestive tracts. It’s “the most concentrated natural source of sweetness,” writes Harold McGee in On Food and Cooking.

		The flavor of honey depends on the nectar sources bees visit. Most honey comes from bees that feed from a mixture of different flowers, but “monofloral” honeys—produced by bees that have access to only a single type of flower, like citrus, sunflower, or chestnut, to name a few—have characteristics that echo their aromas. Orange blossom honey, for example, typically bears a subtle citrus note (try it in the Welcome Mother cocktail on this page), while lavender honey has a velvety herbaceous quality.

		The characteristics of honey depend on several other variables too, writes Bi-Rite owner Sam Mogannam in his book Bi-Rite Market’s Eat Good Food, written with Dabney Gough. “Depending on what plants are available to the bees, the climate, and the time of year, honey can be viscous or runny, mildly flavored or intense. Even honey from the same hive might taste light and floral in the spring, and robust and almost spicy in the fall.”

		The quality of your honey, and how it is processed (or not) should factor into decisions about which type to use for your drinks. Following are some of the most common forms; generally speaking, the more processed the honey, the easier it will be to mix with, but there will also be less character and flavor.

		Raw honey To make raw honey, unfiltered and unpasteurized honey is extracted from the honeycomb by spinning the honeycomb frames in a centrifuge or by relying on gravity to drain it from a honeycomb-filled frame in a box-style beehive. Raw honey is sometimes strained to remove pieces of the comb, but it still contains natural pollen from the blossoms and some trace minerals. It typically has more flavor than processed generic “honey” and has a paste-like viscosity. Raw honey often also comes in monofloral options. In my experience, clover honey, which is the most widely found, works well in all honey-syrup applications. On the other end of the spectrum, varietal honeys like manuka and buckwheat (used in the Thunderbird, this page) are so distinctive they do not work interchangeably in all honey-syrup recipes. With these honeys, you have to select one to use similar to the way you’d choose between a tequila and a mezcal or vodka and gin, which is remarkable, because the drink can be focused on the honey instead of the spirit.

		Regular honey What purveyors generically label as “honey” is often extracted from the hive in the same process as done for raw honey but it is then filtered and pasteurized before packaging. The texture is thinner and the flavor is less vibrant than raw honey. With a nondescript personality, this type of honey could come in handy if you want honey flavor in cocktails, but you don’t want its character to steal the show, as a bold raw monofloral honey is apt to do.

		Creamed honey Also called whipped honey or churned honey, creamed honey is crystallized honey blended smooth so it’s easily spreadable at room temperature. The texture is richer than liquid honey, and it won’t crystallize again over time. In cocktails, it works a lot like raw honey.

		Comb honey True to its name, comb honey includes the edible wax comb excreted by bees. Visually appealing in its natural state, it is an intuitive option to garnish honey-based cocktails.

		Sourcing

		Buy organic, raw, or unfiltered local honey from area farmer’s markets, co-ops, and natural food stores because they typically provide “a unique taste of the landscape that surrounds you,” writes Sam Mogannam. Look for the specific varietal listed to identify what nectars and pollens the bees consumed with an organic certification ensuring they are pesticide-free, as “many commercial producers treat the hives themselves with pesticides to protect the bees from mites that can threaten the colony. This disrupts the bees’ reproductive cycles and general health,” Mogannam notes.

		Storing

		Raw honey should be stored sealed in the fridge if used infrequently to prevent it from browning, which can have an adverse effect on the color of a cocktail. When stored uncovered or at room temperature, honey naturally crystallizes, becoming thick, grainy, and cloudy. When honey crystallizes, it is still safe to consume, but it is difficult to integrate into cocktails, owing to its dense viscosity. If this happens, place the jar of honey in a hot-water bath until it liquefies.

		Maple Syrup

		Maple syrup is produced throughout Eastern Canada and in the American Northeast. Large-scale commercial producers use plastic taps and hoses to transport sap from multiple trees to a central holding tank. The sap is then boiled to concentrate its flavor and sweetness. The longer and hotter the syrup is boiled, the darker the color and the fuller the taste. It takes around 40 parts of sap to make 1 part syrup.

		Maple syrup is evaluated for color, clarity, sweetness, and flavor and used to be given an A, B, or C grade in North America, but now each type comes with taste descriptions instead. Here are the most common, listed from lightest to darkest. Each grade of syrup works well in cocktails; choose which one to use based on how the flavor complements or contrasts with the other ingredients in the recipe.

