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Introduction

A New Era of No-Proof Drinking

It’s been nearly one hundred years since Prohibition was repealed, but the biggest trend in cocktails has nothing to do with alcohol.

Non-alcoholic drinks first came to my mind in August 2013, when I wrote about “summer mocktails” in the Wall Street Journal. The short piece, which featured no-proof recipes as well as their boozy adaptations, noted that “the alcohol-free cocktail is cropping up everywhere around town.” And while that was true, it would be several more years before the non-alcoholic drink would be taken seriously, in New York City and elsewhere. I recall it took some effort to find a few no-proof drinks, and on the advice of an editor we profiled a fresh juice venue that wasn’t properly a bar but that did serve inventive drinks.

As late as 2013, we were still calling these drinks “mocktails,” as the WSJ headline says. Later, as the zero-proof drink gained the attention of the bar community, its terminology, as well as composition, was given serious reconsideration.

There was a turning point for bars in 2015. That was the year Seedlip, the first non-alcoholic distillate, launched in London, where it not only sold out its inaugural Selfridges run, but found itself embraced by London’s top bars, including American Bar at The Savoy Hotel. Seedlip’s smashing debut turned heads at spirits behemoth Diageo, which bought a minority stake in the fledgling brand just a year after its launch. That marked the first time that Diageo, through their accelerator, Distill Ventures, invested in a non-alcoholic company. By the time Diageo acquired a majority stake in Seedlip a few years later, the brand had grown to encompass two product lines, six expressions, and over 10,000 global accounts.


When Seedlip arrived stateside, it inspired American bartenders to begin toying around with the mixer; more non-alcoholic drink options, Seedlip or otherwise, began edging onto menus at places like Manhattan’s The Fat Radish.

“I think it is here to stay,” Brian Evans, head bartender at Sunday in Brooklyn, said of the emerging movement. “One of the biggest trends in cocktails last year was zero proof. It took us all by storm.”

In July 2018, at the Tales of the Cocktail spirits conference, William Grant & Sons, which owns Reyka vodka, Hendrick’s Gin, and Glenfiddich, among other spirits brands, took an unprecedented step to throw its first fully non-alcoholic party. The conference, held every July in New Orleans, is famous for splashy portfolio parties, in which brands such as Bacardi, Pernod Ricard, and others spend hundreds of thousands of dollars on all-you-can-drink bacchanalias. For William Grant & Sons, hosting a fully dry event was a significant gesture that nodded toward the conversation about wellness in the bar world and the growing sophistication of no-proof cocktails. It was also a tacit acknowledgment that the liquor industry need not be threatened by the rise in boozeless drinks.

It’s not just spirits companies who are now pivoting toward the spirit-free space.

Anheuser-Busch, the largest beer brewer in the world, has a global portfolio of more than 500 brands, including multiple non-alcoholic and low-alcoholic brands, such as Budweiser Prohibition Brew and Golden Road’s Mango Cart wheat ale. With an eye on emerging drink trends, the company, known as AB InBev, now has a dedicated executive position, the chief non-alcohol beverages officer, tasked with the specific mission of cultivating the non-drinking consumer. In recent years, non-alcoholic sales at AB InBev grew to around 10 percent of global beer volumes. As part of its Global Smart Drinking Goals initiative, AB InBev aims to raise its low- and non-alcoholic sales to 20 percent of global beer volume1 by the end of 2025. AB InBev rival Carlsberg, meanwhile, has seen non-alcoholic sales2 in Western Europe jump sharply, and Heineken’s first non-alcoholic beer, Heineken 0.0, found a warm reception when it debuted across Europe and the United States.

Even amid new product launches, media coverage, and customer requests, though, you’ll find pockets of skepticism about boozeless drinks, in the same way traditional restaurants once scoffed at requests for vegetarian or gluten-free dishes. But as some of the world’s most respected bartenders and bars give the no-proof drink the same attention as boozy concoctions, crafting high-end no-ABV cocktails is emerging as the bar world’s newest challenge. (“ABV” is short for “alcohol by volume,” which is another way of designating “proof,” or the percentage of alcohol something contains.) As in the worlds of fashion and music, when top industry names take something seriously, their peers take note.


