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			When I first started drinking in my twenties in Los Angeles, my only encounters with the margarita were during happy hours, backyard parties, and Cinco de Mayo. Back then, I wasn’t much of a drinker. Cocktails weren’t meant to be enjoyed but were rather a means to a buzz. As a result, I thought the margarita came in two forms: a not-very-good drink with a heavily salted rim or a sweet slushy. It wasn’t until I became enamored by the cocktail scene—at the start of the cocktail renaissance in the early 2000s—and ended up blogging about it, that I finally experienced a well-made classic margarita. My mind was blown.

			Cut to a couple of decades later—I can generally get a read on someone by the type of margarita they favor. If their go-to is a Tommy’s Margarita, odds are good that they’re an expert-level imbiber who enjoys the nuances of the spirit. If it’s a frozen strawberry margarita they’re after, they’re not too keen about the taste of tequila or their catchphrase is “It’s five o’clock somewhere!” (I started out the latter and am now the former.) For fun, I like to apply the same character assessment to which margarita origin story they gravitate toward. There are lots.

			Unlike many classic cocktails, the margarita has people from all over claiming to have invented it. Most of those creation myths typically involve a remarkable woman for whom the drink was named. For silver screen lovers, there’s the story of the cocktail being created in honor of movie star Rita Hayworth when, as a teenager (née Margarita Cansino) during the ’30s, she performed at Agua Caliente Racetrack in Tijuana.

			Fans of next-level hospitality will lean toward the canard about Carlos “Danny” Herrera, owner of Tijuana restaurant Rancho La Gloria, who, in 1938, supposedly created the cocktail for Ziegfeld Follies showgirl Marjorie King. This tale, given credence by Herrera’s 1992 obituary in the Los Angeles Times, tells that Marjorie was “allergic” to all hard liquor except, inexplicably, tequila. However, since she wasn’t a fan of the spirit, Herrera disguised its flavor with Cointreau, lemon juice, and salt.

			Those who appreciate quick thinking and ingenuity will go for the story set in a bar called Tommy’s Place on the Mexican-American border. There, in 1942, the drink spontaneously came about because a bartender named Pancho Morales was too embarrassed to admit he didn’t know how to make the Magnolia cocktail a customer requested. He threw together the “juice of one lime, four-fifths tequila, one-fifth Cointreau, salt outside rim of three-ounce glass.” Even though it wasn’t what the customer ordered, “pretty soon she ordered another one and someone said, ‘Hey, what’s that?’ ” Morales mused.

			Meanwhile, influencers and jet-setters will see themselves in the yarn about Texas socialite Margaret “Margarita” Sames. Her account in a 1953 Esquire article describing her invention—said to have been created during an Acapulco vacation—garnered the first printed mention of the margarita. The Cointreau brand has long sold this story, even quoting her as saying, “A margarita without Cointreau is not worth its salt.” According to the lore, Margarita simply wanted a day-friendly cocktail to enjoy by the pool and share with her famous pals, such as Lana Turner and John Wayne. But some credit her friend Conrad “Nicky” Hilton Jr., son of hotel magnate Conrad Hilton Sr., with spreading the recipe by serving it at the Hilton hotels around the world.

			The most probable explanation of the margarita’s genesis was conveyed by esteemed cocktail historian David Wondrich, who wrote about its history for Patrón’s website in 2020. “It’s perfectly possible that several different people legitimately invented the Margarita,” he writes. “In other words, they may all have been right.”

			During Prohibition, Americans who headed to Mexico, whether to work as bartenders or simply to drink booze, became acquainted with tequila. And since the Daisy cocktail—made with a spirit, liqueur, and citrus juice—was a standard bar drink around that time, of course tequila would find its way into the mix. “Margarita,” which is Spanish for “daisy,” really ramped up in popularity around the ’50s and ’60s. In 1953, the margarita was so beloved that Esquire named it December’s “Drink of the Month,” writing “She’s from Mexico, Señores…and she is lovely to look at, exciting and provocative.” Why Esquire chose the coldest month of the year to spotlight this chilly, refreshing tequila cocktail remains a mystery.