		Golden Color with Delicate Taste (formerly “fancy”) Usually made at the beginning of the new maple season in late February, the flavor is light and subtle. When paired with strong flavors in a cocktail, this type of maple syrup can add earthy sweetness that doesn’t immediately register as “maple” flavor.

		Amber Color with Rich Taste (formerly Grade A Medium or Dark Amber) Usually made about mid-season, this is the most popular for all-around use. In cocktails, its closest approximation is demerara or turbinado sugar.

		Dark Color with Robust Taste (formerly Grade A Dark Amber or Grade B) As the maple season progresses, the syrup darkens in color and develops a more robust flavor. It’s a great choice for recipes in which you want a more prevalent maple flavor to come through.

		Very Dark Color with Strong Taste (formerly Grade C) Produced at the end of the season, this type is analogous to the molasses of maple syrup in texture and flavor. Use it in cocktails that call for the most prominent maple flavor.

		Sourcing

		Look for 100 percent maple syrup, and organic is always best. Because true maple syrup is labor intensive and expensive to produce, many supermarkets stock brands that are artificially colored and sweetened with flavored corn and fructose syrups, so remember to check ingredients lists before purchasing. On a related note, beware of bottles labeled “pancake syrup,” Sam Mogannam warns, because it is typically made with artificial flavors.

		Storing

		Store maple syrup covered in the fridge to prevent it from molding. It can be frozen without diminishing its character to preserve freshness and deter crystallization.

		Cane Sugar

		Cane sugar is made by chopping and grinding, pounding, or pressing cane stalks to extract juices, which are then processed to varying degrees. Commercial cane sugar typically comes from two sources: mills, which produce unrefined and raw sugars like demerara and turbinado; and refineries, which further process unrefined sugar from mills using industrial techniques that yield white cane sugar.

		Generally speaking, the more refining a sugar product undergoes, the less personality it will have. Molasses, brown sugar, and muscovado are good for imparting an earthy sweetness to drinks, while jaggery, demerara, and turbinado have a slight fruity quality that works well in many recipes. Refined white granulated sugars, on the other hand, are primarily used to balance the acidity of citrus—like kosher salt, they don’t add flavor (beyond pure sweetness).

		Note: Many of the sugars listed below are sometimes made from other sources of sugar. If a sugar’s label does not say 100 percent cane sugar, it might be made from sugar beets, palm sap, sorghum, or other plant material.

		Unrefined Sugar

		When sugarcane juice is boiled to the point of crystallization, then cooled and solidified at a sugar mill, it is considered an unrefined sugar. Because this sugar is not put through a centrifuge to separate the crystals from the molasses, it typically retains up to 14 percent natural molasses. Depending on the place of origin and what techniques were used to process the sugar, the visual appearance, intensity of sweetness, and size of granules will differ. “Modern sugarcane mills produce an off-white raw sugar—sometimes called turbinado, muscovado, demerara, or rapadura sugar—while more rudimentary techniques result in a wider range of colors because they are less efficient at removing molasses and impurities,” explains Darra Goldstein in The Oxford Companion to Sugar and Sweets.

		Molasses Once massecuite, a mixture of the sugar crystals and the concentrated syrup resulting from pan boiling the cane juice, is separated by centrifuge, what results is sugar crystals and molasses. Crystals are formed in the massecuite during several rounds of boiling, each of which yields a different grade of molasses and crystal: light molasses (Grade A) comes from the first boiling, dark (Grade B) comes from the second, and blackstrap is the thickest and darkest by-product of the third boiling. The lighter the molasses, the more expressive the cane flavor. Molasses can also be treated with sulfur dioxide as a preservative agent, which imparts a chemical flavor, so look for unsulfured molasses for the purest expression of the sugarcane. If you want a reference point for mixing with molasses in cocktails, the sweetener is featured in the Ginger Burns (this page), and molasses syrup (this page) is used to make the Ipswich Old Fashioned (this page).

		Muscovado Muscovado bears much of the cane’s minerality and has a texture that resembles wet sand. See the wonderful attributes it brings to the Tepache recipe on this page.

		Jaggery Also called “gur,” this Southeast Asian sweetener is made from cane or the sap of coconuts or date palms, which are shaped into cone or brick form. A little jaggery brings earthy depth to the Kadak Spicy Chai (this page).

		Panela Hailing from Latin American countries, panela is similar to jaggery but made using only sugarcane. It comes in light and dark versions, and it goes by different names depending on where it is produced. In Mexico, for example, the sugar is called piloncillo, whereas “panela” is used to identify a sort of fresh cheese. (Piloncillo is used in Noah Small’s Champurrado recipe on this page.)