For bars, offering zero-proof drinks on their menus (or not) is an economic decision. It makes good business sense for restaurants and bars to elevate their non-alcoholic drinks: They can show off their skills and charge more for a drink that represents their ethos in a way that a mere soda water doesn’t. Even bars that don’t officially offer non-alcoholic drinks on menus will often concede that they can whip up zero-proof drinks on demand.

Hospitality professionals know that regular drinkers (even bartenders) will sometimes choose to take a night (or a month) off from alcohol. The no-proof drinker is no longer someone who eschews alcohol for sober living or due to pregnancy or illness; zero proof appeals to the full spectrum of contemporary drinkers, including those who still partake.

More bars, such as the various properties in the SoHo House portfolio, making their own flavored tonics and seltzers, which bring depth and complexity to virgin drinks. Additionally, as the craft cocktail movement enters its second decade, there’s more knowledge (and experts) than ever when it comes to elevated techniques, sourcing, and drink styles. It was only a matter of time before the no-proof drink became the new focus of experimentation for cocktail professionals.

Some entrepreneurs go all in on no-proof drinks. In October 2018, Listen Bar, a fully non-alcoholic bar, debuted as a five-day pop-up in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, before moving into a monthly residency at Von, a bar in Lower Manhattan. Listen Bar’s charismatic founder, Lorelei Bandrovschi, quickly became the face of the growing no-proof movement, illustrating that non-drinking is not only a valid choice, but can be a youthful and exuberant stance as well.

Listen Bar might seem like it would be a bar outlier, but it has several peers, including Brooklyn’s Getaway, Pittsburgh’s Empath, Austin’s Sans Bar, and Dublin’s Virgin Mary Bar. At the start of 2020, Wildcrafters opened its doors in Jacksonville, Florida, and two no-proof spaces debuted in London, including a concept space from beer distiller BrewDog.

Sober bars tap into a wave of cultural forces making the dry cocktail not just cool but desirable. The start of the new year, for example, rings in Dry January, a month of sober drinking and detoxing after a holiday season of indulgence.

Dry January is a monthlong abstinence initiative from Alcohol Change UK, an alcohol-awareness non-profit. Around 4,000 people signed up for the first official campaign in 2012. By 2018, over 4 million people in the U.K. alone said they were abstaining, up 35 percent from the previous year.3 By 2020, one in ten Britons said they were giving up drinking at the start of the year.

But Dry January is representative of a bigger overall trend for millennials, one that suggests that some people think about abstaining for longer than just one month.


In 2017, 20 percent (or 10.4 million) of adult Britons described themselves as teetotalers, or those who never drink alcohol. By gender, that breaks down to 22.6 percent of British women and 18.1 percent of British men. This is part of a trend tracked by Britain’s Office for National Statistics, which has found that since 2005, teetotalism has increased4 among ages 16 to 44. In 2015, 29 percent of British students (ages 16 to 24) reported they were teetotalers.5 According to the study’s lead researcher, the rise in sober young people occurred across a full range of demographics, suggesting that non-drinking is becoming more mainstream, and even cool, among swaths of youths (while conversely, being drunk is seen as tacky and outdated).

Even as the chatter around non-drinking grows, for consumers it can still be difficult to abstain from drinking, or to always find viable options that aren’t just fizzy waters. When I was about two months out from my deadline to turn in this book, I decided I would stop drinking until the entire manuscript was written.

Easier said than done. I got caught up in New Year’s Eve celebrations and suffered a New Year’s Day hangover that was memorable for its levels of pain and discomfort. In many ways, that’s not an accident, because drinking while socializing is deeply ingrained in our culture, even as nearly every drinker can describe at least one vicious hangover in great detail. No one is surprised when they get sick from drinking too much, yet many of us will sign up for another night of carousing once the pain eases.

It’s difficult, but not impossible, to go out and not be tempted by liquor. Even as the zero-proof movement gets bigger, there are many bars that don’t offer no-proof options, and instead put the burden on the consumer. That’s part of our cultural makeup in the U.S. This book will examine American drinking culture and the pressure to drink all the time, which might feel modern but actually dates back to the founding of the American colonies.

