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			“Imbibe! rescues barman Jerry Thomas, an American hero, from the dustbin of history. We drinkers and readers are in the debt of his scribe, Dave Wondrich, who proves an engaging and intellectually curious guide to the barroom netherworlds where ‘bottle conjurers’ and other ne’er-do-wells ‘carved their deeds in ice.’”

			—John T. Edge, 
author of Southern Belly: The Ultimate Food Lover’s Companion to the South

			“David Wondrich has drunk his way through two centuries of American cocktails and other mixed drinks. He emerges to tell us, with clarity and wit, what he encountered, how it was made, and how to make it now. In his re-creations of the drinks of yesteryear, he stops at nothing, even growing his own snakeroot to make Jerry Thomas’s Bitters. Thomas was called ‘the Professor’ in his day. If this title belongs to any living expert on the cocktail, it belongs to Wondrich.”

			—Lowell Edmunds, 
author of Martini, Straight Up

			“David Wondrich is such an envy-producing polymath that it drives me to drink. Brilliant historian, beautiful writer, former punk rocker, absinthe maker, mixological marvel, and perhaps, yes, even wizard. Plus he can grow an amazing beard. There are few people in the world I rely on to be so authoritative and so entertaining all at once, and to mix an amazing cocktail at the same time. And those few people are David Wondrich.”

			—John Hodgman, 
author of The Areas of My Expertise
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			PREFACE TO THE REVISED EDITION

			Since November 2007, when the first edition of this book came out, I’ve had the pleasure of visiting a great many new “craft cocktail” bars, as they’re generally known—places that specialize in drinks assembled carefully from top-quality ingredients according to classic formulas (along, of course, with a lot of creations of their own, some of them decidedly odd). Quite often, I’ve spotted a copy of the book nestled on a high shelf behind the bar, among the clutch of reference works such places tend to keep. Indeed, I’ve had a surprising number of young bartenders tell me that reading the book was a precondition for their employment in such a place. To an author, these things are of course immensely gratifying and flattering. Yet they also confer a certain obligation: If your book is being used as a textbook, then you’ve got to make sure the information in it is up to date. Otherwise, you look bad and, even worse, the people relying on you look bad.

			By 2012 or so, there was a fair amount that needed updating. The entire section on ingredients was obsolete: All of the obscure old spirits whose loss I lamented, and for which I spent so much space describing (often dubious) work-arounds, were now available. Also obsolete were all the words I used to try to talk up old-school drinks as something one might want to try, as well as the sixteen Jerry Thomas–themed drinks kindly contributed by my friends and fellow enthusiasts in the hope of convincing people that the Professor’s style of mixology had its uses in the modern age. Nobody needs convincing anymore. (Indeed, most of those contributors have since gone on to write their own books, if they didn’t already have them.) And as long as I was cutting dead wood, I could also lose the vestigial section on punch-bowl drinks, since superseded by the book I wrote on the subject in 2010, and the closely argued, small-print appendices that addressed arguments nobody’s having anymore.

			Naturally, there were also errors to correct. Some of them were embarrassing—William Henry Harrison was the president whose favorite Egg Nogg I had included, not Benjamin Harrison, and it would be better for everyone if the Collins actually appeared in the chapter where it’s listed in the title, rather than the next. Others were committed through ignorance; through misinformation or a lack of information, and further research made them apparent.

			In fact, in the years since the book came out I’ve amassed a great deal of new information: on Jerry Thomas and his life (including colorful new anecdotes and details on his now-lost second book), on the history of the American bar, on the bartender’s tools and techniques, and on the drinks and their provenance. As long as I had the hood up, that gave me the opportunity to incorporate all these tidbits. And why not add some more drinks, and not just American ones? Jerry Thomas intended his book to be a register of the world’s drinks, and if I could help him posthumously achieve that goal, it would be churlish to say no. Accordingly, among the twenty-odd drinks I’ve added to the second edition, you’ll find the Singapore Gin Sling, the Caribbean Green Swizzle, the Peruvian Pisco Sour, and the Argentine-Uruguayan San Martín Cocktail, all of them dating firmly to the pre-Prohibition age. I’ve also taken the chance to rearrange the sections devoted to the cocktail proper, so that the evolution of the drink is presented a little more clearly, and to spend some more time with the Mint Julep, unfairly neglected in the first edition.

			Despite all the tinkering, I hope those who have read the first edition will find that this is still the same book, only perhaps a bit better focused and more than a bit more detailed—indeed, this edition is 43 pages longer than the last, and that’s not counting the 40 pages’ worth of redundant stuff that was cleared out. In any case, thanks for coming back. To those who are reading the book for the first time, welcome, and I suggest you make yourself an Old-Fashioned or a Presidente before you start reading. It’s thirsty work and you’ll need it.

		

	
		
			FOREWORD

			Back in 1985, when the legendary New York restaurateur Joe Baum asked me to create a classic bar for him at the fine dining restaurant Aurora, he sent me on a search for a book that would explain what he meant by a classic bar: How to Mix Drinks, or The Bon Vivant’s Companion by Jerry Thomas. After my initial unsuccessful attempts searching bookstores and without the Internet for quick reference, I finally discovered that Joe had neglected to mention that the book was written in 1862 and had been out of print since the Herbert Asbury edition was published in 1928. Eventually I got my hands on a copy of the later edition and started down a road that changed my thinking about bars and cocktails, and brought me to the Rainbow Room—a road that led to a revival of interest in real drinks made in a culinary style with real ingredients following original recipes, which continues to this day.

			The bigger-than-life characters found in Jerry Thomas’s world actually seemed familiar to me, given my deep working knowledge of numerous New York City watering holes in the late 1960s—joints where the collection of con men, politicians, sporting types, and jazz-loving foreigners was as colorful as the crowd in any Bowery music hall of the mid-nineteenth century. The bartenders at Jimmy Ryan’s club, where I practically lived back in those days, would have been right at home in one of Thomas’s saloons; they could determine as you approached the bar whether you had two nickels to rub together and give you the bum’s rush before you could open your mouth to order.

