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My life has unfolded like a day behind the bar. The regulars, the unexpected guests, the solitary drinker methodically working toward his end, the group spontaneously celebrating another day on the planet. I fell in love with bars because of the uninhibited, disordered, and surprising way life unfolds at the bar. The only logical progression in my life has been the wealth of characters who have crossed my path, leaving their sweet, sour, strong, and weak for me to ponder. I dedicate this book to all the friends and strangers who took a moment to tell a great story and send me on my way.
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By age twelve, I knew exactly where I wanted to live when I grew up: Big things happen in big places, and New York City was the biggest. Luckily, my father had instilled in me an unreasonable supply of optimism, which buoyed me through learning a city that could swallow you up without a trace. This optimism, along with a few good friends and dumb luck, was about all I had when I arrived in New York in 1969.

Within a year, I went to work for my best friend’s brother, Ron Holland, a principal in a small creative ad agency called Lois, Holland, and Callaway. Everyone’s favorite account at the agency was Restaurant Associates. Besides affording Ron and his partners the golden opportunity to work with the legendary restaurateur Joe Baum, it also enabled them to dine and entertain their clients at the very best restaurants in town. In short, a dream account. My chief occupation at the agency was to get in on as many expensive free meals as was humanly possible, which was easy given Ron’s generosity. It did not take long to get hooked.

Every Sunday we’d meet for brunch at Charley O’s at Forty-eighth Street and Rockefeller Plaza in the heart of Manhattan, assembling just before noon. The old blue laws forbade serving alcohol before noon on Sundays, so the stroke of midday was much anticipated. Ron Holland and his partner, the legendary art director George Lois, had worked closely with Joe Baum creating Charley O’s. It was a terrific room, full of dark mahogany and leaded glass, with a long bar along the east wall and a beautiful oval window looking out on Rockefeller Plaza. On the walls hung photographs and quotes from great writers and great drunks; Ron’s own Grandma Holland, who pronounced on her death bed, “I’ll keep drinking them as long as they keep making them,” was on the wall too, her wisdom right alongside Robert Benchley and Errol Flynn. Charley O’s was a bar for everyone from writers to gamblers, secretaries to politicians, all drawn there by solid drink, hearty food, and tremendous good cheer. Charley O’s was where Pat Moynihan threw his yearly St. Paddy’s-day breakfast; it was where Bobby Kennedy announced his candidacy; and it was the beginning of my love affair with the New York Bar & Grill.

If there was one single pivotal day in my life that determined my future, it was when I volunteered to fill in for a bartender who failed to show up for a party that Charley O’s was catering at Gracie Mansion, the home of New York City’s mayor. The manager was frantic and asked whether anyone knew how to tend bar. None of the old-time barmen wanted to work a thankless, tipless gig; I lied and said I was a bartender. But before dashing off to the mansion, I rushed over to Mike Flynn, the head bartender, and asked, “By the way, how do you tend bar, anyway?” There was very little time, but Mike was a kind and sympathetic soul. He wrote out a list of common drinks and how to make them, and gave me some pointers on how to pour. In what seemed like seconds later, I was behind the bar at Gracie Mansion. Mayor Abe Beame was presenting the keys of the city to Rupert Murdoch, so all the top people in the Beame administration and a number of other prominent New Yorkers were attending. All of a sudden, it dawned on me that I was center stage and this was a captive audience. It was only a makeshift, poorly stocked bar, and I never really had to make anything that fancy, but there was something about being behind that bar that felt just right. I don’t know how Muhammad Ali felt the first time he climbed into a ring, or how Louis Armstrong felt the first time he picked up a trumpet, but for me, I knew I was standing in a very familiar and cozy place. I was home.

In 1987, when Joe Baum opened the Promenade Bar in the newly restored Rainbow Room, I was offered the unique opportunity to create a classic bar in the old style. I was ten years into my bartending career with two great bars on my résumé, the original Charley O’s and the Hotel Bel-Air. I had an intuitive understanding of what a great bar could be, but I still had much to learn about what made a great drink. What followed was a journey back in time to learn how to re-create the classic cocktails in the classic style. There wasn’t anyone around who remembered how to do it. Using only fresh and natural ingredients meant doing away with fast and easy pre-made mixes and figuring out how to achieve just the right amount of sweet and sour, strong and weak. It meant searching for out-of-print cocktail books and experimenting with hundreds of recipes, adjusting them to a modern palate and today’s larger portions.

And so began my quest for just the right cocktails with just the right recipes. What I learned while rediscovering the lost art of bartending is what I will share in this book: a treasure of recipes that will tantalize your palate, enliven your parties, and inspire you to embark on your own journey to discover new and exciting ways to mix drinks.