As the success of Listen Bar shows, the rise of the no-proof movement is an opportunity to examine how we socialize and how we speak about socializing, as well as how we drink. It’s time to rechristen the spirit-free drink as brainy but not dull, lively but not intoxicating, sophisticated but not overwrought, as desirable but not embarrassing. As the craft no-ABV drink grows up, so does the audience for it. Today, the no-proof drinker is really anyone.

We all know what the most talented bartenders in the world can do with spirits. What happens when they are challenged to make exceptional drinks, but without booze? This book answers that question.

This is the start of the new era for zero-proof drinking.





The Zero-Proof Guide to At-Home Drinks

From proper barware to tips on reducing waste, here’s your primer on what you’ll need before whipping up a round of cocktails.

Tips on Technique and Products

Learn to think like a bartender. Great drinks don’t start when you pour liquid into a tin; they come to life during the prep stage. What happens during prep impacts your finished drink.

It’s easy to lose track of what you’re doing, especially when making a new recipe for the first time. Set up what bartenders call mise en place. That means working in a clean, uncluttered space, where all your tools and prepped ingredients are laid out neatly in front of you, and putting everything back in its place when you’re done with it. This will avoid unnecessary hunting for things and distractions.

Use the freshest and highest-quality items you can buy. A bad fruit will yield bad juice. If you wouldn’t eat it, it’s probably not a good idea to juice it.

Always use high-quality tonics and soda waters. Mixers from brands such as Fever-Tree, London Essence Co., and Q Mixers are strongly suggested over supermarket brands, which have higher sugar content in their tonics and less minerality in their club sodas. A bad mixer will drown out the delicate flavors of the syrups you just spent time making.

If the recipe calls for fruit peels, organic produce is best.

If you peel fruits, such as apples, before juicing, the juice will have less sediment and color. Alternatively, you can pour fresh fruit juice through a coffee filter to remove pulp and color.
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Unless a recipe calls for you to pour a drink or ingredient into a glass, always strain into a glass filled with fresh ice. It’s just prettier.

Strain away all solids in syrups; small bits of organic material will eventually turn the mixture bitter.

Let all syrups fully cool before covering them. Placing a lid on a still-warm syrup provides an opportunity for the growth of bacteria, which are attracted to warmth and sugars.

Always label and date your syrups and juices. It’s very easy to lose track of when you made something.

Extend the life of your syrups by breaking them up into two or more containers and freezing what you don’t need. Once you've defrosted the syrup, don’t freeze it again.

Kalustyan’s in New York City is the best place to pick up rare ingredients you won’t find at the local grocery store. They have competitive prices and the best selection this side of Amazon, plus they take online orders. Find them at foodsofnations.com.

Garnishes, as any cocktail enthusiast knows, add that extra-special touch. If you’re throwing a party or want to impress your guests, invest in fresh, colorful garnishes such as edible flowers or colorful herbs. You’ll always find a great seasonal selection at Chef’s Garden (chefs-garden.com), a small family farm that serves the best restaurants in the U.S.

Can’t find an ingredient on Amazon? Try Etsy, which is emerging as an alternative marketplace for rare products from small businesses.

If space permits, keep your glassware in the freezer so it’s chilled when you pour a drink into it.

Need to make crushed ice? You can wrap loose ice cubes in a clean dish towel or muslin bag and break them up with a kitchen mallet or metal tin. You can also buy reusable kits on Amazon.

Reducing Waste and Using Leftover Ingredients

Learn to think like a bartender, part two. The bar world doesn’t stop working once a drink is served; bartenders often look for ways to use leftover products rather than tossing anything. Seek to reduce waste, every single time you make a drink.

Have a lot of extra citrus peels? Old citrus juice? Look up some of the cordial recipes in this book, where you combine peels and/or juice with water and sugar. Cordials are very adaptable and easy to make.


You will likely end up with extra juices and teas, which all have a short lifespan. Store them separately, but then create spontaneous mixes each morning until you run out. Green teas are great for tempering the sour pucker of intense citrus. One of my favorite informal breakfast drinks includes calamansi, pineapple, and mango purees shaken up with chilled jasmine tea and a splash of honey syrup.