			Colorful characters aside, what the barrel-chested and bejeweled Jerry Thomas embodied that has been lacking in the post-Prohibition bars in this country is an insatiable curiosity for the strange-sounding concoctions collected during extensive travels and adapted to his personal style—concoctions, I soon discovered, that were crafted from ingredients half of which no longer existed. But that left me undeterred in my quest to make Joe Baum’s vision of a classic bar a reality.

			Jerry Thomas’s book taught me how to craft drinks without the aid of commercial mixers; remember, all we knew as journeymen bartenders in those years was what we had learned from other untrained bartenders who came before us. That usually comprised a shot of spirits and a good portion of sour mix or daiquiri mix and a shake. The artificial foaming agent in the mix made the drink look great; as for flavor, those who wanted it drank straight spirits. Bloody Marys were one of the few drinks we made from scratch, and not many knew how to prepare a decent Bloody Mary mix with the right balance between the hot pepper and the sweet tomato juice.

			Thomas talked about sugar syrups and how to make and then use them with fresh citrus juices. He was not generous with descriptions on technique and how to assemble these drinks, but there were enough hints here and there to fill in the blanks. Those hints, and lots of trial and error, led to my first all-fresh-ingredient cocktail menu at a time when cocktail menus were as rare as hens’ teeth. When I moved to the Rainbow Room with my newfound skills and the benefit of Joe’s celebrity and public relations machine behind me, the idea of old-as-new-again became the cutting edge; classics revived made quite the splash in the trade and eventually in the general market.

			Back then I could have used a book like David Wondrich’s as a teaching tool, to take the bartenders through the logical steps of punch to sling to cocktail, allowing them to experience firsthand how the whole culture of the cocktail evolved; even tasting them through the steps.

			Wondrich has provided us with the most important and authoritative book on the American cocktail to date. He pitches and swaggers his way through the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries, from poems to periodicals, from songs to books, becoming more intoxicated with each new find. As the pieces accumulate like an enormous jigsaw puzzle, the picture begins to make more and more sense.

			Against the backdrop of Western civilization, the cocktail, like the whole American experiment, is in its infancy. But the nature of this bibulous tradition—born, as Wondrich so deftly demonstrates, in the sporting life—is such that even though all the drinks, stories, and recipes are less than 250 years old, there is very little left in the way of documentation.

			Undeterred, Wondrich has uncovered a remarkable trail left like broken twigs on a forest path that lead the reader through the gaming rooms, saloons, gentlemen’s clubs, and coffeehouses—to reveal the real story of the evolution of the American cocktail.

			—Dale DeGroff, founder,
The Museum of the American Cocktail

			
		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			My introduction to Jerry Thomas wasn’t nearly as dramatic as Dale’s—characteristically, I read about him in a book, one or another of the various histories of American lowlife Herbert Asbury published in the 1920s and 1930s. It was the early 1990s, and I was in graduate school, keeping my head down and anticipating a somewhat dull but (I hoped) pleasant life in academia. Asbury’s raffish accounts of old New York, San Francisco, Chicago, and New Orleans—I read them all—and their various thugs, crooks, players, and sports were a lot more colorful than the Latin scientific poems I was studying. But work is work, so I reluctantly shelved Gallus Mag and Bill the Butcher, Bathhouse John, Belle Cora, and the bartender known as “the Professor” (who seemed to be in every book) and got back to my Manilius and Martianus Capella.

			But funny things happen sometimes. Toward the end of 1999, I found myself working as an assistant professor of English at a Catholic college on Staten Island, and my place in academia fully as dull, but not nearly so pleasant, as I had pictured it. So when I got a phone call from my friend Josh Mack, then a honcho in Hearst’s New Media division, asking if I might be interested in a little side project, I was pretty receptive. And when I found out that the project involved adapting the cocktail section from one of Esquire’s old entertaining guides for the Web, I was flat-out excited. As Josh knew, I had been writing a few little pieces on music for the Village Voice as a way of blowing off steam, and I liked to mix the occasional cocktail. Since this combined writing and mixing . . . Sure.

			As luck would have it, Esquire liked the historical essays I had fitted a few of the drinks out with enough to hire me to do them for all the drinks. A new one went up on the site each week. Suddenly, I was a mixographer. Being a good academic, my first response was that I was going to need a lot more books. Well, maybe that was my second response, after kissing my wife, Karen, and mixing us up a couple of celebratory Martinis (Beefeater and Noilly Prat, seven to one, olives, as I recall). In any case, the handful of vintage drink books Karen and I had accumulated over the years—Charles H. Baker Jr., Patrick Gavin Duffy, Harry Craddock, a couple more—were going to need some serious reinforcements. The first book I bought? “Professor” Jerry Thomas’s, in the same 1928 Herbert Asbury edition Dale found (imagine my disappointment when I learned that Thomas’s title was awarded not by any academic institution but by the wags of the day, who gave it to anyone who could do anything requiring superior technical knowledge, be it tickling out syncopated melodies on the piano, dealing undetectably from the bottom of the deck, or constructing a perfect Sherry Cobbler).

			Having read Straight Up or On the Rocks, William Grimes’s groundbreaking cocktail history, I knew that Thomas’s book was the first of its kind, and I was a firm believer in starting at the beginning. Over the next three years, in the service of Esquire and soon various other publications, I mixed literally thousands of drinks of all classes and styles. But while I often used Jerry Thomas’s book as a sort of historical backstop, a place to trace a particular recipe back to, I rarely mixed any actual drinks from it. At first glance, the book’s telegraphically phrased recipes seemed either uninspiringly simple or dauntingly complex; deeply weird or old hat.