Cheers!
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Before Europeans settled in America, they had been cultivating beverage traditions for centuries. Southern Europeans, around the Mediterranean, produced wine and brandy, while distilled-grain spirits were part of the tradition and culture of the peoples who inhabited the northern tier of Europe, where it was too cold for wine grapes to grow. Interestingly, the distillates produced with fermented grape and grain mash were also revered for their “medicinal” qualities, and came be known as aqua vitae in Latin, eau-de-vie in French, usquebaugh in Gaelic, and “water of life” in English. Naturally, as the technology of distilled spirits from grain and grape advanced, water of life could be produced more cheaply and in greater quantities, and eventually it was used to produce flavored cordials and liqueurs.

COCKTAIL TRIVIA

On more than one occasion when I was behind the bar, I offered a bitters-soaked lime or lemon wedge dipped in sugar to bite into for a hiccup cure. Remarkably, most (but not all) of the time it worked. Try it.



Once the Europeans established themselves on this side of the Atlantic, they put to good use the beer- and wine-making skills they had brought with them from the Old World. They also brought the Old World opinion that drinking water was unwholesome, even dangerous. The early colonists were voracious experimenters, fermenting beverages from practically everything they could get their hands on: pumpkins, parsnips, turnips, rhubarbs, walnuts, elderberries, and more. They flavored their beer with birch, pine, spruce, and sassafras. They planted apple orchards everywhere from Virginia northward to produce cider and, more important, applejack, which provided the base for many early colonial drinks. Applejack was also popular because it could be made without the use of expensive distilling equipment. Fermented apple juice, or hard cider as it was called, was left out in the cold in late fall and early winter. As layers of ice formed on the surface of the cider, they were skimmed off, removing the water content and thus concentrating the alcohol in the remaining liquid.

Conversely, as trade between the Old and New worlds increased, Europe in turn discovered the plants and botanicals that the colonists were well on their way to exploiting. As early as 1571, a Spanish doctor named Nicolas Monardes published a document describing plants and medicines from the Americas that were being assimilated into daily life all over Europe. In Italy and France, these plants eventually found their way into fortified and flavored wines, such as vermouth and other apéritif wines. Ironically, these products made their way full-circle across the Atlantic, where they later played a pivotal role in the growth of the cocktail tradition.

That cocktail tradition began with rum. Distilling spirits began commercially in the New World in 1640 when Wilhelm Kieft, the director-general of New Amsterdam (now Manhattan), erected the first still in which to distill gin and a tavern in which to sell it. When Manhattan fell into the hands of the English, the still was used to make rum, the first internationally accepted spirit of the New World. But truth be told, rum was sort of an accident. Christopher Columbus introduced sugarcane to our hemisphere on his second voyage for the purpose, of course, of making sugar. Rum was made by the ever-industrious colonists as a way to utilize the molasses left over from sugar production—that is, rum was a by-product of sugar. But by the end of the seventeenth century, rum production dwarfed sugar production to such an extent that the British enacted laws requiring that a certain proportion of all sugarcane crops must be used to make actual sugar. Rum had become the base for many colonial beverages, especially punches, and was produced throughout the Caribbean, South America, and to a great extent even in New England.

The production of rum fueled the growing economy. By 1733 it surpassed all other exports from the colonies. At the time, New England rum distillers were purchasing the molasses from the cheapest sources in the Caribbean, which were more often than not French and Portuguese. As a result, the British rum distillers who were sourcing their own molasses were losing a market share to the upstart colonial distillers and their cheaper molasses, and hence cheaper rum. In retribution, the British passed the Molasses Act of 1733 to control and tax the flow of molasses into the colonies. The Sugar Act followed, and then in 1765 the Stamp Act, which required the use of a tax stamp on all transactions. These acts led to the founding of the First Continental Congress, and eventually to the Revolutionary War. So, you see, it was rum, not tea, that precipitated our break from Great Britain. (Well, maybe there were a few other minor concerns, but this is a book about cocktails, not textiles.)

The American victory over the British left the new republic deep in debt. To the astonishment of most of his colleagues in the new government, Alexander Hamilton, our first Secretary of the Treasury, decided to pay our war debts quickly by way of a federal excise tax on rum and spirits, which was passed by the Congress in 1791 and signed into law by President George Washington. Thus began the tradition of paying for our wars by taxing our spirits. This would prove handy when, just twenty years later, the new nation found itself at war again with Great Britain in 1812. For the second time in the nation’s brief history, the British blockaded our coastline, cutting off trade with molasses producers in the Caribbean and all but finishing the dwindling rum distilleries. This led to a tidal increase in the domestic production of grain spirits, and eventually to the birth of the second American spirit, bourbon, our all-American corn whiskey.

