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FOREWORD

by GRANT ACHATZ

The classic definition of a cocktail is a beverage containing three or more ingredients, one of which must be a spirit.

Why?

Whether it be in art, technology, science, politics—most things in life—there are people who move beyond traditional constraints by not only challenging pre-existing models, but by asking the critical question that advances every field: Where can we take this?

In 2009, in preparation to open my Chicago cocktail bar, Aviary, I read about BarChef. I was intrigued and immediately booked a flight to Toronto. Upon entering the small, candlelit room, it was obvious that here was someone doing exactly that: pushing boundaries and challenging convention in the realm of cocktails.

Frankie Solarik.

BarChef is not just a place to imbibe a rudimentary drink or grab a beer on the way home from work. Frankie wants to turn the very idea of the cocktail upside down, and in doing so creates a sensory–emotional experience akin to walking through an art museum or closing your eyes and listening to a moving piece of music. Through passion, skill and imagination, he transforms not only a drink but the very definition of the cocktail and the experience of consuming it.

People often ask me if I think cooking and mixology are crafts or arts. My answer is always the same—both. Art is a language, and the drinks at BarChef trigger your emotions to tell a story. By involving all of the senses, they make you feel, and because they make you feel, they also make you think. This is not Frankie’s story, nor does he want it to be. He is the conductor, the maestro supplying the tools that enable you to listen to your own narrative through a drink. Ten years ago, I would have laughed at myself for waxing poetic about drinks, for the absurd notion that a cocktail could provoke these feelings. Things change.

If you order a martini at BarChef, I’m willing to bet that instead of a glass filled with clear liquid and an impaled olive bobbing about, you’ll get the Notes of Spring (page 130) featuring three small glasses, each garnished with elements of the classic martini. The olive has been dried and pulverized into a soil. An airy cloud of rosemary sits atop one of the glasses. Suddenly, you’ll smell the flowery aroma of chamomile. Spotting something familiar (an olive!), you’ll smile and think to yourself, See, this stuff isn’t that out there. You’ll let your guard down and bite into the sphere only to have your palate explode with the taste of rosemary, chamomile, and olive. Damn him, you’ll say under your breath—which is exactly what Frankie wants you to think.
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RAISING THE BAR

AN INTRODUCTION

by STÉPHANIE VERGE

The first thing you’ll notice when you walk into BarChef, a cocktail lounge on Toronto’s Queen West strip, is the deep, sweet smell of campfire. Next you’ll spot a tall guy in a fedora surrounded by a battery of items: apothecary jars, bell jars, a 100-pound block of ice—the tools of his trade. That’s Frankie Solarik, co-owner and executive bar chef. The low sofas near the front of the room are more than adequate, but the long bar is where everyone wants to be, so you’ll head there. That’s where the patrons—suits, celebrities, rockers, more than one couple on a first date—can take a closer look at the contents of those jars, ask questions about the menu and debate which drinks to try next. Best of all, it’s the perfect spot for taking pictures (which just about everyone does). Of Frankie chipping away at the massive ice cube. Of Frankie whipping out the blowtorch to light the hickory chips for his most celebrated concoction: the Vanilla and Hickory Smoked Manhattan, a rye and vanilla cognac–based cocktail that is smoked under a clear glass bell jar.

Since BarChef opened in 2008, Frankie’s profile has skyrocketed. He’s appeared in newspapers and magazines and on TV and radio shows across Canada. He’s been featured in Food & Wine as co-owner of what the American epicurean bible called one of seven “innovative new bars” in the world. He’s become the go-to guy for out-of-the-box cocktail recipes. His drinks can run up to $45 each, but no one’s complaining—there seems to be an agreement that it’s a fair price for the new, the fresh and the unexpected.