I always keep a bottle of high-quality Bloody Mary mix (such as from Stonewall Kitchen or Morris Kitchen) in the fridge. Whenever I have leftover savory juices, such as carrot or beet, I combine them in a mixing tin, add Bloody Mary mix, shake with ice, then top off with any of the vinegars or brines I have laying around. (Kombucha adds a nice touch as well.)

Savory vegetable juices, such as yellow bell pepper, mix well with sour citrus juices, like calamansi.

Mint tea or mint syrup brings a bright herbal dimension to savory and citrus juices.

Agave and honey syrups, especially the flavored variations in this book, pair well with sharp citrus juices. Also use them for topping yogurt.

Every flavored syrup in this book can be used in multiple ways. Natasha David’s syrups, in particular the vanilla turmeric and sous vide chai syrups, were an absolute revelation. I use a tablespoon or two of flavored syrup in my morning coffee or tea every day.

Invest in reusable metal straws for drinks that call for straws. Plus, they’re more attractive than one-use plastic straws.
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The No-Proof Bartender’s Tool Kit

Ready to shake up some no-proof drinks? Before you start, here are a few things you’ll want to have on hand.

Good bar tools. You’ll need at least one mixing tin, a mixing glass, and jiggers. Cocktail Kingdom (cocktailkingdom.com), which is the favorite retailer for many bars, is the best place to start for bartender-approved gear, including glassware, strainers, and mixing spoons.

A gram scale. Most scales toggle between grams and ounces, which is helpful when you are measuring dry and wet ingredients. Try to get the most sensitive scale you can afford since some measurements, such as for acid powders, will be small.

The best juicer you can afford. Many of these recipes use fresh juices, so it’s a great idea to have one handy (plus, think of the healthy ways you can kick up your daily routine). I did a lot of research before picking up a Breville juicer, and I’m absolutely a fan. Breville is the juicer brand I see most often at bars, for what it’s worth.

A good fine-mesh strainer. Nearly every drink and every syrup is strained at least once, while others are strained multiple times. Get a strainer, or two in different sizes, so that you can fit one over a jar or container and let mixes strain while you clean up.

A sous vide immersion CIRCULATOR. Cooking sous vide means slow cooking foods in a sealed container in a hot water bath. This allows for controlled cooking that also seals in flavors. Amazon has a wide range of immersion circulators across multiple price points; invest in the best quality product you can afford. I chose a less expensive model and came to regret it.

Heavy glass Mason jars and bottles.  In the interest of reducing waste, I prefer to use heat-proof glass jars, instead of one-use plastic sous vide bags, for cooking syrups. You’ll also need glass bottles to store syrups in the fridge. Do not use glass for freezing, as the glass will crack when the frozen syrups expand.

Plastic containers or bottles with lids. Reusable plastic containers are key for freezing syrups and juices.

Reusable fine-mesh muslin bags. For fine straining and clarifying, I prefer muslin bags, such as those used for making nut milks, to cheesecloth, which can only be used once.

Basic kitchen tools. You probably have measuring cups and measuring spoons but it’s worth mentioning.







A Brief History of Temperance

The Colonial Era to the Late Nineteenth Century

To be American is to drink. To be American is to worry about drinking.

The inclination to drink all day, at all times, and its countering impulse to regulate and control how much other people drink all day and at all times, is deeply woven into the American character. This tension, between seeing the enjoyment of alcohol as an intrinsic individual freedom and viewing liquor as a public health risk, predates America itself. European colonists arriving in the New World aimed to maintain their traditional drinking patterns even as they built settlements in their new adopted land. As what would become the United States evolved out of those early colonies, the public perception of alcohol, and its attendant anxieties, grew out of seeds first planted in the 1600s.

At the very start of America’s colonial era, before there were cities and when there were only a handful of settlers in the New World, there was a brew house.