			But again, things happen. At the end of 2002, now an ex-professor and happy to be so, I was introduced to a couple of people from the Slow Food movement at a friend’s birthday party. Since said party happened to be in a bar, I did what I do best in bars and began holding forth. Slow Food is all about preserving traditional foodways. Well, what’s more traditional and American than the fine art of mixing drinks? Hell, we invented it, back in Jerry Thomas’s days. In fact, somebody ought to hold a tribute to Ol’ Jerry, right here in New York where he worked; the grand memorial service he never had. And so on.

			The last thing I expected was that they’d take me seriously—that’s not what bar talk is for. But since Shawn Kelley, Ana Jovancicevic, and Allen Katz, the people I was shooting my mouth off to, all happen to be organized, energetic, and competent, the next thing I knew the Professor was getting his tribute. And it wasn’t just a couple of folks meeting up at a bar somewhere. It was at the Oak Room of the Plaza Hotel, no less, with seven of America’s top mixologists and me, all making the Professor’s drinks—Blue Blazers, Brandy Crustas, Tom & Jerries, a bunch more—and the great Terry Waldo playing ragtime on the piano. There was even the traditional free lunch, a spread of oysters and country ham and whatnot that wouldn’t have been at all out of place when the Oak Room was the hotel’s men’s bar, back in the sepia-tone days before Prohibition. There was even a little souvenir booklet with all the recipes we made, lovingly designed by Ted “Dr. Cocktail” Haigh, who does that sort of thing for a living. For it, I decided to write a little bio of the Professor, which meant doing a little research. You hold in your hands what happens when I start to do a little research.

			Originally, this book was going to be an update of Asbury’s edition—a new, more accurate biographical chapter and then all the recipes, with various historical and mixological notes attached. But the more I worked on it, and the more I learned about Thomas and the origins of his book, the more five letters kept popping up in my head. WWJTD: What Would Jerry Thomas Do? Would he be content to trudge along like some electronic-age Bartleby, narrowly copying another’s work and keeping his thoughts on the matter mostly to himself? Or would he have gone for it, using the occasion as an excuse to tell everything he knew? The answer was obvious. I could be true to Jerry Thomas’s book, or true to Jerry Thomas. I chose the latter.

			On the one hand, this means that you won’t find every recipe from Jerry Thomas’s book here. In fact, of the largest class of drinks in his book, the almost threescore recipes for bowls of Punch, you won’t find a single one. A bowl of Punch is a wonderful, even sublime thing, but it was already obsolete as a bar drink by the time Thomas’s book was published, and the vast majority of the recipes were old English ones foisted on him by his publisher. Rather than swell the book by the hundred-odd pages it would take to explain these drinks, I’ve reserved them for another book.* I’ve also cut back drastically on egg drinks and the things that are made by carefully layering liqueurs in tiny glasses. On the other hand, I’ve used the space thus cleared to supplement the Professor’s recipes with a goodly number of others from his contemporaries and immediate successors—popular, even important drinks that, I like to think, he would have included had he lived to do another edition of his book. (In all this, anyway, I’m doing no more than what he and his original publisher did: In 1876, they reprinted his book with a supplement containing new drinks, and in 1887, two years after his death, they put out a thorough update and revision, done by some unsung but expert bartender whose name has been lost to history.)

			One last thing. This book took a long time to write, but what kept me going throughout was the sheer delight I got from testing the recipes. Time after time, what seemed plain on the page turned out to be subtle; what seemed baroque or fussy, rich and rewarding. But this is only proper. The average nineteenth-century drinker was accustomed to having his drinks—based not on a thin and anodyne tipple like vodka, but rather on something robust and flavorful, like cognac, rye whiskey, Holland gin, or brown sherry—made with fresh-squeezed juices, one of several different kinds of available bitters, hand-chipped ice, and a host of other touches that are today the mark of only the very best bars. In presenting the recipes I’ve done my best to lay bare these touches; to transmit the techniques and competencies the bartender relied on in practicing his craft; in making a few cents’ worth of whiskey, sugar, and frozen water into a glimpse of a better world.

			
		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			“PROFESSOR” JERRY THOMAS: JUPITER OLYMPUS OF THE BAR

			WHO READS AN AMERICAN BOOK?

			In the January 1820 issue of the Edinburgh Review, the noted English wit Sydney Smith closed his review of Adam Seybert’s 804-page Statistical Annals of the United States of America with a flurry of questions calculated to let the air out of anyone whom Seybert’s monument to American enterprise might inspire with admiration for the new republic’s achievements. “Confining ourselves to our own country,” he asks, “and to the period that has elapsed since they had an independent existence . . . Where are their Foxes, their Burkes, their Sheridans . . . their Wilberforces?”—and a good twenty-one other celebrated names to boot, covering the full spectrum of human endeavor. It’s not just that the country lacks famous names, though; it’s everything:

			In the four quarters of the globe, who reads an American book? or goes to an American play? or looks at an American picture or statue? What does the world yet owe to American physicians or surgeons? What new substances have their chemists discovered? Or what old ones have they analyzed? What new constellations have been discovered by the telescopes of Americans? What have they done in mathematics? Who drinks out of American glasses? or eats from American plates? Or wears American coats or gowns? or sleeps in American blankets?

			Here’s the thing: Smith wasn’t entirely wrong. From our perspective, two very busy—and largely American—centuries down the road, it’s not easy to appreciate just how rudimentary American civilization was in its early years. Once you got more than a day’s ride in from the coast, where things were maintained to a thickly provincial, mail-order version of European standard, everything was salt pork and hominy, dirt and ignorance and inebriation, all punctuated by the splat of expectorated tobacco juice. Or so it seemed, anyway, to the European travelers who flooded the country.

			Even an impartial observer (which Smith and most of the travelers were assuredly not) would have to concede literature—although Washington Irving’s 1809 Knickerbocker’s History of New York had earned at least some amount of international notice—and drama, painting, and the plastic arts. And medicine, astronomy, and math. And manufacturing, heavy industry, light industry. Pretty much everything, in short, but raw materials, empty space and the sheer drive and feistiness needed to fill it.