			No matter how the margarita came about or is made, it garners near-universal appreciation. Celebrants and cocktail lovers reliably adore it, sure, but you’d be hard-pressed to find any drinker who would turn one down, especially on a hot day. Whether serious drinker or occasional tippler, tequila connoisseur or tequila agnostic, they’ll say, “Gimme.”
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			The classic margarita has long dominated as America’s favorite cocktail—for happy hour, brunch, backyard barbecues, big game Sundays, #MargaritaMonday, and Taco Tuesday—basically any time one is feeling festive. In 2024, it was the third best-selling classic cocktail in the world (behind the Old-Fashioned and Negroni), according to Drinks International’s poll of the world’s best bars. It was also the top-selling tequila cocktail.

			A marg can be found just about anywhere cocktails are served, from roadside cantinas to the world’s best bars—a good thing since people seem to crave them wherever they are. At James Beard Award–winning bar Maison Premiere, an elegant New Orleans–inspired oyster and absinthe bar and restaurant in Brooklyn, the classic margarita is always among the top five most-requested drinks. And it isn’t even on the menu! Once I saw someone order a marg at The Musso & Frank Grill in Hollywood, a famous century-old steakhouse best known for its martinis.

			Certain cities—from Scottsdale, Arizona, to Kansas City, Missouri—have capitalized on the cocktail’s popularity, organizing taco and margarita tours to showcase their local bars and restaurants. Dallas mapped out the “best margaritas” for its “Margarita Mile,” while Santa Fe, New Mexico, boasts a Margarita Trail complete with an app to guide you along.

			The simple but irresistible mix of tequila, orange liqueur, and lime juice is liquid sunshine and fuel for festivities. In 1976, Jimmy Buffett downed a couple of margaritas during a hot day in Austin and then wrote the song “Margaritaville.” (His go-to specs: 2 ounces aged tequila, 1 ounce triple sec, 1½ ounces fresh lime juice, 1½ ounces water, and 1 tablespoon superfine sugar.) He unwittingly penned what became a vacation anthem and launched a billion-dollar lifestyle brand for those who never want to leave that blissful “tropical vacation” state of mind. The cocktail is a unifying elixir, symbolizing not just a good time but a damn good time.

			This enduring legacy of fun helped make the margarita the second most popular cocktail in the United States during those early days of the pandemic in 2020, coming in just behind the mimosa. “People don’t always search out new experiences and emotions,” according to Alex Miller, founder and CEO of Upgraded Points, who conducted the analysis. “They want to re-create the feelings of good times that they have already had and fondly remember.”

			Those who wanted to enjoy their favorite cocktail in the great outdoors when the world’s celebrations turned inward during the lockdowns could grab canned margaritas, launching the ready-to-drink category’s popularity. Booming sales of margaritas to go were instrumental in helping bars and restaurants stay afloat. “The longer the pandemic went, the larger the to-go margaritas people seemed to crave,” wrote Heather Murphy for the New York Times in 2021. “Many of the owners of surviving businesses embraced to-go cocktails rapidly and wholeheartedly.” Demand has spilled over into the margarita mix market, too, which has evolved considerably since the days of Jose Cuervo “Classic Lime” Margarita Mix. There are enough quality mixes (see this page) that the category now has online ranking lists on the New York Times and Liquor.com.

			The well-loved margarita is “almost impossible to make wrong,” insists Erick Castro, co-owner of San Diego’s acclaimed Raised by Wolves, creator of the modern classic Piña Verde, and a die-hard margarita fan. You can even go to a sports bar, swap out the fresh lime and orange liqueur for sour mix and a splash of orange juice, and still be happy to have a marg in hand, he adds. “It’s not Attaboy status [Sam Ross’s renowned New York bar] or anything. But it’s like, ‘Tequila, lime, orange liqueur; I love it.’ ” The belief here is that because of its forgiving and simple recipe, one that itself is a variation of a classic cocktail, it’s easy to riff on with abandon.

