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DEDICATION

To the juke joints that offered the first bottle service.

To the Black GIs who gifted us cognac from World War I.

To the Harlem Renaissance.

To the mint julep.

To the in-house men and women on plantations in the South.

This is for the Black champions.

To my grandpa, who drank Tennessee whiskey daily.

To my great-grandpa, who made and drank gin after working on the farm picking cotton, tomatoes, and other Louisiana collections.

To my granny, who sipped Scotch.

To my grandmother, who made muscadine wine.

To my mom and her love of Crown Royal.

To my dad and uncles, who sipped the coldest beers in town.

This is for the Black champions.

To the Black champions who build community.

To the Black champions on social media sharing bar content.

To the Black champions at the distillery, past and present. Men and Women.

To the Black and Queer champions who love to share their colors.

To the Black sharecroppers and bartenders who worked endless nights in restaurants they couldn’t eat in.

To bartenders not documented and to those who will be.

This is for the Black champions.

And to Tiffanie.

You wake up with you daily and question your space, question yourself, and make a choice to lean in with your heart.

You’re a daydreamer.

You’re optimistic.

You understand when shit goes left, right, north, or way south.

You sometimes have two fucks to give, sometimes no fucks to give.

You always want both sides of a story.

You listen and love first.

If they are watching and sharing your story, you’re doing just fine.

You are the vision, and the vision is getting better because of you.

This is for the Black champions.

—Tiffanie Barriere, 2026
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“Tiff, make us a drink and bring out a few beers.”

That was my cue.

I’d jump up from playing Candy Land, head straight to the kitchen, and crack open the red Igloo cooler under the folding card table. A bag of gas-station ice hid inside. I slammed the bag down hard to loosen the cubes, sending ice chips flying like sparks from a fire pit. That sound, that scatter, that little burst of chaos—it always made me giggle.

Every Friday had the same rhythm, like a song we all knew by heart. My parents opened the garage door, turned up the Johnnie Taylor, and the friends and family flowed in. Folding chairs circled up. Chicken or fish got dropped into hot oil. A pot of something good—crab boil, boudin, or sausages someone made by hand—simmered low and steady. Laughter bubbled up, someone started to dance, and there I was, a 10-year-old kid with ice in her hands, mixing drinks to keep the groove alive.

Louisiana. Texas. Didn’t matter. Wherever we lived, my people partied with joy. I come from a healthy drinking family in the best sense—ritual, relaxation, release.

By the time I was eight, I was mixing. By high school, I was in charge of the family punch bowl. Thanksgiving, Christmas, Easter—if there was a celebration or reason to gather, I was the liquid architect.

Then came Atlanta. In the late ’90s, I got a job at Applebee’s off I-285, thinking it was just work. One day, the boss’s boss, Steve, saw me vibing with guests and told my manager: “She needs to bartend.” When I was asked, I said “Sure.” Never mind that I didn’t know a Cosmo from a Salty Dog. My manager said, “Don’t worry. They’ll tell you what they want. ‘Jack and Coke.’ ‘Gin Martini, lemon peel.’ Just listen.”

That was the same lesson I’d learned at the family cooler: Pay attention, deliver joy, keep the spirits high.

And I loved it. Loved how it felt to care for people across a bar. Loved how natural it was to turn simple ingredients into someone’s best moment of the day.

After a few years, I leveled up to the original Longhorn Steakhouse in Atlanta. That’s where George McKerrow Sr., the founder himself, sat at my bar almost daily and schooled me in the Old Fashioned (here). His recipe was personal: two sugar packets, a splash of water, four shakes of Angostura, bourbon over ice. No cherry. No orange. Just whiskey and honesty. That lesson stuck—everyone has a preference, and they deserve to drink it their way.

ONE FLEW SOUTH

Five years at Longhorn was my cocktail college. My graduate school? That’s One Flew South.

Imagine it: the first fine-dining restaurant in an airport in the country. And not just any airport—the world’s busiest: Atlanta. A city built on hustle and history.

At One Flew South, I was surrounded by giants: Chefs Duane Nutter and Todd Richards, and Beverage Director Jerry Slater. These guys taught me how to bartend like a chef. They spoke of farmers, of seasonality, and of Southern food with elegance and edge.