			But little did Sydney Smith realize that, even as he wrote, an American name was thrusting itself forward, and in an art in which Great Britain had long been preeminent. As often, this genius at first was not recognized: The earliest squint we have at him creating comes from Lieutenant the Honourable Frederick Fitzgerald de Roos, of the Royal Navy, who encountered him in 1826 and was not impressed. This was at the City Hotel, the best in New York at the time. “The entrance to the house,” the fussy lieutenant writes, “is constantly obstructed by crowds of people passing to and from the bar-room, where a person presides at a buffet formed upon the plan of a cage. This individual is engaged, ‘from morn to dewy eve,’ in preparing and issuing forth punch and spirits to strange-looking men, who come to the house to read the newspapers and talk politics.”

			About that man in the cage (American hotels kept their bars right in the lobby, so they needed to be lockable when the desk clerk/barkeeper—the jobs were one and the same—was off duty, lest the guests help themselves): His name was Willard. Mr. Willard, if you were being formal. He had a first name, Orsamus, but nobody ever used it (perhaps because it was Orsamus*). If the lieutenant had been a little less stuck up, he might have noticed that the “issuing forth” Willard was doing was something more than ladling Punch from a bowl and pouring drams. In fact, he was America’s first celebrity bartender; our “Napoleon of Bar-Keepers,” as he was called. As one patron recalled, “Willard was one of the first in the city to concoct fancy drinks, and he introduced the mint-julep as a bar drink,” frequently mixing them up three or four at a time while simultaneously using his photographic memory to greet long-absent guests by name, supply the whereabouts of others, and answer all and sundry questions clerks and bartenders are subject to.

			Indeed, as the English traveler Charles Augustus Murray observed in 1839, “by common consent” Willard, whose name was “familiar to every American, and to every foreigner who has visited the States during the last thirty years,” was “allowed to be the first master of [his] art in the known world.” There was probably no other American in any field about whom an Englishman would admit this, but then again, Murray had tried Willard’s Mint Juleps. As an Englishman, Murray knew whereof he spoke: For 200 years, the English upper classes had maintained a reputation as the world’s most discriminating consumers of alcoholic beverages. Without their educated—and insatiable—demand, Bordeaux wines, Champagne, cognac, vintage port, old sherry, Scotch whisky, and liqueur rum would never have developed beyond an embryonic stage; it was the English market that nourished and shaped them. Nor was the milords’ expertise confined to straight goods alone: Punch, the nectareous and lethal concoction that for ten generations had represented the acme of the mixologist’s art, was an English creation, and those men who excelled in making it were rewarded with money and celebrity. But as Murray and indeed every other traveler who visited America and was cooled by a Mint Julep on a hot day or warmed by an Apple Toddy on a cold one was forced to admit, in this one art anyway, the old order was passing and a novus ordo potationum was coming into being.

			Now, admittedly, mixed drinks are not paintings, sculptures, novels, or poems. They are disposable and, frankly, not a little bit disreputable, standing roughly in the same relation to the culinary arts that American motor sports do to automotive engineering or hot jazz to musical composition: they smack of improvisation and cheap effects and even the most august of them lack the cachet accorded to fine wines, old whiskies, and cognac brandies. They are easily abused; they can degrade lives and even destroy them. Even if appreciated in moderation, they are appreciated in surroundings that rarely lead to detached meditation on truth and beauty (if those are not the same thing) or constructive engagement with the great moral and social questions of the age. And yet neither are they contemptible. A proper drink at the right time—one mixed with care and skill and served in a true spirit of hospitality—is better than any other made thing at giving us the illusion, at least, that we’re getting what we want from life. A cat can gaze upon a king, as the proverb goes, and after a Dry Martini or a Sazerac Cocktail or two, we’re all cats.

			But let’s leave such philosophical matters for when we meet over a drink and note that even the notorious Mrs. Trollope, who spent three and a half years in Tennessee, Virginia, and, mostly, the American “Porkopolis,” Cincinnati, and recorded her frank and decidedly unvarnished impressions of the country in her 1832 Domestic Manners of the Americans, finally came around to admitting that here was something that Americans excelled in and that it had merit. Indeed, she conceded in 1849, when it came to those Mint Juleps she had disingenuously held up in her book as an example of American boorishness, “it would, I truly believe, be utterly impossible for the art of man to administer anything so likely to restore them from the overwhelming effects of heat and fatigue.” And these were Whiskey Juleps, mind you—if someone had managed to slip one of the more epicurean brandy ones under her nose, who can say? She might even have given Porkopolis another chance.

			Many excellent books have been written on the social history of drinking in early America. I will therefore dispense with the traditional lengthy description of the general bibulousness that prevailed; on the Slings and Juleps that, raised in honor of rosy-fingered dawn, eased men onto the proscenium of day; on the eleven-o’clock spark-quenchers of gin and the noontime whiskey drams; on the Celt and his ball of malt and the Good Old ’Nongohela of the Pennsylvanian; on Kentucky corn and Medford rum and the true purpose of the Georgia peach (like Johnny Appleseed’s stock-in-trade, it was destined for the stillhouse, not the table).

			Whether or not Americans ingested more absolute alcohol than their European forebears is open to debate. There’s no question, though, that a much greater percentage of that alcohol was in the form of distilled spirits, and that these spirits were consumed in an unprecedented variety of mixtures. Nor can it be disputed that this facility with mixing drinks was the first legitimate American culinary art, and—along with the minstrel show, but that’s another book—the first uniquely American cultural product to catch the world’s imagination. In the century and a half between the American Revolution and Prohibition, this art was born, reached maturity, and spread to every corner of the globe, in the process establishing the principles, techniques, and even a surprising number of the tools and formulas that still characterize the art today.