When the Pilgrims first arrived in what is now Massachusetts in November 1620, they were running low on everything from food to morale. The settlers had brought beer over on the Mayflower, but by December they were down to their last few barrels. What beer remained was jealously guarded by the Mayflower’s captain, Christopher Jones, who needed to make sure he would have enough supplies for his crew when the Mayflower made its return voyage in the spring of 1621. Crew members were promised as much as a gallon of beer per day; along with keeping the sailors motivated, the daily intake of beer kept away signs of scurvy.6

A brew house was among the first buildings set up by the Pilgrims in Plymouth.7 A tavern was built soon after. The inaugural Thanksgiving, held in the fall of 1621, featured beer made using the settlers’ first barley crop.
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The Plymouth colony was an improvement on the one in Jamestown, Virginia, established by 104 colonists in the spring of 1607. The Jamestown colonists, “lured to the New World by the promise of a sober lifestyle and a healthy diet,”8 did not have anyone among them with brewing experience. When the ship that dropped off the Jamestown settlers returned to England on June 22, 1607, those left behind lamented that “there remained neither taverne, beere-house, nor place of relife but the common kettell.” “Our drink was water, our lodgings, castles in the aire,” settler Thomas Studley wrote.9

The lack of a brewery in Jamestown, among other things, would have dire consequences, because early settlers turned to drinking river water, which was tainted with microorganisms and had a high salt content. As a result, by January 1608, only 34 of the original 104 settlers were still (barely) alive.

In 1608, new settlers arrived in Jamestown, among them a perfumer, a jeweler, a tailor, a barber, and 119 “gentlemen,” but there was still no one in the fledgling colony with the skills to make water potable. In 1609, with the colony still foundering, advertisements went out in England for two brewers. The search for brewing expertise, by that point, was a matter of public health.

Colonists died of “Swellings, Flixes and Burning Fevers,” some suffered through “wild vomits into the black night.”11 At the time, as now, colonists were thought to have been brought low by waterborne diseases12 or, as Virginia governor Francis Wyatt described it, “the intemperate drinking of water.”

“To plant a Colony by water drinkers was an inexcusable error in those, who laid the first foundation,” Governor Wyatt wrote in 1622.

According to geological historian Carville Earle, “At flood tide, colonists drank water containing salt in concentrations of over five parts per thousand—far above the recommended standard today for constant daily usage of one per thousand. The colonists suffered from salt poisoning, with its characteristic symptoms of ‘swellings’ (edema), lassitude, and irritability.” The Jamestown colonists, despite setting up early trade with local Native Americans and the occasional gifts of food from friendly tribes, would eventually endure “The Starving Time,” which historians have debated eventually led to cannibalism during the winter of 1609.13

The mistakes made in Jamestown weren’t repeated in Plymouth. “Drinking water—any water—was a sign of desperation, an admission of abject poverty, a last resort,” Frank Chapelle wrote in Wellsprings, a history of spring water.  “Only truly poor people, who had absolutely no choice, drank water.”14 Although water was used for cooking, it was associated with what you gave livestock and it posed a real health risk.


By 1634, the British Crown required New England colonies to have a tavern. Before there were courthouses and city halls, the tavern was the center of colonial life. It was where neighbors gathered, where town business was handled, where new visitors were welcomed.

It was in the colonial tavern, established in the earliest days of the country, where distilled spirits took their prime place in American life. Along with rum and whiskey, early Americans drank cider, beer, wine, and applejack. Since this was well before the advent of refrigeration, milk could be hard to come by outside the home and was typically reserved for children. (Even milk could be sketchy; if cattle ate poisonous weeds, those toxins were passed on via their milk.)

A lack of many non-alcoholic options, amplified by a well-founded distrust of water, wove hard drinking into every facet of daily life, and imprinted a love of liquor into the DNA of American culture.