COCKTAIL TRIVIA

Although Angostura Bitters has an alcohol base, like vanilla extract, it is considered a food additive and flavoring agent, not an alcoholic beverage. When used by the drop, it won’t affect the alcohol content of a drink. Only persons with severe allergic reactions to alcohol should avoid flavoring with bitters.



It was also during the period between these two wars that the word cocktail seems to have come into use. If you ambled into a colonial New England inn for a cold one, or just as likely a hot one, you’d probably order a ratafia, shrub, turnip wine, posset, pope, bishop, sack, flip, or an ale. Are any of these cocktails? Not really. But they were the progenitors of the cocktail, which made its official debut in print in 1806 in a publication called The Balance and Columbian Repository. In a letter to the editor, a reader had queried the meaning of a new word, cocktail. The editor wrote back:

“Cocktail is a stimulating liquor, composed of spirits of any kind, sugar, water and bitters. It is vulgarly called a bittered sling and is supposed to be an excellent electioneering potion, in as much as it renders the heart stout and bold, at the same time that it fuddles the head…It is said also, to be of great use to a Democratic candidate because, a person having swallowed a glass of it, is ready to swallow anything else.”

The sarcastic last line of that reply addresses the practice of plying voters with alcohol, a tradition said to have begun with George Washington that did not end officially until Prohibition. The editor’s reply also gives us for the first time a clear distinction between what constitutes a cocktail and separates it from all the concoctions that came before it: the addition of bitters. Bitters is a generic term for alcoholic beverages distilled or infused with plant or root extracts. Native Americans taught the early settlers how to use indigenous plants for flavorings in beverages and for medicinal purposes. Eventually, Old World plants were incorporated into these heady infusions, some of which included gentian root, colombo root, cinchona bark (quinine), ground ivy, horehound, cassia, wormwood, and angostura bark and root. Historically, these infusions were promoted as medicine to beat the tax on alcohol, though they did serve as effective digestifs. What they really did, however, was enhance the flavor of mixed drinks to which they were added.

COCKTAIL TRIVIA

Certain bitters have properties that may not be strictly medicinal but do settle the stomach or aid digestion. Angostura, the most well-known bitters today, was created in 1824 by a young German army doctor named J. G. B. Siegert, who volunteered to fight for Simón Bolívar and Venezuelan independence from Spain. He concocted the serum as a stomach tonic for Bolívar’s jungle-weary troops.



The first commercially produced bitters was probably Peychaud’s, made by Antoine Amédíe Peychaud, a Creole immigrant to New Orleans who operated a pharmacy on the French Quarter’s Royal Street from around 1793 through the 1830s. Peychaud himself made his bitters on a small scale but in 1840 the product was manufactured and sold nationally and internationally. With his background as an apothecary, Peychaud was a natural mixologist who delighted the friends who gathered for late-night revelry at his pharmacy. Peychaud would mix cognac and a dash of his secret bitters for his guests in a two-sided eggcup called a coquetier, pronounced “cock-tyay.” Sound familiar? It is very likely that this word evolved into the word cocktail in English, but there are countless other tales with the same claim. Regardless of what Peychaud called his concoction, it evolved into the anise-scented Sazerac—sans absinthe, of course.

The transition from rum to whiskey was well under way long before the British again tried to choke off America’s molasses supplies. The immigrants who fled the famines in the British Isles in the early eighteenth century found the New England states less than welcoming, and many of them settled along the frontier of western Pennsylvania. While the Quaker and Dutch colonists settled early on in Pennsylvania to escape the Puritan intolerance of New England, the hardy Scots pushed even farther west, opening up new wilderness and clearing lands for small farms. Naturally, many of them were schooled in the art of distilling whiskey from the old country, and brought small stills with them. Others simply built their own stills out of necessity, as whiskey was used in commerce in place of cash. Goods were purchased and debts were settled with Monongahela, as the whiskey came to be known, named for the river that marked the western frontier at that time.