			Arts don’t invent themselves. Someone had to mix the first Rum Punch, stir the first Cocktail, shake the first Sherry Cobbler, and invent the shaker to do it with. But when it comes to these early Titans of the bar, we run into the condition lamented by the Roman poet Horace, 2,000 years ago:

			There lived heroes before Agamemnon,

			Yet all unwept in shadow lie, for want

			Of poets to enshrine their deeds in song.

			Unfortunately, there was no Homer to record the names and deeds of bartenders. Other disciplines of similarly louche character found their poets—such as the Anglo-Irish journalist Pierce Egan and his remarkable 1819 Boxiana, a four-volume anecdotal history of British pugilism and the culture that supported it, or Patrick Timony and his companion piece American Fistiana from 1849—and there was no shortage of what was known as “convivial” or “jovial” literature, books about social drinkers and their conversation. But the nineteenth century brought forth no American Bariana, no chronicle of the men behind the bar, their sayings and their doings, or rather, no surviving chronicle. The sole attempt we know of to transmit this information failed in its mission, as we shall see. And so, for the most part, as far as history is concerned the great bartenders of the Heroic Age carved their deeds in ice. We might catch occasional glimpses of them in the murk, tossing drinks from cup to cup before a bewhiskered and thoroughly appreciative crowd, but beyond that they are enigmas. Even the mighty Willard left behind no book of recipes or biographical sketch. It took a great deal of digging to find out even the most basic details of his life: that he was born in the rural township of Harvard, Massachusetts, some sixty miles west-northwest of Boston, in 1792; that in 1811 he began working at the City Hotel; that he soon after went behind the bar, where he stayed, with a brief interlude when he tried first to retire, until 1848; that in 1817 he was taught to make iced Mint Juleps by “a Virginian” (as a reporter for the Buffalo Courier recalled the story in 1851), proceeded to make it his specialty, and through it popularized the use of ice in drinks; that he finally retired back home in 1849, to a house with room numbers on every door, where he died, old and prosperous, in 1876. But such knowledge, meager as it is (where are the descriptions of him at work, the records of his recipes, the informed appreciation of his craft?), is hard won, and shouldn’t be. There are dozens of books devoted to the life and works of Eli Whitney, inventor of the cotton gin, but nary a one to Orsamus Willard, whose Gin Cocktail was perhaps as famous in its day, and certainly as foundational to American culture, as Whitney’s automatic cotton carder.

			About Willard’s contemporaries and immediate successors, the men who helped him build the American Bar, as the institution where you could stand (or in later times sit) at the counter and watch a bartender artistically compound an iced drink just for you would come to be called the world over, we know even less. If anyone asked Cato Alexander or Shed Sterling of New York, Peter Bent Brigham of Boston, Beverly Snow of Washington, John George Vennigerholz of Natchez-on-the-Hill or Joe Redding of Louisville about his craft, we have yet to find a record of it. And they were the famous ones.*

			If the pioneers of the first two generations of the American Bar have been condemned to obscurity, the third generation was able to put forward one, at least, who has not; one about whom a good deal has long been known and a great deal more will be revealed herein. In large part, this is because, not content to wait for a poet, he was his own Homer, telling his story to anyone who would listen and getting his deeds, his recipes between the covers of a book before anyone else. In this book, he will stand in for the countless ranks of his colleagues whom history overlooked; his character and actions for those of all bartenders. Fortunately, if there was one old-time bartender whose shoulders could support such a burden, it was Jerry Thomas.

			AN AMERICAN AND A SAILOR, TOO

			Oh, to have seen him as Edward Hingston saw him in 1863, presiding over the luxurious marble-and-gilt barroom of the Occidental, the newest and best hotel in San Francisco:

			He is a gentleman who is all ablaze with diamonds. There is a very large pin, formed of a cluster of diamonds, in the front of his magnificent shirt, he has diamond studs at his wrists, and gorgeous diamond rings on his fingers—diamonds being “properties” essential to the calling of a bar-tender in the United States. . . . It must be remembered, however, that he is in California, and that he is engaged as a “star.”

			When Hingston encountered him, Thomas was, as he noted, “one of the most distinguished, if not the chief, of American ‘bar-tenders,’” his name “as familiar in the Eastern States as it now is out here in California. . . . In the manufacture of a ‘cocktail,’ a ‘julep,’ a ‘smash’ or an ‘eye-opener,’ none can beat him, though he may have successful rivals.” This “Jupiter Olympus of the bar,” as the preface to his book had dubbed him the year before, was thirty-three years old and he was pulling down a cool hundred dollars a week, more than the vice president of the United States.

			Jerry P. Thomas—alas, we may never know what the P stands for—was “an American . . . and a sailor too,” as he told a reporter from the New York Sun in 1882. He was a gold miner, a Broadway dandy, a (minor) theatrical impresario, an art collector, an artist himself (of sorts, anyway), an inventor, an author, and a gambler. A footloose type, at one time or another he tended bar in just about every place where conviviality was at high ebb, from London, England, to Virginia City, Nevada. And wherever he was, he was a man as good as any who stood before his bar, and a damned sight better than most.

			Jerry Thomas entered this world, by his own account, as a “member of the great American nation” and “made himself heard” on the thirtieth day of October 1830. The place was Sackets Harbor, New York, a garrison town on the chilly waters of Lake Ontario not far from the Canadian border. About his parents, Jeremiah and Mary Morris Thomas, we know nothing, nor do we know much about his siblings. Birth certificates were not used in America for another generation, so this is not unusual. We do know he had a younger brother, George M., because they ran saloons together for fifteen years. Another younger brother, John, briefly tended bar with him in New York. There was also a third brother, David, who may have been the eldest; he was a hotel clerk, a job that, at the time, frequently encompassed tending bar. Thomas’s early childhood is a blank, beyond the bare fact that at some point in the 1830s or early 1840s he and his family moved to New Haven, Connecticut. We could deduce that Thomas’s social class wasn’t the highest, but only from his career choices. On the other hand, Richard Henry Dana and Herman Melville came from “respectable” families, and they shipped out as sailors too, and the nineteenth century saw many a gentleman work behind the stick—indeed, in 1884 the heir to the dukedom of Saxony was found working the bar in an Albany, New York, beer garden. In short, we know nothing about the family’s history or culture.

