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INTRODUCTION

Nothing beats a cocktail at the end of a long day. But what if you haven’t got the right ingredients to hand? What if you get home and your drinks cabinet suddenly looks a bit barren, and the limes in the fridge have gone mouldy? Fear not. Everything you need to put together a knockout cocktail can be found in your local corner shop, convenience store or bodega, and Corner Shop Cocktails is here to show you how.

First of all, forget what the cocktail purists tell you – with a bit of ingenuity, most classic cocktails can be created with readily available ingredients. Some of them are so simple that they only need two universal components. In the case of the Gimlet, an aperitif straight from the Golden Age of cocktails, that means gin and lime cordial. Others can be recreated with clever corner-shop tweaks, like swapping the Worcestershire sauce in a Bloody Mary for whatever chilli sauce you can find, or using strawberry jam for fruity sweetness in a Berry Margarita. You might end up with something slightly different, but it will still be delicious. After all, professional mixologists have been using what’s available to them to create new cocktails since the 1920s, when bartenders took the sting out of Prohibition liqueur by mixing it with more palatable flavours.

In order to swap different ingredients successfully, you need to consider the balance of the original cocktail. Think of sweetness and acidity as the salt and pepper of cocktail making: as with seasoning a dish, using these two things judiciously is the secret to a delicious drink. If you’re using something sweeter than the original ingredient as a substitute, you may need an extra dash of lemon juice to correct the balance. Taste as you go, and don’t be afraid to experiment. Take a look at the Ingredient Swaps section for more guidance on substitutions.

You don’t need fancy kit either. If you don’t have a cocktail shaker, you can use any receptacle – ideally made of glass, stainless steel or sturdy plastic – with a tight-fitting lid, along with a sieve or tea strainer. Turn to the Cocktail Hacks section for a list of handy shortcuts. Although classic cocktail recipes call for specific glasses such as rocks, highball or martini glasses, it really doesn’t matter if you don’t have the ‘right’ glass — just use one you like. A special glass of any kind will enhance the experience (see here).

Finally, remember that making a great cocktail isn’t just about the ingredients. It’s about preparing your drink carefully, making sure it’s ice-cold (ice is the only absolute must-have for cocktails, and your corner shop will likely provide that, too) and getting out your very best glasses. If you have time, chill your glasses and ingredients in the freezer in advance. If you don’t, use the Cocktail Hacks for a shortcut.

If you’re generous with the ice, thoughtful with your decorations and take your time preparing the drink, no one will know you’re serving them a corner-shop special. With this book as your guide, you can create the sense of occasion that a cocktail brings with whatever you have to hand.
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COCKTAIL HACKS
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No cocktail shaker? Use a jam jar

If you don’t have a cocktail shaker, any receptacle with a tight-fitting lid that doesn’t leak, such as a clean jar or good-quality plastic container, will work fine.

Let your sieve take the strain

Many cocktail shakers have a built-in strainer, but if you are using a jar with a lid, then use a small sieve or tea strainer to strain your cocktail into the glass.
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Get out the measuring spoons

If you don’t have a cocktail jigger (a V-shaped stainless-steel measure that holds 25 ml/1 fl oz on one side and 50 ml/2 fl oz on the other), use measuring spoons or a small measuring jug.

If using measuring spoons:
One measure (25 ml/1 fl oz) = 1 tablespoon plus 2 teaspoons

Two measures (50 ml/2 fl oz) = 3 tablespoons plus 1 teaspoon
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Be inventive with decorations

If you don’t have the decoration called for in the recipe, be open to using something else. A thin slice of apple among ice cubes looks great; if you don’t have lemon, use an orange or a lime; consider whether a celery leaf, olive or herb might do the trick. A stash of frozen fruit, such as cherries, comes in handy too. You might even hit upon a stellar new flavour combination! For any drink served in a short tumbler with ice, a short straw or cocktail stirrer will bring a bit of flair.

Chill your glasses in a flash

Pre-chilling your cocktail glasses really does make a difference – when a drink is served ice-cold it’s much more refreshing. Ideally, you’d put the glasses in the fridge or freezer for an hour before serving, but, if you haven’t done that, you can wrap the glasses in wet tea towel and put them in the coldest part of the freezer (usually at the back, near the fan). They will be very cold within a few minutes.
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Use a rolling pin as a muddler

Professional bartenders use a muddler (a metal or wooden stick a bit like a pestle, with a jagged end) to crush ingredients such as citrus wedges, sugar or fresh herbs in the bottom of the shaker or glass to release their flavours. If you don’t have one, the rounded end of a rolling pin will do just as well. Make sure you are using a robust glass with a base that can withstand a bit of pressure.
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Make your own cracked or crushed ice