			And bartenders have done so for decades. In 1971, Dallas restaurateur Mariano Martinez wanted to create large batches of frozen margaritas that were consistently delicious. Blenders weren’t cutting it. Customers complained. So, he added loads of sugar to his father’s margarita recipe and ran it through an old soft-serve ice cream maker he modified, thus creating the world’s first frozen margarita machine.

			About fifteen years later, Julio Bermejo of Tommy’s Mexican Restaurant in San Francisco decided to showcase the tequila in the cocktail instead of hiding it behind orange liqueur. This move was unthinkable at a time when, according to Bermejo, certain orange liqueur companies pitched their product on its ability to hide the taste of tequila. (Granted, the quality of the tequila at that time was nowhere near what it is today.) Bermejo’s variation, the Tommy’s Margarita, skyrocketed to success, boosted and given cred by influential local bartender Tony Abou-Ganim, who first tasted it in the mid-’90s. Bermejo’s creation hit legendary status and became the preferred margarita of tequila connoisseurs and the cocktail responsible for elevating tequila. In his 1999 article for the Wall Street Journal, journalist Jonathan Friedland credited Tommy’s Mexican Restaurant as being the epicenter of tequila’s revival.

			Fast-forward to the cocktail renaissance of the early 2000s, when bartenders revisited classic cocktails. Taking their cues from cocktail legend Dale DeGroff in the 1990s, they pivoted to fresh ingredients and quality spirits. These moves rescued many classic cocktails from being irretrievably lost to crummy bottled juices and cheap liqueurs. Soon, that interest in farmers’ market fresh produce brought drink makers into the kitchen, where they adopted chefs’ technologies and techniques. The result? An explosion of iterations inspired by the margarita, from modern classic contenders to over-the-top takes. Some riffs involve infusing the spirit with flavors and/or switching up the sweetener, where it’s still recognizable as a margarita. Others push the boundaries more forcefully, swapping the tequila for a different agave spirit altogether or changing its form entirely. Some of these interpretations are arguably on the brink of “margarita adjacent,” but they only underscore the margarita’s inherent versatility.

			However, I can confirm that, yes, the margarita actually is easy to screw up, whether with a poor-quality ingredient or too many ingredients. “There’s room for error and it’s harder to balance,” says Ivy Mix, bar owner and author of Spirits of Latin America. Also, if the cocktail has anything other than the traditional trio of tequila, lime, and orange liqueur, do not call it a margarita, says Ivan Vasquez, owner of Los Angeles’s Madre restaurant, which boasts an impressive mezcal collection of 400 varieties. “Once you add flavors like ginger or pineapple, you distract from the classic margarita,” he explains.

			That’s where this book comes in. It celebrates the margarita in all its forms, from the classic recipe to the frozen slushy to variations demonstrating how this simple tequila cocktail has evolved in the hands and imaginations of today’s bartenders. There are even recipes for those who want to take it easy with zero-alcohol as well as low-proof margaritas. Some cocktails here may not technically count as a margarita, but they evoke its spirit. For fun, I also asked the contributing bartenders and drink creators for the margarita specs that they’d make for themselves, including which tequila is their favorite. Everyone has their go-to. Fascinatingly enough, no two recipes are alike, and this speaks to how each values the margarita as an experience. Vince Ott of New York’s Thai Diner is a big fan of the sparkling margarita, topping his marg with Topo Chico. Kim Haasarud, author of 101 Margaritas, rarely makes only one at a time. So, whereas most of the recipes in this book are for one serving, hers is for two!

			In this book, I wanted to include recipes created by established drink makers from revered restaurants and bars, with easy, non-fussy steps and readily accessible ingredients (that can be found in most stores and/or ordered online). These criteria, which I picked up from working at Imbibe magazine, are important to me as they invite anyone anywhere to make these drinks. And you don’t need a fully stocked bar or bartending expertise to try them out. If anything, you may feel emboldened to experiment with creating your own riffs. Margarita Time will equip you with everything you need—from bar tools to proper glassware to recommended tequilas and mezcals—to make delicious margs at home. For those who want to stretch their bartending skills, I even included a few intermediate-level recipes. Hello, Clarified Margarita (this page)!
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			This is for you, the margarita lover, the cocktail
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