			Here’s the problem: Jerry Thomas was a bartender, not a poet or a politician. Bartenders were important men in their milieu, but that milieu—which we shall discuss—compiled its historical record by anecdote and barroom reminiscence, not systematic investigation backed by documents. That doesn’t mean that we’re without resources to reconstruct his life, but they tend to be catch as catch can, giving us intermittent, if often vivid, glimpses of the man as he moved through his world. And they don’t extend to the part of his life before he learned how to mix drinks. According to the lengthy and detailed obituary published in the New York World, this occurred at the young, but no means unusual, age of sixteen, when “he began life as a New Haven barkeeper.” New Haven, which was both a seaport and a college town, would have been an excellent place to pick up the rudiments of the craft. In 1846, though, it was a craft still transmitted by long apprenticeship, and his duties in the bar would have involved more sweeping, polishing, and carrying than mixing fancy drinks for customers.

			In any case he didn’t stick with it long: At seventeen or eighteen, as that same obituary states, “he went to Cuba as a sailor.” We don’t know what ship that was on, but soon enough he joined the Ann Smith of New Haven (William Henry Bowns, captain) and, as he told the Sun in 1882, “sailed all around the world before the mast” or, if not all around the world, at least to California (as he told the New York Dramatic Mirror writer Alan Dale around the same time). Whatever his previous sailing experience, his berth there wouldn’t have been a soft one. Life before the mast was a deadly serious business, even for a lakeman like Thomas—“though an inlander . . . wild-ocean born,” as Melville put it in Moby Dick. Not that Thomas could complain, since “whatever your feelings may be, you must make a joke of everything at sea” (so Dana). And there would have been plenty for him to joke about. Even for a boy from Sackets Harbor, who presumably knew something of knife-sharp winds, ice-glassed decks, and waves that topped the masts, rounding the Horn in Antarctic winter, as he did in 1849, must’ve been an ordeal: When he wasn’t climbing aloft to the skyscraping topgallants, a hundred feet and more above a pitching deck, or edging out to the ends of the yards to furl canvas stiff with ice while standing over nothing but the roiling South Atlantic, there was the constant scrubbing, scraping, and swabbing; the picking and the pounding; the stitching and the mending. And all for $12 a month and rations that made prison food look wholesome.

			The drinks must’ve helped. Now, while the Royal Navy might have had its daily rum ration, this was by no means a universal practice in the American merchant marine. Whether out of moral concern or just plain Yankee thriftiness, most ships were dry (or, more properly, like Dana’s Alert, where “the temperance was all in the forecastle”—in other words, the officers could drink their Brandy-and-Water or Punch, while “Jack . . . can have nothing to wet his lips”). The Ann Smith, however, was no temperance ship. We know this because James Minor, one of the passengers on that trip around the Horn, kept a journal. A strict temperance man himself, Minor was dismayed to see his fellow passengers divide themselves into a “Temperance Party” and a “Rum Party.” The latter boozed and caroused the days and nights away, with Bowns not only doing nothing to rein them in but actually joining them. If only it stopped with the captain—“many of the Rum party,” Minor wrote, “have made themselves to [sic] free with the sailors by treating them, a poor policy to gain friends.” Things soon reached the point that the (dry) First Mate was duking it out with drunken sailors, and the cabin boy and the captain’s son were getting tanked with one of the passengers and pitching the poor ship’s dog overboard. Finally, Minor concluded that “Our Captain is devoid of Order+Sobriety.” (To be fair to Captain Bowns, there are others who recall him as a man of honor and talent.)

			Minor doesn’t implicate Thomas by name in any of this shipboard saturnalia. But whatever the extent of his bartending experience, one can certainly see it coming in handy on the Ann Smith. Herbert Asbury, in the biographical sketch he attached to his edition of Thomas’s book, has him hoping that he could use the captain’s “excellent grog” as a basis to “invent something which would relieve the sailor’s life of much of its hardship,” and the captain looking “with vigorous disapproval upon all attempts to improve the grog and drinking habits of the crew.” Stripped of its circumlocution, this sounds very much like Thomas was mixing up drinks for his fellow Jack Tars above and beyond some sort of regular rum ration and the captain put a stop to it. Unfortunately, Minor’s journal, which would have certainly made much of such an occasion, peters out somewhere between Rio (where there had been a lengthy layover and much booze purchased) and the Horn, and the account Thomas himself published in 1863, which according to the World’s obituarist contained highly “peculiar” escapades in “Rio Janeiro, Valparaiso and other places in South America,” has been lost (but more on that later). In any case, this voyage, which left New Haven on March 24 bound for San Francisco, would be the last one Thomas made before the mast. When he returned east, he went by land.

			IN REALMS OF GOLD

			On November 4, only a few days after Thomas’s nineteenth birthday, the Ann Smith reached San Francisco, whereupon he jumped ship and, as he put it, “ran off into the mountains after gold.” Nor was he alone: The harbor in San Francisco was full of abandoned ships, their crews all having had the same approximate idea. The Gold Rush was on, and it was as great a spectacle as any human history has afforded. The San Francisco Thomas would’ve found when his boots hit the wharf is scarcely imaginable: a seething anthill of human greed, its streets yards-deep in mud, its sand hills poking their bald knobs over a sea of shacks, tents, tented shacks, flimsy one- or two-story frame houses, even prefab wooden huts from China—housing so temporary, so precarious, that one good blow and just about the whole city would be shaved clean off the face of California. Here and there, perhaps, a piece of the more substantial new construction that was just beginning to sprout up might be left standing, but everything else was as permanent as grass.