		Sucanat With a brand name derived from the French term for natural sugar sucre de canne naturel, sucanat is an unrefined sugar that appeals to vegetarians and vegans because no bone charcoal is used in the processing. The kind Cortney Burns calls for to make the Ginger Burns on this page has large granules—almost the size of bee pollen—and a fair amount of molasses.

		Raw Sugar

		While the term “raw” might suggest otherwise, this type of sugar is processed at a sugar mill. Like unrefined sugar, the cane juice is extracted and crystallized. Then—in contrast to unrefined sugars—raw sugar is typically spun through a centrifuge to separate most of the molasses (up to 98 percent) from the crystals. The size of the crystals and percentage of natural molasses retained in the sugar vary.

		Turbinado A light brown color, with coarse crystals, turbinado is usually labeled “sugar in the raw.” Try it in Katie Rose’s Szechuan Ginger Beer (this page).

		Demerara Named after the region in Guyana, but not necessarily from there because the term is unprotected, demerara sugar has large, yellow-gold crystals and is incidentally also a cultivar of sugarcane. It is often used interchangeably with turbinado. Use it in the Masala Milky Tea Punch (this page), Cola (this page), and Castle on a Cloud (this page) to taste what it contributes to mixed drinks.

		Evaporated cane juice In an NPR piece called “Evaporated Cane Juice: Sugar In Disguise?” Judy Sanchez, a spokesperson for the U.S. Sugar Corporation, confirms: “All sugar is evaporated cane juice.… They just use that for a natural-sounding name for a product.”

		Refined Sugar

		Refined sugars are made from partially processed raw sugars from sugar mills. These sugars must be further refined—via filtering, evaporation, or with a centrifuge—to be fully processed. In many cases, the sugar must be put through a series of cycles to reach this point, which is why these sugars typically look white (in other words, they contain almost zero percent molasses). Unlike unrefined and raw sugar, refined sugar cannot be certified organic because unauthorized chemical agents are used during the refining process.

		Brown sugar Containing a significant amount of moisture, brown sugar is refined white sugar crystals coated with molasses or molasses-like syrup. Brown sugar comes in both light and dark brown versions, depending on the volume of molasses included. Dark brown sugar has a richer flavor than light brown sugar—the latter brings a soft bittersweetness to Rosio Sánchez’s Tepache recipe (this page), which also features muscovado. Traditional real-boiled brown sugar, which is a less refined style, is still available from a few producers, such as Tate & Lyle.

		White sugar Bright white table sugar is also sometimes labeled regular “sugar,” and it comes in many different granulated sizes, with coarse sugar representing the largest granules and superfine the smallest. Superfine sugar dissolves easily into room-temperature liquids, so it is good for making syrups and sherbets with fruit juice, like Julie Reiner’s Grapefruit-Lime Sherbet (this page) or my Enhanced Grapefruit Sherbet (this page).

		Powdered sugar Also known as “confectioners’ sugar,” powdered sugar consists of white sugar granules that have been ground into a fine powder, commonly used to make icing and sweetened whipped cream. Powdered sugar usually contains starch to absorb moisture and prevent caking. You can use it to decorate garnishes (like mint sprigs).

		Sourcing

		Mount Gay Rum estate manager Maggie Campbell, who has a wealth of experience with sugar from working in the rum business since 2012, suggests researching eco-friendly suppliers like Sugar for Good or Bonsucro-certified sugar, and “when it comes to brown sugar, ask if it is colored brown or real-boiled. Ideally, look for organic sugar when available, as conventional sugarcane is often sprayed with pesticides and herbicides.”

		If you don’t want to work with granulated sugar, packaged syrups are also an option. Cane syrup is produced directly from cane juice at sugar mills or from raw sugar at refineries. The crystals are not removed during this process. Syrups are typically golden to medium brown in color and have a mild grassy flavor. Sugar syrups are frequently bottled with preservatives like citric acid to prevent them from molding, and other stabilizers that keep them from crystallizing; these affect both the flavor and the texture of bottled syrups, so if you buy a bottled sugar syrup, look for bottlings free of additives.

		Storing

		Sugar absorbs moisture and odors, so store it in an airtight container at room temperature and it will keep indefinitely.

		Agave Nectar

		A sweetener made from agave plants grown in Mexico, agave nectar comes from many different species of the agave, including the Blue Weber, which is used to make tequila. In the late 1980s and early ’90s, commercial agave nectars started to be marketed as healthy substitutions for other sugars, but scientists have since disproved this.