We’re in the throes of third-wave cocktail culture. Not since Prohibition and the 1950s has there been this much excitement about handcrafted, artisanal libations. For some, another golden age means digging up obscure recipes; for others, it means offering neat riffs on old classics. For Frankie, it means exploding the very concept of cocktails. Black truffle snow, coconut foam, mojito alginates and vanilla air? All part of his repertoire. Inventive infusions and bitters serve as the backbone for modernist, molecular twists that, following in the footsteps of dishes by superstar chefs Ferran Adrià, Heston Blumenthal and Grant Achatz, are changing the game. For Frankie, sights, sounds and smells carry as much weight as taste; the experience you remember is as important as the experience you are living. Like a good bitter, the memory of one of his drinks is meant to linger until the next sip.
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THE BEGINNING

FRANKIE’S STORY

When I was 18 years old, I worked at a cigar bar in London, Ontario. Men would come in and drink scotch or cognac and pair them with a particular tobacco, whether Mexican, Dominican, Honduran, Nicaraguan or Cuban. I remember being fascinated by how powerful flavours—allspice, mace, vanilla, cinnamon, soil—could be conjured just by combining liquid and a cigar. That started the gears turning, but I wasn’t serious about food and drink yet. I was coming off a year on the Canadian rock-climbing team and had set my sights on turning pro. So off I went to train and compete in Europe, where bartending was my means of income.

At one point, I was hired at a bar in England that served infused vodkas, an idea that I filed away beside the cigar pairing. When I moved on to New York a few years later, I was employed as a food runner at the famous fine-dining restaurant Tocqueville. Part of my job was to garnish dishes with greens and herbs. I can still recall the fresh scents and how beautiful the greens looked against the white plates and the dark meat and jus. And so the concept of presentation was filed away.

New York was where I first felt strongly about my work. I had always seen it as a way to make money, but there I was, surrounded by people who were tremendously passionate about their jobs. It was galvanizing. So when I headed back to Canada in 2001, I looked up the Rubino brothers at Rain. They took a chance on me and that’s where I created my first cocktail program. I used to go in an hour and a half early off the clock just to make sure the bar setup was perfect, both technically and aesthetically. I loved placing a glass of rosemary sprigs next to a candle next to some wooden skewers. The combination of colours and textures pleased me, and it was a visual treat for the patrons.

When I started working at another restaurant, Kultura, in 2006, I brought that ideology with me. I remember seeing a giant flat of coriander sprouts in soil sitting in the walk-in fridge. I spirited it away, much to the dismay of the chef. But I didn’t care: I had a massive, cool-looking bunch of sprouts on my bar that I could cut fresh and throw in the shaker.

It was during that time I began to build a stable of regulars. One gentleman would always ask me to freestyle for him, to go off-menu and experiment with the ingredients I had at the bar. Then one day he brought in an interesting tequila liqueur blended with coffee, which I infused with a fine cigar and paired with coconut sorbet and espresso with chocolate. It was the first plated cocktail I ever made. And that gentleman, William Hawrysh, became an investor in BarChef. Kultura is also where I met Brent VanderVeen, who became a great friend and terrific business partner. Without Brent to help develop the concept and manage daily operations, BarChef wouldn’t exist.

The first molecular cocktail—or, as I prefer to say, modernist cocktail—I ever made was the BarChef Martini, Three Ways. It was basically a deconstructed adaptation of a martini, a plating of three little glasses. On the left was rosemary-infused vodka or gin. In the middle was vodka or gin with rosemary air on top. And on the right was a classic martini with an olive at the bottom. Two spoons rested in between the drinks, one containing a green olive alginate, the other a tapenade. (It’s the predecessor of Notes of Spring on page 130.)

I’ve created countless cocktails, modernist and otherwise, since then. I’m constantly experimenting with new combinations and new concepts. There’s no shortage of inspiration. I can hear a song. I can be walking through Little India and be hit by a smell or be shopping in Chinatown and spot a new ingredient. I keep a notebook with me at all times, even by my bedside, for jotting down the ideas that come at all hours.