To make your own cracked ice, wrap ice cubes in a clean tea towel, place them on a sturdy surface and bash them with a wooden rolling pin until they’ve cracked into large chunks. For crushed ice, keep bashing until the ice has broken into 1–2 cm (½–1 inch) sized pieces. Crack or crush your ice just before you need it, as it will melt quickly.
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No bar spoon? Use a chopstick

Bartenders use long, fancy spoons for stirring long drinks or for ‘floating’ layers of ingredients on top of one another. But a chopstick or a long straw can work just as well as a stirrer, and any metal spoon can be used for floating liquids (see 1, 2 and 3).
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Don’t forget the cocktail ‘furniture’

Adding a finishing touch turns an ordinary drink into a fancy cocktail. Coasters, stirrers, cocktail sticks and straws – even cocktail umbrellas for tropical-style cocktails like a Piña Colada – show that care has been taken in the preparation of the drink, and therefore enhances the experience of drinking it. If you are, or suspect you may become, a cocktail enthusiast, it’s well worth building up a collection.


INGREDIENT SWAPS
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Soda water

Soda water is carbonated water with a tiny amount of mineral salt (usually sodium bicarbonate), which gives it a slightly alkaline flavour. You can use ordinary carbonated mineral water instead. In some gin-based cocktails, tonic water might do as a substitute, but its distinctive flavour doesn’t work in all cases.
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Cointreau, Grand Marnier and triple sec

Cointreau is an orange liqueur used in many cocktails and can be found in most corner shops. It’s a type of triple sec, a clear, sweet, orange-flavoured liqueur that originates from France. Many brands are available, and any type of triple sec can be used when a recipe calls for Cointreau. Curaçao is a similar liqueur that comes from the Caribbean island of the same name and is made from bitter oranges, most famously in the form of bright-hued blue Curaçao.

Grand Marnier is a brown, brandy-based orange liqueur with a richer, toastier, more complex flavour. Triple sec (including Cointreau) and Grand Marnier can be substituted for one another – there is a slight difference in taste and colour, but if you embrace the variation the cocktail will be just as good.
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Lemons and limes

Although there are differences in flavour, lemons and limes can be substituted for one another in cocktails, especially when used as a decoration. In many cases, pink grapefruit is a better substitute than lemon for the slightly more aromatic flavour of lime. Freshly squeezed juice is always preferable, but bottled lemon or lime juice can be used at a push, if only a small amount is called for in the recipe. For very simple cocktails that rely on citrus juice, such as a Tom Collins, only freshly squeezed will do.
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Sugar syrup

This is used to sweeten many cocktails because it blends into a cold drink faster than ordinary sugar, and it gives the cocktail body. It is available ready-made, but it’s easy to make your own. Put 4 tablespoons granulated sugar and 4 tablespoons water into a small saucepan and bring slowly to the boil, stirring to dissolve the sugar. Boil without stirring for 1–2 minutes, then leave to cool. Store in a sterilized bottle in the refrigerator for up to 2 months.

If you don’t want (or have time) to make your own, you can use any light-flavoured syrup such as agave or carob syrup, or runny honey.
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Coconut milk and cream

When a cocktail recipe calls for coconut milk, the first choice would be coconut milk for drinking, sold in a carton. However, coconut milk from a can is fine; just make sure you shake it thoroughly before using – it is often fairly thick so you may need to use a bit less than the recipe states. It is also possible to use coconut milk powder (follow the instructions on the packet to reconstitute it with water), diluted coconut cream, or even a solid block of creamed coconut that you can grate and dissolve into warm milk. You may need to adjust the quantities slightly to get the level of coconut flavour you enjoy.

The best substitute for coconut cream is the thickest part of a can of coconut milk. Open the can without shaking it – the thickest part of the liquid is usually at the top and you should be able to scoop it out with a spoon.
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Grenadine

This is a non-alcoholic deep pink-red cordial originally made from pomegranates, although it does not have a strong fruit flavour. You can make your own by placing 500 ml (17 fl oz) pomegranate juice in a saucepan with 200 g (7 oz) white sugar and 2 teaspoons lemon juice, heat it gently to dissolve the sugar, then simmer until slightly syrupy in texture. Leave to cool and store in a sterilized bottle in the fridge.

If you don’t want (or have time) to make grenadine, other red berry cordials can be substituted, with resulting differences in flavour, or use pomegranate juice sweetened with runny honey (make sure you stir the pomegranate juice and honey together well before adding them to the drink).
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Gin

Some traditional cocktails specifically call for Plymouth or London gin. These are both dry styles of gin and can be used interchangeably; the main difference is that Plymouth gin is brewed using more botanicals and is often described as having an earthier, slightly less dry flavour.

Old Tom is an old-fashioned, slightly sweeter and more aromatic style of gin that is gaining popularity. It can also be used in gin-based cocktails; the difference will be more noticeable, but the cocktail will still be delicious.
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Fresh mint

In some cases, it’s possible to use mint
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