Later, Hamilton’s heavy tax on spirits drove many distillers out of the colonies altogether and to the frontier territories that would become Kentucky, Tennessee, Ohio, and Indiana. These territories were ideal for whiskey production: The soil was rich, crop yields were higher than in the east, and there was a plentiful supply of pure mineral water bubbling up through the limestone shelf. Savvy settlers cleared the land and planted corn, which was indigenous and offered greater return per acre than other grains. From corn they made corn whiskey, which they barreled and sent down the river by barge to New Orleans. Depending on the distance and the water level of streams and rivers, the barrels of whiskey were sometimes in transit for many months. Completely by accident, whiskey makers discovered the benefits of barrel aging. Prior to the invention of the steam engine, all barge traffic on the river went in one direction only—south toward the gulf—on flatboats and barges, very slowly. But with the advent of steam-powered riverboats and canals, in the middle of the nineteenth century, northern routes were opened to the lucrative eastern market. Whiskey production benefited from easier access to the big markets of the north and east. This development was followed by revolutionary advances in the technology of distilling (brilliantly documented in Michael Kraft’s important book, The American Distiller, 1804), that led to the growth of large distilleries that replaced small farmers as the main source of whiskey from “the West.” It was also at this time, around 1833, that the word Bourbon first appeared on whiskey labels, a tribute to the French who fought side-by-side with Americans in the Revolution. French names were popular throughout the colonies and the frontier. Everything from streets in New York City to cities on the frontier like Louisville and Lafayette were renamed to honor our French allies.
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When the war with Britain ended in 1815, spirits were heavily taxed again to pay for the war, but not for too long. In 1817, with the debt settled, all excise taxes on domestic spirits were repealed, and for over forty years—up until the Civil War—the spirits industry enjoyed a tax-free growth period. This finally set the stage for what would become known as the golden age of the cocktail. Bars and saloons flourished during this period. In 1832, the Pioneer Inns and Taverns Law created a new type of license that allowed inns to serve alcoholic beverages without being required to lease rooms. This made official what had been happening ever so quietly after colonial-era regulations relaxed after the Revolutionary War: The bar was officially open for business. The floodgates were now open.

The Industrial Revolution that swept the western world in the nineteenth century had a powerful impact on every facet of American life, and the alcoholic-beverage industry benefited greatly. Factories lured people to urban centers around the country and fostered a sea change in the way people ate and drank and gathered. As cities grew larger, restaurants—without inns—became an important part of the urban landscape. Mass immigrations took place between 1820 and 1855, bringing people from Scotland, England, and Ireland and from Germany and other Central European countries directly to the bustling cities. Like the colonists before them, these new Americans brought with them their distilling and brewing skills and their love of the communal tradition of the public house and taproom.

BARMAN AS POWER BROKER

Of the late-nineteenth-century barkeepers, Theodore Roosevelt said, “Bartenders form perhaps the nearest approach to a leisure class that we have at present on this side of the water. Naturally they are on semi-intimate terms with all who frequent their houses. There is no place where more gossip is talked than in bar rooms, and much of this gossip is about politics…that is the politics of the ward, not of the nation.”



The new immigrants typically lived in the worst areas of these urban centers. But many prospered by creating their own social clubs, stocked with gallons of illegal spirits that they occasionally sold to the neighborhood at large. These unlicensed establishments were a phenomenon referred to as “blind pigs” or “blind tigers.” The gimmick was that you paid a certain amount of money “to see the blind pig,” and as a bonus you were served a free drink. The goal of these wily merchants, of course, was to get enough people to pay to see the pig so that they could open legit establishments. These neighborhood bars and saloons, often two or three to a block, were central to community and precinct politics, serving as community living rooms where men gathered to talk politics.
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The emergence and popularity of neighborhood bars in New York had the blessing of Tammany Hall, the city’s notorious political machine. The political bosses of the day were happy to grant the Irish and German immigrants licenses to operate saloons, not for the financial return but because they could control the ward politics by controlling the saloons, where for the most part the voting males spent their free time. With time, the saloon owners became the power brokers in their precincts.

By the 1870s, the bar business was big business, in full swing, and cocktail books and manuals were flooding the market. Cocktail bars of every description were flourishing in the big cities, from neighborhood haunts to the fancy palaces in big hotels. One of the most stunning bars in New York was the Hoffman House, with towering ceilings and a fifty-foot ornate mahogany bar, marble floors and walls, cigar counters, and oyster bars. The barmen, pristine in their starched white jackets, were skilled practitioners trained in every aspect of beverage and service. Somehow, all the elements fell into place: the technology of refrigeration, charged water (just another word for soda water, water is literally charged with gas), tap beer systems, and the perfecting of mechanical ice systems; the amazing variety of bottled spirits available, both imported and domestic; a large, motivated, and well-trained work force; and a growing industrial economy fueling consumer spending. This was the height of the cocktail’s golden age, when many of the classics were either born or perfected: the Martini, the Manhattan, the sour, the fizz, the old fashioned, the Pousse Café, the sling, and the julep. Many remain classics today.