I listened. I learned. I stepped into the walk-in fridge like it was a library. Blackberries, beets, herbs, nuts, stone fruit—local treasures waiting to be written into cocktails. And I wrote them. Blackberry Martinis (here) dripping purple velvet. Beets turned into Beets on Beats (here), a drink as red and rhythmic as the name. Every ingredient held a story; every story became a drink.

Chef Nutter told me I had a palate. I didn’t know what that was at the time, but when I realized that my taste buds were refined, I homed in. Then the day came where he called me the “liquid chef,” and I wore that title like an apron of honor.

At One Flew South, my obsession deepened. The more time I spent behind the bar, the more I tuned in to the stories behind the drinks. I began to see cocktails not just as recipes, but as history, memory, and identity in a glass.

COCKTAILS & CULTURE

One day a reporter interviewed me about our blossoming bar program and asked, “How does it feel to be a Black bartender?”

I hadn’t really thought of myself that way. I just thought I was a bartender. Then the lights came on, and I realized I should represent. My presence mattered.

I started digging. Researching. Reading about the forgotten names in cocktail history: John Dabney, who made a Mint Julep (here) so legendary it became political currency. Jim Cook. Washington Woods. Julian Anderson. And Tom Bullock, the first Black American to publish a cocktail book, The Ideal Bartender, in 1917.

I brought those ancestors into the glass. I honored them. To this day, I weave ingredients like sesame seeds, bananas, and tamarind—flavors carried across oceans throughout the African diaspora—into modern cocktails that tell ancient stories, such as the Second Chance Martini (here), Treasure Chest (here), Stoplights (here), and Waters of Love (here). Each sip is history alive, culture celebrated, legacy remembered.

This is what cocktails can do—they can teach, honor, and remind us that history, that Black brilliance, flow everywhere, even in a rocks glass.

People started to notice our efforts, and during my time as beverage director at One Flew South, we were named Best Airport Bar in the World by the Tales of the Cocktail Foundation, and the James Beard Foundation gave us a nod for Outstanding Service. That recognition came because our team believed in the alchemy of food, drink, culture, and hospitality.

DRINKING WITH INTENTION

Here’s what I believe: A good drink is more than a recipe. It’s connection. It’s emotion.

We drink to refresh. We sip to gather. We pour to flirt. We clink to celebrate. Every cocktail—whether with spirits or zero-proof—is a little taste of our feelings. The best ones, like the Margarita (here) and Old Fashioned (here), live on because they perfectly meet our mood, and people want to taste and feel that way again and again.

In Good Spirits, I’m bringing you more than 125 cocktail recipes organized the way I approach hospitality—by energy. Some drinks make you feel Tropical & Adventurous. Others bring a Mellow & Savory vibe. Some are Bubbly & Uplifting. Others Refined & Elegant. And sometimes you just feel like a reliable classic, so you’ll find dozens of those timeless drinks here, too—paired with stories about them that might surprise you.

However you flip through, every page invites you to remix, play, and make the glass your own. I teach you my essential cocktail concept: how to make “stock.” Stock is everything in the glass but the booze—citrus, spice, sugar, herbs, and bitters. Stock is the backbone of flavor. Master that, and you can stir, shake, or freestyle with confidence.

Beyond the recipes, Good Spirits is about honoring the Black roots of cocktail culture. People like Cato Alexander, America’s first celebrity bartender, and John Thomas White, an enslaved man–turned inventor of the hinged lemon squeezer—along with other innovators whose names got lost between the lines of census records, patent filings, and whispered stories. I give these folks their flowers. Can you imagine a world without Tennessee whiskey or refrigerated trucks? Me neither. The Black folks behind these innovations are the good spirits we honor in this book. They are why I dig, research, and share. Just because our stories haven’t always been told doesn’t mean they don’t deserve to be poured and savored.

And here’s a little-known fact to sip on: By weight, humans drink more than we eat. Water, coffee, tea, soda, beer, wine, spirits—all kinds of liquids move through every one of us, sustain us, bond us. Beverages remain one of our most profound connections to Earth, to ourselves. Drinks carry culture just as much as—if not more than—food. Let that linger a moment.