			And the people—plow-callused Yankee farmers, pigtailed Chinese, “Kanakas” from Hawaii, Southern backwoodsmen, bankers’ sons from Fifth Avenue, broad-hatted Sonorans, hard-bitten “Sydney Ducks” from Australia, Illinois dirt farmers, Chileans, Peruvians, French whores (who charged a pound or more of gold dust a trick, thank you very much), Indians, and lots and lots of just plain Americans, all burning with gold fever. They created a society like no other on Earth. University professors would be frying eggs for a living—and making more doing it that they ever did lecturing on Aristophanes. Ditchdiggers were paying an unheard-of fifty cents a drink for straight whiskey, and none of the best at that, and shipping their shirts to Hawaii to be laundered. Everything was topsy-turvy and everyone was “smashing through life,” as the New Orleans Times-Picayune’s San Francisco correspondent put it, “at railroad, or rather lightning speed.”

			Then there were the saloons. According to Hubert Howe Bancroft, the Gold Rush’s great early historian, the Argonauts, as those who sailed after gold were jocularly called, were a bibulous bunch: “If hot, they drank to get cool, if cold, to get warm, if wet, to get dry, if dry—and some were always dry—to keep out the wet.” The places they drank ranged from a tent outfitted only with a barrel of Cincinnati rectified or a few jugs of pisco to joints where $3,000 billiard tables stood on broken-up packing cases under crystal chandeliers. The city’s best and most popular gambling saloon, the El Dorado on Portsmouth Square, was simply four walls and a tent roof, but “it had an orchestra of fifteen persons,” as one old Forty-Niner later recalled. “It was run all night and day, with two sets of hands. It was gorgeously fitted up. What they used to stir up the sugar in the drinks cost $300. It was solid gold.” If Asbury is to be believed, one of the hands wielding that golden toddy stick was Jerry Thomas’s. “The Professor,” he writes, “. . . became First Assistant to the Principal Bartender of the El Dorado.”

			If only there were some scrap of evidence for this; the El Dorado is almost as central to the myth of the Gold Rush as Sutter’s Mill or “Oh! Susannah,” and to have Jerry Thomas firmly placed behind the bar would be quite something. But not even Thomas himself claimed that he worked there, at least not in the autobiographical sketch he dictated to the Sun or anywhere else we know of. And even if he did find a berth on Portsmouth Square, it couldn’t have been for long, what with the El Dorado’s distressing habit of burning down—along with much of the rest of the city. In the introduction to his (lost) second book, he evidently claimed to have spent six months at the Illinois Hotel on Kearny Street (probably Samuel Anderson’s Illinois House, which the 1850 city directory locates at the corner of Battery and Broadway, two blocks from Kearny—but San Francisco businesses, and even streets, moved rather a bit in the early days). In any case, wherever he tended bar, before long Thomas was in the mountains, trying to get rich. 

			Piecing together sketchy and often contradictory anecdotes, which are all we have to go on for this part of his life (a thorough combing of census records, city directories, miners’ memoirs, membership rolls of Forty-Niners’ societies and suchlike has turned up no trace of him whatsoever), it seems that he betook himself to the goldfields along the Yuba River, in the northern range of the diggings, and set to shoveling. He didn’t last long at that, either. Of all the ways to get rich in California, digging for gold was the most spectacular—one lucky swing of the pick, and you could be set for life. But it was backbreaking, dirty work, and few of the men who did it made enough to more than cover expenses, particularly with those expenses being so very high. Pretty quickly, it seems, young Jerry gave mining up for a mug’s game and went where the sure money was: collecting those expenses. He installed himself at the big saloon in nearby Downieville run by John Craycroft, ex-mate of a Mississippi riverboat, and his silent partner, a Mexican whore by the name of Chavez. One must assume that Thomas took up his proper station behind the bar and set to doling out horns of panther sweat to the begrimed and hairy multitude.

			Whether it was in San Francisco, Sacramento, or Downieville (or all three), wherever Thomas tended bar in California he would have been making serious drinks. Even Hinton Helper, who was there from 1851 to 1854 and went back East full of grump and gripe at what he had seen, was compelled to admit that the raw new civilization then a-building on the Pacific coast did not stint when it came to the quality of its liquid refreshments. At one San Francisco saloon, he wrote, “We find the governor of the State seated by a table, surrounded by judges of the supreme and superior courts, sipping sherry cobblers, smoking segars, and reveling in all the delights of anticipated debauch.” The two bartenders, urbane fellows, when they are not “deal[ing] out low anecdote to vulgar idlers,” are mixing drinks using “the choicest liquors and artificial beverages that the world produces.” Ultimately, he concludes,

			I have seen purer liquors, better segars, finer tobacco, truer guns and pistols, larger dirks and bowie knives, and prettier courtezans here, than in any other place I have ever visited; and it is my unbiased opinion that California can and does furnish the best bad things that are obtainable in America.

			Just the place for a brash twenty-year-old with an outsize helping of go-ahead and a way with the artificial beverages. But in Jerry Thomas that go-ahead often expressed itself as restlessness, and at some point in 1850 or 1851, “getting tired of whiskey and sixshooters” (to pinch a phrase from his obituarist in the World) he downed his bartending tools and organized what he recalled in 1882 as “the first band of minstrels in California, the bills being written out by hand and posted up with pitch pine gum for want of tacks.” The blacked-up, fiddle-banjo-and-percussion minstrel outfits were the rock and roll bands of their day, only with the racial politics right out in the open for anyone to see. They were enormously popular in California, as one might imagine, and Thomas and his crew (although not actually the first, or anything like it) evidently made a killing touring the towns up and down the Sacramento River. But he didn’t last long in that business, either. This time, though, the reason for bagging it might have been more than simple boredom or twitchy legs. If the World is to be believed, while on the Sacramento he ran afoul of one of the great scourges of the age:

			While sailing down that river on a sloop, forty of the crew died of cholera, leaving Thomas to bury their bodies on shore and pursue his melancholy voyage to the coast. When all responsibility was over he took the cholera in a malignant form, but recovered.