This was the era of the consummate professional—the Barman. Service became as important as what was being served. The competition was intense, with bars opening on every corner. What separated success from failure was quality and service. In his 1888 Bartender’s Manual, Harry Johnson wrote a chapter entitled “How To Attend Bar,” in which he chides the novice to supply ice water immediately with every drink, to mix drinks above the counter where the guest can see, and to mix them in such a way as to be “neat, clean, and scientific.” He also says that professionalism affords a bit of showmanship when he instructs to “mix in such a way as to draw attention.” Finally, Johnson instructs the bartender to be a caring friend: “If you think a customer is about spending for a beverage, when it is possible that he or his family needs the cash for some other more useful purpose, it would be best to give him advice rather than a drink, and send him home with an extra quarter instead of taking the dime for a drink from him.”
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Early into the twentieth century, however, teetotalers were gaining momentum across the country to kill the production and sale of liquor. By 1912, Prohibition was already in place in many states. Then in 1919, the Eighteenth Amendment to the Constitution was passed, and Prohibition became the law of the land, outlawing the sale of alcohol in every way, shape, and form. In retrospect, Prohibition is universally acknowledged to have been a gigantic failure. Speakeasies, the nickname for covert bars and private clubs where liquor could be found, not only flourished, they thrived. Even city officials and policemen were involved in the ruse of abstinence. But while booze continued to flow, and cocktails remained a staple of society, the profession of barman suffered immensely. It was no longer a respectable position to tend bar, or at least one could not discuss it publicly. Because many bars were makeshift—if you could call them bars at all—the arena for showmanship and excellence proved futile, and practically disappeared.

By the time Prohibition ended in 1932, two generations had passed, and the image of the bartending profession was badly tarnished by organized crime’s control of bars and speakeasies. Of course after Prohibition there was great demand for bartenders, but the level of craftsmanship and respect for the profession as a serious pursuit had waned. One of the few pre-Prohibition bartenders who returned after Repeal was Patrick Gavin Duffy, who worked at the Ashland House in New York City. He became one of the most respected bartenders of his day, credited with having created the first highball in the 1890s, by mixing whiskey with club soda over ice in a tall glass.

COCKTAIL TRIVIA

Adrian Barbe, who owned and ran Hurley’s Saloon at Forty-ninth Street and Sixth Avenue in New York City for twenty years, attributed much of his success to the men he put behind his bar. He would say about his bartenders, “I don’t care what nationality they are, as long as they are Irish behind my bar.”



Though the recovering liquor industry was glad to see Prohibition go, Repeal proved to be another series of obstacles, many of them still in place today. Under new laws, individual states—and even the individual counties within states—were granted enormous power over the alcohol industry. The results were a Byzantine maze of local laws and regulations that make doing national business in the liquor industry a nightmare. Some states require liquor to be served only in small 50-milliliter “airline” or “nip” bottles, which basically discourages cocktails that require a dash of this or a half a shot of that. In other states, customers have to buy whole bottles of booze, and then leave behind the remainder if they can’t finish. And rigorous registration procedures for individual brands severely limit the range of spirits available in many states simply because of too much red tape. States like Pennsylvania and Washington own the liquor stores, and choice of brands is made by state authority. This leads to a dearth of smaller brands that don’t sell in volume and that dramatically impacts on the cocktail possibilities.

Bartenders returning to the trade, or just getting started, were put at a severe disadvantage by these laws. And the Great Depression didn’t help energize the business, either. Perhaps the proverbial bottom of the barrel was hit, however, during the peacetime era of the fifties, when cocktails suffered the ultimate insult: time-saving measures for a go-go society. Pre-prepared and processed food products designed to make life easier flooded the market; TV dinners, baby formula, Kool-Aid, Jiffy Pop, and Tang were the rage. Americans happily abandoned the fresh and natural, scooping up all that was processed and canned. The cocktail bar was not spared. Pre-sweetened, artificially flavored sweet-and-sour mixes, in the form of liquids or powders, made the scene. A product called 7-11 Tom Collins Powdered Mix, developed in the thirties, heralded the beginning of the end of the fresh-fruit cocktails of the pre-Prohibition era. Then, after World War II, several more of these products flooded the market, and a generation of bartenders learned the “Kool-Aid” style of making drinks: ice, liquor, water, and the mix.

COCKTAIL TRIVIA

In his 1934 book, The Official Mixer’s Manual, Patrick Gavin Duffy declares, “Conversation between bartender and patron is inappropriate and deplorable.” I couldn’t disagree more! I firmly believe that bartending is a creative, fun, and even noble profession, and that any bartender worth his measure can hold his own in many different conversations up and down the bar while skillfully mixing a round of well-made cocktails. As in other walks of life, bartending can be practiced on many different levels according to the skill, intelligence, and dedication of the practitioner.
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Though James Bond championed the vodka Martini in the sixties, it wasn’t until the late eighties that the rebirth of the cocktail really took shape. I am proud to say that I was there to act as midwife. In 1985 I went to work for legendary restaurateur Joe Baum at a fine restaurant in Manhattan called Aurora. Joe was the first president of Restaurant Associates, a company that operates restaurants and institutional food-service outlets throughout the United States and abroad. When Joe took over the company in the fifties, America was a meat-and-potatoes country with iceberg lettuce and Tommy Tucker Dinners thrown in for the kids. Joe began a series of bold innovations that over the years had a huge impact on the way Americans ate and drank. He started in the fifties with The Newarker at Newark Airport in New Jersey, the first fine-dining restaurant in an international airport. That was followed in 1959 by The Four Seasons restaurant in New York City’s Seagram Building, considered by many to be one of the first world-class American restaurants. Then, in 1960, Baum single-handedly introduced tequila to New York at La Fonda Del Sol, where his innovative cocktail program included Pisco “Sawers,” Batidas, Margaritas, and one that’s experiencing a rebirth today, the Mojito Criollo.