So, yes, let’s mix a cocktail—with booze or zero-proof. Let’s celebrate flavor. Let’s also lift our glasses to the ancestors, the innovators, the farmers, and the communities who made drinking culture what it is. Here’s to the good spirits in the glass.

—Tiffanie Barriere
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This book is your passport to flavor, to feeling. It’s your space to shake, stir, and sip something that meets your mood. You don’t have to start at the beginning with classic cocktails. Jump around, chase a craving, follow a feeling. You could even just flip through the pages and stop where the color catches your eye. Think of it as a bartender’s playbook, equal parts inspiration and education.

If you need to get your bearings behind the bar, check out the next thirty pages. That’s where you’ll find all the basics: the tools that matter, tips on garnishing, and how to shake, stir, and strain. I like to build a drink’s flavor first—juices, spices, sugar, and herbs—and then decide if the drink wants some alcohol. That approach makes it easy to go zero-proof or boozy, your choice.

The next section, Classic Cocktails (here), is where drink history comes alive. These are the foundational recipes that have shaped bar culture. I hope you’ll find a story or two that may surprise you. This part’s organized by spirit, and each one kicks off with an iconic cocktail that speaks to that spirit’s soul—whiskey in the Tom Bullock Old Fashioned (here), gin in the stirred Martini (here), and rum in the island-vibe Daiquiri (here). These timeless drinks teach balance and character. Sip your way through, and it’s like learning the scales before playing your own riffs.

The next section, Drink Your Mood (here), is closest to my heart. It’s about choosing a cocktail that matches your moment. Feeling Tropical & Adventurous? Mix up some Candy Paint (here) or a Mango Morning (here). Need something Bubbly & Uplifting? Go for Kamala’s Spark (here) or a Bubbly Bandit (here). When the mood is more Refined & Elegant, pour a confident Cab Calloway (here) or a Second Chance Martini (here).

There’s no wrong way to choose a drink. Go by spirit, mood, occasion, flavor, or even color. And when you’re ready to create something truly your own, flip to the back of the book for inspiration. You’ll find dozens of syrups, infusions, and shrubs that add depth and personality to the glass. These are the little touches that make a cocktail sing.

However you use this book, don’t baby it. Fold the pages, take notes in the margins, tweak or swap things if it moves you. Cocktails are about connection and blending—flavors, people, stories. Let this book get loved on, lived in, splashed with joy. Every time you mix, shake, or stir, you’re not just making a drink—you’re creating a moment. That’s where your true spirit shows up.
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I say to people all the time: If you can make tea or coffee, you can make a cocktail. Truly. You play with strength, sweetness, cream, spice—adding a little here, pulling back there—until it tastes right to you. A cocktail works the same way. You’re building flavor in the glass.

The best place to start? Your mood. Drinks are more than recipes—they’re reflections. Some days you want adventure, perhaps a little rush of pineapple or mango, something that tastes like a spontaneous trip to the islands. Other days call for comfort—maybe herbs and a whisper of savory, aromas that wrap you in a warm blanket. Mood and flavor move together, and cocktails let you sip both at once.

What makes this magic possible? Stock.

Just like a chef making a soup or sauce, a bartender builds a drink from a foundation of flavor—a stock. In a cocktail, stock is everything but the booze: citrus, syrups, bitters, liqueurs, even salt on the rim. With a well-balanced stock, any spirit—or none at all—can ride along and shine.

Think of stock in layers. The aromatics hit first. They’re your top notes: fresh lime, mint, a spritz of orange peel—quick and bright. Then come the middle notes that carry the body: sweet syrups, fruit juices, triple sec, and other liqueurs hum along steadily from first sip to last. Last are the bottom notes that bring depth: bitters, amari, coconut milk, coffee—elements that anchor a drink and give it weight, warmth, and soul.