People, even children, drank in the morning before heading to work or school. There wasn’t a coffee break during the colonial era but there was the “elevens,” when gentlemen would pause their work for a pre-lunch tipple. Americans drank before dinner, during dinner, and then again after dinner.15 “At trials the bottle was passed among spectators, attorneys, clients—and to the judge,” W. J. Rorabaugh wrote in his excellent The Alcoholic Republic. “Alcohol was pervasive in American society; it crossed regional, sexual, racial, and class lines. Americans drank at home and abroad, alone and together, at work and at play, in fun and in earnest,” Rorabaugh noted. “They drank from the crack of dawn to the crack of dawn.” Colonial-era spirits (rum, whiskey, gin, and brandy), it should be noted, were about 90 proof (or 45 percent alcohol); lower-proof beverages such as beer (5 percent alcohol), cider (10 percent alcohol), and wine (18 percent alcohol) were, briefly, considered close to non-alcoholic (which is why the earliest temperance societies at first allowed their followers to drink beer, wine, and cider). “Small beer,” sometimes made at home, was something like beer-flavored water and came in at 1 percent alcohol.16

Given the ubiquity of all-day drinking, it’s no surprise that drunken behavior emerged as a problem. Town elders imposed closing times on taverns and punished disruptive drunks and the tavern owners who served them to excess. As Susan Cheever wrote in Drinking in America, the first drunk arrest in Plymouth took place in 1635: “The instigator was one John Holmes, who got so drunk that his punishment was time in the stocks and a twenty-shilling fine.”17

Colonial liquor laws were necessary because early Americans drank, and they drank a lot. According to historian Iain Gately, “In 1810, federal statistics show that the six main whiskey-producing states together distilled twice as many gallons of whiskey per annum as there were people in America.” Ten years later, “nine million women and children drank twelve million gallons, and three million men accounted for the other sixty million.”18


Incidentally, the nineteenth century’s liquor flush led to a new American art form. The first known reference to the word cocktail (first printed as “cock-tail,” then “cock tail”) in the U.S., according to Gately, was a newspaper mention in the May 6, 1806, issue of The Balance, and Columbian Repository, a New York–based newspaper, “which published the drinks bill of a political candidate.” The paper’s editor later explained to readers: “Cock tail, then, is a stimulating liquor, composed of a spirits of any kind, sugar, water, and bitters . . . [It] renders the heart stout and bold, at the same time that it fuddles the head.”19

By the early 1700s, discomfort about public drunkenness evolved from individual dismay into a grassroots movement. The early temperance movement gained steam when Dr. Benjamin Rush, a signer of the Declaration of Independence, wrote several articles denouncing alcohol’s effects. Rush’s An Inquiry Into the Effects of Spirituous Liquors (1784) detailed, from a medical point of view, the various health impacts of drinking, which were just becoming recognized by the medical establishment. Due to his Revolutionary star cred, Rush’s articles gained wide notice and were immediately popular. By 1850, Rush’s works had been reprinted over 170,000 times.20

The temperance cause was helped when water got a long-overdue image upgrade in the late 1700s. Borrowing from the European custom of visiting hot springs for medicinal purposes, some post-Revolutionary-era entrepreneurs established hotels and inns around springs in New England. Naturally effervescent water,21 such as that from Saratoga Springs, New York, became available for sale in bottles, for those who could afford it.

Philadelphia’s Quakers so popularized the waters from Yellow Springs, Chester County, that a road, and later an inn, were built there in 1750. “By 1800, drinking water had entirely lost its association with poverty and was a sign of wealth and sophistication,” Chapelle wrote in Wellsprings. (Cities, starting with Philadelphia, began getting piped water circa 1799. Anti-water fears still lingered, however, as people were warned not to drink water too quickly.)

A letter to the editor printed in the May 31, 1811, issue of Richmond, Virginia’s The Enquirer extolled the virtues of Yellow Springs. “The obvious effects of this water, upon drinking it, are 1st, a sensible flushing of the face, or rather a pleasant warm glow is felt, attended with an increase in pulsations,” the author, identified only as “Viator,” wrote. “It is strongly diuretic, and is light upon the stomach, and instead of causing uneasiness, or depression in spirits, tho drank in considerable quantity, gives hilarity.”22

According to an early history of the temperance movement published in 1881, one of the first temperance meetings, inspired by Rush’s writings, took place in Litchfield, Connecticut, in July 1789. Over two hundred of “the most respectable farmers . . . have formed themselves into an association to discourage the use of spirituous liquors, and have determined not to use any kind of distilled liquors, in doing their farming work, the ensuing season.” 23


It’s worth noting that at the start of the movement, “temperance” and “total abstinence” (or “teetotalism”) referred to two different takes on drinking. “Temperance
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