In 1987, Joe afforded me the opportunity to play an important role in reviving the great American cocktail. At the newly restored Rainbow Room, atop the Art Deco masterpiece at 30 Rockefeller Plaza, Joe was determined to implement his dream of a nineteenth-century-style bar that used all fresh ingredients and no mixes. When Joe explained his plan for a beverage program that utilized only fresh juices with no commercial mixes, I gently complained that if the bar were very busy, it might be difficult to maintain the fresh-squeezed routine. Joe snapped back that it had been done for a hundred years, and if I couldn’t figure out how to do it, he would find someone who could. So I enthusiastically replied, “I think it’s a great idea, and I know we’ll have no problem with it!”

But there were problems with it. As it was, I used fresh juice only to enhance an occasional Margarita or Whiskey Sour to accommodate a demanding guest. Like most young bartenders back then, I relied on mixes not just as a shortcut, but to give a drink sweetness and balance.

[image: ]

I found a copy of Jerry Thomas’s How to Mix Drinks or Bon Vivant’s Companion, 1862, and some other treasures from the mid-nineteenth century which proved invaluable in helping me reconstruct the methods of the classic era. Thomas’s recipes were simple and direct: a base ingredient combined with modifiers. He demonstrated the absolute necessity of using simple syrup in a cocktail program that utilized freshly squeezed lemon and lime juice. This was how he mastered the sweet and sour cocktails like fizzes, sours, and fixes. It was enlightening to read about the methods barmen like Jerry Thomas and Harry Johnson had used to master ingredient, recipe, and technique. The superb craftsmanship and wide variety of exotic ingredients they employed inspired me to approach the profession of bartending like a chef. And what better place to reinvent the classic cocktail than the pinnacle of New York’s nightlife, the historic Rainbow Room. There’s no reason why you can’t do it in your own kitchen. So roll up your sleeves, and let’s explore the ingredients that we need to make great cocktails.
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Basically, anything can be fermented, and consequently distilled, as long as it contains sugar. People have fermented and then distilled every kind of fruit, and most kinds of vegetables, known to man for thousands of years. The starches found in grain, potatoes, agave plants, rice, and dozens of other starchy plants are converted to sugar and then to alcohol. Even beets are high in sugar, and are a huge source of alcohol production.

Distillation creates neutral spirits, which are then flavored by myriad sources. The best place to start is with the still (the devise for distillation) itself. The complex flavor of finer premium gins, for instance, is achieved by passing the high-proof spirit through a final distillation in a pot still, with botanicals that flavor the gin and provide that unique aroma. Producers of fine Cognac wouldn’t consider using anything other than an alembic still, because it is a single-batch still that distills at a lower temperature, retaining more of the character of the original fruit or grain. The type of still, producers know, affects the complexity of the flavors.

Flavoring alcohol is easy, because alcohol is a most hospitable organic compound. Alcohol bonds naturally with other organic compounds, and this produces most of the flavor and aroma that we enjoy in spirits. Alcohol can be diluted with pure water to produce vodka, or flavored with botanicals to make gin. It takes on the smoke flavor of scotch that’s lifted during fermentation from barley malt that was exposed to peat smoke while drying. The vanilla and caramel flavors that sweeten bourbon are the dividends returned as the spirit passes season after season through the layer of caramelized wood sugar (created by charring the wood), just under the charred oak inside a bourbon barrel. Unfortunately, alcohol molecules don’t distinguish between good and bad flavors when they link with other organic compounds, so the distiller must be a brilliant matchmaker and introduce only the desired flavors and aromas.

What flavors and aromas do you prefer? Choosing the spirits for a home bar, tasting them, and using them to make great cocktails can be a daunting task, but it is not at all impossible. But there are a few fundamentals we should get out of the way before we start flipping cocktail shakers around.

[image: ]
One of the most important ingredients: ice.
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Ice is the soul of the American cocktail. Cocktails are shaken, stirred, and blended with ice. We Americans share a penchant for ice-cold drinks that is unique; Americans traveling in Europe are often vexed by the stingy amount of ice used in drinks. This wasn’t always the case: As far back as the sixteenth century, ice was used to chill everything from water to red wine in Continental Europe. But ice never made the jump to the British Isles, where the Brits didn’t warm up to cold drinks until after World War I. Consequently, the use of ice to chill beverages grew slowly in the British colonies. What made ice eventually attractive to us was our extreme climate—scorching-hot summers and frosty-cold winters.