Together, those layers make a cocktail sing. Sweet, sour, bitter, salty, savory, spicy—these are the fundamentals of taste, and they’re really what you’re playing with when you stir or shake. Learn them, and suddenly you’re not just following recipes—you’re composing, improvising, creating your own signatures in the glass. That’s when cocktails stop being just drinks and become expressions. Stock is your playground, your foundation. Master it, and you can drink your mood, mix your story, and make every glass your own.
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SUGAR: THE SMOOTHER & BALANCER

Sweetness is the smooth talker in a cocktail. If citrus speaks in top notes, sugar takes the middle ground. Together in the glass, sweet and sour balance the mood. Sugar brings more to a drink than just a sweet flavor. It lends body and weight, binds ingredients, and softens other flavors so the sip feels complete. Simple syrup is the classic, honey drips with richness, agave whispers earthy aromas, liqueurs add personality, and fruit purees flesh out a drink with lush texture. Pour a mix of sweet elements in the right amounts, and your drink doesn’t just taste good—it feels good. See here for a brief history of sugar and here for sugar syrup recipes.


Simple syrup is equal parts sugar and water, the blank canvas of sweeteners. Its clean, neutral flavor and clear color work with everything, and it blends instantly. Just keep an eye on its shelf life: Two weeks in the fridge is usually the max before fermentation or crystallization set in. Tons of drinks rely on simple syrup, especially the Daiquiri (here), Espresso Martini (here), and Key & Coach (here).

Demerara syrup carries more flavor and color. Made from raw coarse, golden-brown demerara crystals, it lends toffee and molasses undertones; rich, warm sweetness; and structure. Demerara syrup’s amber color flatters aged spirits like rum and whiskey, particularly in drinks like Irish Coffee (here).

Cane syrup is made from fresh-pressed sugarcane juice and when refined—like Steen’s cane syrup from Louisiana—can be used straight from the bottle. It delivers an earthy, caramelized sweetness (learn more on here). Slightly viscous with a warm brown hue, it adds rustic charm to a range of tropical drinks and to cocktails like Holy Trinity (here) and Bayou Sour (here).

Honey syrup tastes like liquid gold—floral, herbal, and full of nuance. Dilution is the key to keeping honey syrup pourable, but that touch of water doesn’t mute its glow. Taste the magic in a classic like Bee’s Knees (here) or in my modern drink, The Root & The Remedy (here).

Maple syrup is the boiled sap of maple trees, so it carries the woods with it. Just a touch of that amber color and toasty, warm depth can transform a drink. See what I mean in Southern Orchid Negroni (here). Note: Always use pure maple syrup, never the imitation “pancake” stuff (that’s mostly corn syrup and fake flavorings).

Agave nectar is softer than honey, quicker to blend, and low-glycemic (it doesn’t spike your blood sugar as fast). A concentrated syrup made from the blue agave plant, this sweetener brings caramel and vegetal notes with slightly more sweetness than sugar. A little goes a long way, but it can be used straight with no water to dilute it. Agave is a natural fit for tequila and mezcal cocktails like the Margarita (here) and Bubbly Bandit (here).

Fruit puree layers in vibrant colors, sustained aromas, and rich texture. Depending on how it’s strained, it can be pulpy and rustic, or silky and refined. If your fruit puree is bottled and sweetened, it may need balancing with acid like lemon or lime. Cocktails like the Porn Star Martini (here), Mango Morning (here), and Snow on Brahman (here) show how this sweetener can fill out the flavor, color, and body of a drink.

Liqueurs are flavored infusions that blend sweetness with personality. Flavors range from orange and coffee to elderflower and maraschino cherry. Some are thin, some viscous. Some clear, some blue, some red or yellow. Remember: They’re spirit-based, so liqueurs raise the overall proof. They’re essential in classics like El Presidente (here) and the Martinez (here). And my Blue Motherfucker (here) wouldn’t be nearly the same party drink without blue curaçao. (See here for more on triple sec and other orange liqueurs—the bartender’s go-to.)










BAR TOOLS

1. Jigger

A jigger is a bartender’s measuring cup, ensuring your drink tastes the way it’s supposed to. Don’t have one? Tablespoons and teaspoons work in a pinch. Just remember: Precision keeps cocktails consistent.

2. Shaker

A Boston shaker (two pieces) is fast and flashy, while a cobbler (three pieces with a built-in strainer) is beginner friendly. If you’re at home, a mason jar or even a water bottle with a tight lid does the trick.