			Whether it was the cholera or some other reason, in early 1852, as nearly as we can determine, Thomas decided he’d had enough of El Dorado and headed back East.

			Somehow or other, he had managed to amass the sum of $16,000; at least, that’s what he told both the man from the Sun and whomever it was Asbury got his information from. Whether it was by minstrelsy; mining, which Asbury says he continued doing while bartending; or—as Brian Rea has suggested to me—by using some of his bartending money to stake other miners and taking a share of their “earnings” in return, we’ll probably never know for sure. But however he got it, it was a staggering sum (equivalents are always approximate, but it’s well over $300,000 in today’s money). With that kind of money, Thomas could have afforded to take a steamboat to Panama, cross the isthmus, and take another steamboat to New Orleans or New York, returning east in a little more than a month, during which time he could be sitting with his feet up and a steady supply of Mint Juleps from the bar. Instead, though, he apparently chose to go overland through Mexico, traveling with a large group of fellow Argonauts.

			The trip was not without hazards, although some were perhaps more easily avoidable than others. One of the anecdotes in the World’s obituary, presumably drawn from Thomas’s lost autobiography, recounts the time that:

			he came near being shot by a mob. In a fit of California humor his party rode into a cathedral and were lighting their cigars at the candles of the altar when the natives charged on them with knives and revolvers. Thomas was protected by the British consul of the City of Mexico.

			A twenty-one-year-old on his way home with a medium-size fortune in his pocket and a surfeit of Mint Julep (or mezcal) under his belt is apt to get into such scrapes, I suppose. At any rate, he seems to have made it back home without further trouble.

			When Thomas got back East, he was quickly drawn into the mad vortex of light and shadow that was New York, where he took his $16,000, as he later recalled, and “walked about with kid gloves for some time, to the great delight of myself and a select company.” I won’t even speculate as to what that involved or who the company was. But when the money was gone, or most of it, he quit perambulating and, as he recalled in 1882, “started a bar with George Earle under Barnum’s Museum, where the Herald building is now.” While he and Earle (known chiefly as an illustrator) managed to miss the New York city directory, there’s nonetheless a painting of Barnum’s Museum from 1852 with a sign reading “Exchange” on the ground floor; this being one of the many synonyms for bar, we’re on reasonably firm ground here. This bar appears to have been a busy one (see the note on Brandy Punch). It certainly had location going for it—Barnum’s Museum was one of the most popular attractions in the city, and at the time that part of the unregulated maelstrom of horses, wagons, carriages, and darting, weaving pedestrians that was Broadway was as lively as any stretch of road on Earth. It’s hard to imagine he wasn’t making money there. No matter. Within months, Thomas was pulling up stakes again.

			Let’s not worry too much about the next four or five years. The only firm data we have find him running the City Hotel, New Haven, with one Andrew J. Thomas, either another brother or a cousin (David H. Thomas, perhaps Jerry’s older brother, had been running it a couple of years earlier). Beyond that, there’s the brief sentence the Professor dictated to the man from the Sun: “In ’53 [I] went as bartender to the Mills House in Charleston; followed that up by similar professional efforts in Chicago, St. Louis, and along the Mississippi.” One of his obituaries has him briefly running a saloon in the busted-flush boomtown of Keokuk, Iowa. Another tacks Nashville and Mobile onto the list. The preface to his book adds that he was “proprietor of one of the most recherche saloons in New Orleans” and that the stint in St. Louis was as “presiding deity” over the bar at the Planter’s House hotel, generally regarded at the time as the best in all the West. Unfortunately, beyond a lone entry in the St. Louis city directory from 1854 to 1855 that has one “J. P. Thomas” running a livery stable in town (it was entirely possible to run a stable and bartend at the same time, and the Professor always did have an interest in horses), we have nothing to corroborate any of it. Not a single document, directory entry, reminiscence, nothing. But itinerant young bartenders are hard to track even in the Internet age, at least until they become stars and get located—which is precisely what happened to Jerry Thomas in 1858, when a job brought him back to New York. It was a good one: principal bartender at the large and very fashionable Metropolitan Hotel, perched at the corner of Prince Street and Broadway, in the heart of the city’s shopping district.

			THE SPORTING FRATERNITY

			Before telling the rest of Jerry Thomas’s story, it’s worth pausing for a moment to discuss the so-called Sporting Fraternity, as the loose association of individuals whose avocation was the life of sports and games was known. It didn’t look at sports the way you or I might. While it might maintain a general, conversational sort of interest in all species of contests of man against man, man against beast, beast against beast or anything against the clock, when it came right down to it there were only two sports that really counted, and you didn’t actually play either one of them. You watched them from a safe distance, limiting your participation to the realm of speculative finance. The Turf and the Ring. Now, while Thomas certainly had an interest in the Sport of Kings (he had racing books, or pools, operating out of all his later saloons and in 1882, at least, he owned a race horse, albeit a leaden-hoofed one), by his own testimony his real passion was for the squared circle: As he told the Sun in 1882, he had been present at twenty-nine bare-knuckle prizefights, including the epic 1860 battle between the American John Carmel Heenan, a fellow son of upstate New York whom he had known in California, and the Englishman Tom Sayers, for the first heavyweight championship of the world.

			But to be a member of the Sporting Fraternity involved far more than merely taking an interest in sports. In the nineteenth century, there were really two Americas; two kinds of Americans. There were the ones to whom the idea of freedom upon which the country was founded meant something like, “If I work hard, avoid temptation and play by the rules, I will be unmolested in my enjoyment of the fruits of my labors,” and the ones to whom it meant, “Nobody can tell me what to do.” The Victorians and the Sporting Fraternity. While the first group tried to lead a measured life, centered on work and the home with a weekly detour through church, the Sports (who came from all degrees of society) hung around in saloons and gambling halls, avoiding their civic duty to act all responsible and work long, sober hours for peanuts to increase the profits of other men. If they had hearths to go home to, you wouldn’t know it. If they belonged to
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