For me, a cocktail usually starts with one main component, and then I flip through my mental Rolodex to see which ingredients would make for a harmonious composition. It’s similar to building a piece of music. My ability to record a smell or a taste, file it away and then recall that exact information on demand is quite particular (not to mention terribly handy in my line of work). Part of my mission when making cocktails is to help others with their recall. I love to use ingredients that can trigger a memory; take, for example, the Hawaiian Tropic that I use to make the dry-ice “beach essence” in the Sailor’s Mojito (page 182). It’s just a tanning lotion, but its nostalgic scent accentuates the experience, and the flavours, of the drink.

My love for nostalgia extends only as far as the feeling, however. I have no interest in reproducing classic drink recipes nor am I looking to cash in on the “retro with a twist” trend that’s so popular right now. I want to avail myself of all the tools available to create unorthodox, thoroughly contemporary cocktails.

Throughout this book, I explore the importance of engaging all the senses when crafting cocktails. I want people to discover how satisfying it is to make a drink with depth and balance, and to realize how important it is to feel passionately about an undertaking, even if it’s simply making drinks for friends at a barbecue. I lay out everything the reader needs to set up a bar, whether it’s at home or in a place of business, from equipment to ingredients.

Every year, I create four new menus—one for each season, each with its own distinct identity. The options range from punch bowls to sweet-and-sour cocktails to sipping cocktails to my calling card, modernist cocktails. A number of each are recreated here so readers can make them on their own. And teetotallers need not despair: there’s a chapter for them too.
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At BarChef, I work with everything from blowtorches—for caramelizing sugar and charring hickory chips—to dry ice. In this book, I take the risk factor down a notch while still showing readers how to step up their game. Making complex cocktails is within reach. There’s no need to feel intimidated. All you require is passion, patience, an adventurous spirit and the right road map. The Bar Chef isn’t your regular how-to bar guide. It’s an aspirational, inspirational cookbook of cocktails.
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CHAPTER ONE 
THE ART AND THE CRAFT

Refuse to be limited by boundaries set by others.

Innovation is doing things that people think cannot be done.



Some people apply colours and textures to a canvas. Others string musical notes together. I work with cocktails. I pour my spirit (and my bar’s spirits) into every drink, using my particular skills to build something that will appeal.

The act of creation naturally invites scrutiny—and with scrutiny comes the possibility of criticism. Taste is subjective, after all—the way that one person’s palate reacts to flavours can be wildly different than another’s. Someone who is sensitive to all things bitter likely won’t be able to sit back and enjoy a Strawberry Negroni (page 174), due in large part to the presence of Campari. It is important to keep individual preferences in mind when serving up a cocktail (which is why I’ll often start by asking my guests what they usually enjoy before suggesting an item off my list). However, you can never be all things to all people, so it’s usually best, in the words of writer Joseph Campbell, to follow your own bliss.

It’s a daunting thought. But I don’t want to regurgitate other bartenders’ recipes; I want to create something truly different, which demands that I disregard what has come before. Obsessing over the classics and how best to reproduce them has never appealed to me. It’s only when I treat my bar like a kitchen—one that uses the freshest herbs and spices—that my style evolves. And that evolution is guided by three rules of thumb for everything that happens behind the bar:

• Begin with a base (and respect it throughout the process).

• Focus on balance.

• Love what you do. Believe it and live it.

A base could be anything. It’s a starting point, a reference, for the entire drink. It could be something as simple as gin, bourbon or rosemary, or even something as ephemeral as the essence of autumn—the important thing is that you keep coming back to it throughout the process of building a drink to make sure that the components you’re adding gel with the base.

Balance is, in drinks as in life, a tricky thing. It’s difficult to achieve but you know it when you have it: an equally proportioned flavour profile. If I’m making a cocktail that’s on the sweet side, I will always include an ingredient that provides a certain amount of bitterness to avoid cloying results. Mouth feel, which we’ll get to in a bit, is also important for balance. You don’t want a drink to be too thick, but you don’t want it to feel thin either. A viscous element, like an egg white, liqueur or syrup, will help with that.

As for loving what you do, it’s a cliché for a reason. If you do what you love, it won’t feel like work, however time-consuming.

THE MODERNIST APPROACH

My
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THE FIVE SENSES
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