3. Strainer

A Hawthorne and its built-in spring (3a) is great for shaken drinks because it’s built to rest over the top of a cocktail shaker. A julep strainer (large perforated spoon, 3b) is sleek for stirred builds and rests just inside the mixing glass. For “double-straining” out pulp or ice chips, a small fine-mesh sieve (3c) is your go-to. No strainer? A slotted spoon will keep things neat enough.

4. Barspoon

Long and skinny, the bartender’s magic wand is designed to stir smoothly and gently. It also helps “float” ingredients and scoop little garnishes. But honestly? A chopstick or a long soup spoon works.

5. Mixing Glass

This is where stirred cocktails like Martinis, Manhattans, and Negronis come alive. Don’t stress if you don’t own one. A pint glass, mason jar, or Pyrex measuring cup can pull double duty.

6. Juicer

Fresh juice makes all the difference. Handheld squeezers are quick; countertop levers feel pro; in a pinch, even twisting a reamer or fork into a lemon half will do. Worst case? Squeeze with your hands.

7. Y-Peeler

This is how you get those wide, shiny strips of citrus peel and longer ribbons for an Old Fashioned, Martini, and beyond. If you don’t have one, a straight veggie peeler or paring knife works.

Channel Knife (Channeler, not pictured)

Use this to make skinny spirals and long, straight little zests that dress up a drink like jewelry. No channel knife? Just peel off a strip carefully with a Y-peeler or paring knife, then trim down the citrus peel to size.

8. Muddler

Think of it as your flavor liberator. Press herbs, fruit, or sugar cubes gently to bring their oils and juices to life. If you don’t own one, the handle end of a wooden spoon works, or grab a pestle from a mortar and pestle set.

Lighter (not pictured)

For the flair! A lighter lets you flame a citrus peel, sending a burst of aroma (and drama) over your drink. A match or kitchen torch works, too. Just be safe—and make it look smooth.



[image: A display of bar tools with labels 1, 2, 3a, 3b, 3c, 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8, including jiggers, shaker tins, a Hawthorne strainer, a slotted spoon, a fine mesh strainer, a barspoon, a mixing glass, a bar knife, and a muddler.]








THE CENTRALITY OF CITRUS IN BLACK HISTORY

Citrus is more than a bartender’s fruit, a bounty that thrives in sunshine—it’s legacy, labor, and Black leadership from grove to genome. Beginning in the late 1800s, Isaac Vanderpool, originally from New York, settled in Maitland, Orange County, Florida. In 1876, he laid out his 160-acre grove alongside H. S. Kedney and the Packwood brothers and built the town’s first packinghouse by the railroad, creating both land and labor infrastructure for Black-owned citrus commerce.

By the 1910s and ’20s, Black growers and pickers were moving west during the Great Migration, drawn by freedom from Jim Crow and California’s booming citrus industry. In Riverside and San Bernardino, African American communities became essential to the region’s growing “Orange Empire,” some even purchasing small groves and running businesses such as the Stokes & Wiley Grocery Store in Riverside.

Then, in the 1930s, Dr. Lena B. Smithers Hughes transformed citrus genetics. She developed virus-free Valencia orange budwood that by 1983 made up over 60 percent of Florida’s Valencia stock. Hughes became the first woman inducted into the Florida Citrus Hall of Fame and is a rare Black scientist whose work shaped modern citrus standards.

By the 1940s, Black labor remained the backbone of Florida’s citrus belt. In Winter Park’s historically Black neighborhood of Hannibal Square, men like Joe B. Arnold had migrated from South Carolina and worked at packinghouses such as Gentile Brothers, powering Florida’s agrarian export industry while nurturing local economies and social structures. Citrus trucks and sun-drenched groves fed community life with steady wages.

Today, the legacy continues through multigenerational growers like Larry Black, whose family-run operation Peace River Packing Company in Fort Meade dates to the 1920s and remains a key part of Central Florida’s citrus economy.

Citrus carries more than flavor—it brings tradition, ritual, and healing. Lemons and oranges become preserves, teas, and remedies. Grapefruit peels perfume kitchens and gardens, weaving together community and culture. For hundreds of years, Black growers, scientists, and laborers have had a strong hand in shaping the modern citrus industry—heart-forward and deeply rooted.