		Agave nectar and agave syrup are often thought of interchangeably, but syrup is additionally modified by dilution with water, and may include additives like high-fructose corn syrup. Nectar tastes much sweeter than cane sugar when cool, which allows you to use less in cocktails served chilled.

		Unlike the maple syrup industry, agave syrup producers have not banded together to establish transparency in regard to nectar production methods that facilitate reliable industry-wide classification of their products. The nectars are typically graded from lightest to heaviest, each representing a different level of color concentration. Some sources say light, amber, and dark versions are heated to 165°F degrees during processing, whereas raw agave nectar is cooked low and slow—below 117°F—to preserve more of its natural character.

		Light As the name suggests, light agave nectar has the lightest color and tastes somewhat neutral in character. This style is rather analogous to simple syrup, though thicker in viscosity.

		Raw Compared to the other forms of nectar, raw agave nectar showcases more of the natural flavor of the plant, with less heavy caramel qualities. Most bartenders pair raw and light agave nectar with unaged agave spirits like blanco tequila and mezcal to amplify the agave notes without overpowering the subtleties of the spirits.

		Amber With a medium hue, amber agave nectar has a flavor akin to honey or light caramel. Use amber agave nectar to make Agave Syrup (this page).

		Dark The richest form, dark agave nectar has the most intense concentration of flavor. Amber and dark agave nectars have enough robust caramel quality to bolster aged agave spirits like añejo and extra añejo tequila.

		Sourcing

		The words “100 percent agave,” or “100 percent agave nectar” listed as the sole item on the ingredient list indicates you’ve

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		Oleo Saccharum and Sherbet
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		Baja Grenadine
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		Cucumber-Mint Cordial
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		Pomme and Circumstance
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			Afterword

			Over the five-year journey of writing this book, my perspective on each ingredient—and how mixology itself fits into the ecosystem of our foodways—has evolved. Gleaning insights from so many brilliant experts in their respective fields gave me a taste for and a newfound interest in beverage matters beyond the glass.

			If you’ve landed there with me, I imagine you’ll likely enjoy deeper, philosophical books about food and cooking like The Omnivore’s Dilemma, The Third Plate, The Secret Life of Groceries, The Jemima Code, Taste Makers, Eating to Extinction, and The Way We Eat Now. These books led me to works by other food writers like Sydney Mintz, Rachel Carson, Euell Gibbons, Wendell Berry, Robin Wall Kimmerer, and others whose writing examines how our food and identity are intertwined, warts and all.

			After ingesting as much wisdom as I could from my research and attempting to synthesize and highlight what was most pertinent for bartenders—because that’s my culinary area of expertise—I come back to the cliché that we are what we eat.

			In the scope of this work, though, I’d argue that the idiom misses the mark. I believe what we eat and drink is actually a reflection of both who we are and how we want others to perceive us. In other words, I’d suggest that what we eat and drink may be seen as a relatable reflection of our personal favorites, our cultural traditions, and our regional specialties, but they can also be used to refract—accurately or deceptively—what we want others to believe about ourselves and our customs, both individually and collectively. Drinks are an extension of food, and in this case they serve more like trick mirrors—borrowing writer Jia Tolentino’s conceit—than as representative reflections of our true selves.

			I researched, tested, and wrote this book during the COVID-19 pandemic, as a racial reckoning in the United States—precipitated by the murder of George Floyd—unfolded. This happened simultaneously with call-outs of systemic inequities in the hospitality and food-media worlds. These events helped solidify my belief that when we survey what we eat and drink as writers today, we need to grapple with our subjects’ connection to systems of capitalism, white supremacy, and patriarchy. As a white, American, cisgender male from an upper-middle-class Midwestern upbringing, I have unjustly benefited from these pernicious systems and welcome accountability and owe reparations as a result of it.

			As food and drink makers learn more about where our ingredients come from, the demands upon the land and workers who farm and transport them to us, and the origin stories of the cuisines we cook with—which are shaped largely by women of color and have disproportionately profited white men in this country—we, men in particular, need to reckon with and reconcile these inequities. As a society, we must all individually and collectively decide who and what we’re choosing to venerate, as well as why—and consider what implications this has now and for future generations.

			My hope is that recipes like the ones featured in this book will be rightfully recognized as culinary arts alongside gastronomical indulgences like pastry and meat, which should be served and enjoyed in moderation. No longer saddled with the harmful cultural baggage intemperate booze consumption travels with, I believe this book, including its recipes, ingredients, ideas, and the value systems from which they originated—a figurative bartender’s pantry, represents an example of an optimistic universal conception for what a twenty-first-century bar program can become. I hope it shakes and stirs its readers in the process.
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