Sadly, like the art of making cocktails before Prohibition, making ice cubes that are fit for cocktails has suffered. The big square ice cubes Grandma used to pop out of those hand-cranked ice cube trays lasted forever. Today, ice has been redesigned: modernized for speed of production and increased surface area, and redesigned to fill the space inside a glass more completely, giving the illusion of more liquid. But the “new” ice fails to chill a beverage without over-diluting. The new shapes—little boxes with holes inside, discs, trapezoids, some so fragile that they crumble when handled—may achieve more surface area, but they melt so quickly that the beverage becomes diluted and warms too quickly.

WATER IS THE KEY

To illustrate how important water is to a cocktail, try the following experiment: Place a bottle of gin in the freezer and a bottle of vermouth in the fridge. Chill your glasses and your olives, get everything very cold. Prepare a Martini without ice by simply mixing the cold ingredients in the chilled glass and dropping in the olives. Take a sip, and what you will experience will not resemble a Martini—it will be too strong. The water does many things to a cocktail. Besides diluting it, it also mellows the alcohol burn and introduces the 80- or 90-proof spirit gently to the tongue, by opening flavors and aromas that would be missed otherwise.



Nineteenth-century beverage recipes called for four kinds of ice: block, lump or cubed, cracked, and snow. Block ice was the standard through the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Tools were designed to create the other kinds from the blocks, such as the ice pick, to break up the blocks into lumps; an ice hammer, to break lumps into cracked ice; and an ice rasp, to shave the block into snow ice. Lump or large cubes are best when serving spirits on the rocks or in a highball, because they melt more slowly, chilling but not over-diluting.

You won’t need cracked ice too often, but when you do, just crack large cubes by hand by folding them in a clean dish towel and whacking them with the bowl of a heavy serving spoon. They are perfect in very sweet drinks, juices, and soft drinks, and in some specialty drinks like a Caipirinha or a Daiquiri on the rocks. Cracked ice should be used in a blender for frozen drinks; it creates the slush you’re looking for without straining your blender in the process. (Lump ice does not completely break down and could ruin the blender, and snow ice will turn to water in a blender.) Crushed or snow ice is for just plain fun. If you think about it, frozen fruit Daiquiris are really adult snow cones.
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A well-stocked bar should offer one or more selections from the “Big Seven” categories: gin, vodka, whiskey (bourbon, scotch, rye, blended, and Irish), rum, tequila, brandy, and liqueurs.

Where to begin? Start by assessing your needs—not for a single drink, but for setting up your home bar.

Price

Price doesn’t guarantee quality, but in most cases you get what you pay for. If you plan to make mixed drinks, choose the best ingredients you can afford. But there’s no need to overspend on super-premium spirits—after all, it’s totally unnecessary to use a Cognac above the V.S. (very superior) category to make a Sidecar. But don’t grab the cooking brandy either! There are three price levels to refer to when considering the brands in the big seven categories: call or value brands, premium brands, super-premium brands.

Label and Proof

Though the information on bottle labels can range from minimalist-chic to the Gettysburg Address, the most important information, mandated by law, is who makes it, where it’s from, and its alcoholic strength or proof; these are the bare basics. Better labels tell you the process by which the spirit was made, and if it’s been aged, how long and under what conditions. All of this information will determine its price. Proof describes the alcohol strength in a spirit as the percentage of alcohol (for example, 40 percent alcohol by volume) or a proof number. The proof number is double the alcohol volume number, so that 40 percent alcohol equals 80 proof. The standard proof required by the controlling agency of the U.S. government for most full-strength spirit categories such as vodka and gin is 80 proof. (The agency is the BATF, or Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms; the grouping of alcohol with firearms is more of the fallout from Prohibition.) Flavored and spiced spirits are often 35 percent, or 70 proof. Apéritifs are much lower, usually between 16 percent and 30 percent; and liqueurs range widely from 24 percent to 55 percent.

Age

The barrel-aging of spirits adds flavor and finesse, and rounds out the harsh notes present in young spirits. And most spirits are usually aged in oak barrels. The size of the barrels, their preparation, and the number of times they have been used are all factors that affect the resulting spirit. For example, bourbon aged in warehouses in Kentucky, with its hot summers and cool, damp winters, will age differently than scotch aging in a warehouse on the Isle of Skye with damp cool breezes and very little hot weather. The bourbon may reach maturity in four to six years, whereas the scotch will need six to twelve. The aging of spirits is often used as a marketing tool, and may have little to do with quality. A twelve-year-old designation on a bottle of blended scotch that is aged in depleted casks or is poorly made means little. Don’t rely only on age declaration when choosing a spirit; look also for established, well-respected brands. And in some cases, younger spirits are preferred. For example, Margaritas are best with unaged silver or lightly aged reposado tequilas, with the green vegetal flavor of the agave intact. Save the expensive, very old añejo tequila for sipping. The same applies with rum for a Daiquiri: Always use young or unaged silver rum because the older rums, with their oak and vanilla notes, get in the way of the clean lime flavor of a well-made Daiquiri. The Mai Tai, on the other hand, calls for an aged Jamaican rum when made according to the original Victor Bergeron recipe. Whiskey that is used in cocktails should come from an established producer and be properly aged. And with the exception of fruit brandies and eau-de-vie, all brandies are much improved with barrel age.

TASTING: THE NOSE KNOWS

We have nine thousand taste buds in our mouths, but we have millions and millions of olfactory receptors in our nasal passages. Phillip Hills, author of the wonderful book Appreciating Whisky, illustrates the importance of scent in our perception of taste with a fun little experiment: Close your eyes and pinch your nostrils shut. Have a friend place a small piece of apple and then a small piece of onion on your tongue. Don’t chew; just taste. Until the aroma has had a chance to travel through the nasal passages at the back of your mouth, it will be difficult to tell the two apart.

Now don’t go out and thrust your nose into a glass of spirits and inhale deeply. You will succeed only in numbing the olfactory receptors for the next half hour. Begin by holding a glass under your nose, but breathing through your mouth, not your nose. This way, the strong vapors will not be drawn into your nasal passages, but the subtle aromas will rise. The glass that professional tasters use for spirit tasting is a small stem glass with a round bowl and a chimney-shaped top. The alcohol vapors are trapped in the glass, but the characteristic nose of the liquor rises. However, a simple wine glass will be fine for a cocktail-party tasting.

The next step, the actual tasting of cocktails, is also a bit different from tasting wine. Don’t take a large sip and wash it around your mouth, especially if you intend to taste several more samples. It might be wise to go from sample to sample just enjoying differences in the nose or aroma before beginning the actual tasting. When you do finally taste, take a small amount of the spirit and cup it in the center of your tongue. Let it slowly roll around your tongue side to side and back to front, touching all the different taste receptors for sweet, bitter, salty, and sour located on different parts of your tongue. Since you took in so little, spitting is probably not necessary; but if you’re tasting several samples, it’s probably a good idea to spit until you’ve found your favorite…then of course it’s time to make cocktails.



Style

Of all the considerations when buying spirits, the most important is style—also the most subjective. The Big Seven categories are a good general list to check when shopping, but what about the actual brands? One answer is to taste them yourself. If you are a gin drinker, you might buy small bottles of different brands and taste them straight and then in your favorite cocktails. This is a fun but slow approach. You could also do this research at a bar (preferably one that I’m standing behind). But, alas, if that’s not possible, let me talk you through them as if you’re sitting at my bar. Feel free to pour yourself something in my stead while we’re at it.
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Vodka is the easiest spirit to discuss stylistically. As defined by law in the United States, vodka must be a pure spirit with no additives except water, non-aged, and basically tasteless and odorless. Generally, vodka is made from grain or potatoes, with grain accounting for well over 90 percent of the production on the international market. Vodka is a rectified spirit, which means it is distilled at least three times, a fact that some brands like to remind us of in their advertisements. The final and very important step in vodka production is filtering through charcoal, though some brands claim to use diamond dust, glacial sand, or even quartz crystals.

The stylistic differences between vodka brands are subtle, since strong flavor is not a consideration. The first and most obvious difference is between grain and potato vodkas. The most distinctive
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I'am a firm believer that spirits are gifts from the gods. How could man
ever have figured out how to make them on his own? The process
is not necessarily easy, and it would be impossible if not for the
nelp of magical organisms called yeast Spirits are the distilla-

tion of fermented sugars. In fermentation, sugars (and
starches that can be converted into sugars) are mixed

with water. Then that magical yeast takes over and

consumes the sugar, letting off a little gas in the

form of carbon dioxide, and producing ethyl

alconol. As the sugar is converted, the alco-

hol content rises and eventually kills the

yeast. Removing the alconol from the

water, finally, is the process called

distillation.
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I learned about cocktails much the same way | learned to tend

bar. Certainly through research, but mainly through experience.

My fellow bartenders taught me how to treat people, my

customers taught me about life, and most important, my

mentor, the great restaurateur Joe Baum, taught me how

little | knew. Joe sparked my curiosity to find out what

makes a great cocktail

The cocktailis, in @ word, American. It's as Amer-

ican as jazz, apple pie, and baseball; and as

diverse, colorful, and big as America itself.

Indeed, it could even be argued that the

cocktail is @ metaphor for the American

people: It is @ composite beverage,

and we are a composite people.

Let’s begin by looking at what

preceded its invention.
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