CITRUS: THE SPARK & LIFT

Lemon, lime, orange, and grapefruit: Citrus is often the first spark that sets the mood. Citrus juice brings brightness and a snap of acid that wakes everything up and keeps the flavors dancing. And citrus peel? That’s the perfume, the parade—oils flashing across the rim, hitting your nose before the sip. Together, citrus juice and peel deliver a one-two punch in a cocktail. Lemon is brighter than orange. Lime is grassier than grapefruit. Each citrus brings its own personality to the drink.


Lemon: The most clean-cut of the bunch, lemon slashes through fat and sugar like a knife and refreshes the senses with every sip. The aromatic limonene oil in the peel adds a delicate floral lift that makes drinks feel lighter on their feet. Lemon plays especially well with honey, lavender, gin, sherry, and whiskey. It shines in classics like the Lemon Drop (here) and in the more modern Nature’s Clock (here).

Lime: The electric snap, lime is your dynamic spark, bright and assertive. Its slightly bitter edge brings structure and energy, keeping the palate alert and the flavors alive. Lime oils add green, grassy, aromatic top notes that keep tropical builds bright. It’s a natural with rum, tequila, mint, chile, pineapple, and coconut, powering cocktails like the Margarita (here), Caipirinha (here), and Right Lime of Day (here).

Orange: A soft talker, orange brings warmth and comfort, ease and approachability. It doesn’t bite like lemon or lime; it wraps around other ingredients, softening edges and filling out body. Packed with rich oils, orange peel delivers a sweet, floral bouquet. Orange pairs beautifully with brandy, amari, cinnamon, rum, and bourbon. Taste its warm glow in drinks like the Hurricane (here) and Centennial (here).

Grapefruit: Layered and complex, grapefruit lends brightness and elegance. Its bitter edge lingers and evolves in a drink. Dry yet floral, sharp yet juicy, it readily invites other flavors into the conversation. The oils in grapefruit peel add an air of sophistication, pairing naturally with aromatic herbs. Grapefruit loves tequila, mezcal, Aperol, gin, elderflower, and rosemary. It carries cocktails like the Paloma (here), Greyhound (here), and GameDay BeerTail (here).









BITTER: THE TRUTH TELLER

Some people think bitter is bad. It’s not. It’s just complex and best in measured amounts. Little bottles of concentrated bitters are soul food in liquid form. They’re a reminder that not everything that’s sweet is complete. Balance needs contrast. A touch of bitter doesn’t dim a cocktail—it deepens the drink and makes you pay attention, bringing wisdom and warmth to the glass.


Angostura is the standard dash of bartender’s bitters. It’s like a spice rack at the bar, a concentrated infusion of roots, bark, and herbs in alcohol originally created in Trinidad as a medicinal tonic. With warm notes of clove and cinnamon and a gentle bitter finish, Ango gives a cocktail structure without stealing the show. It’s indispensable in classics like the Tom Bullock Old Fashioned (here), Planter’s Punch (here), and my modern classic, Cab Calloway (here).

Peychaud’s is a light, bright aromatic bitter from New Orleans. With a floral perfume and mild licorice bite, it’s more playful than Angostura. That anise flavor—and its signature cherry-red color—define New Orleans cocktail icons like the Sazerac (here). Want to see it really shine? Shake up a Bayou Sour (here).

Orange bitters bottle up daylight as liquid sunshine. A dash or two brings a fragrant orange snap and subtle spice notes that clean up sweet drinks with a crisp finish. Orange bitters also create a bridge between citrus juices and aged spirits. It’s the quiet star in a classic Martini (here) or a Chamomile Cognac Old Fashioned (here).

Amaro means “bitter” in Italian—you might know amari best by their branded names like Campari or Aperol (and others described below). This family of traditional herbal liqueurs is an important part of Italian dining culture, a sip often served as an aperitivo or digestif. In cocktails, amaro is added in a larger portion than the customary dashes of Ango or Peychaud’s. Amaro balances bitterness with sweetness, adding herbal complexity, spice, citrus, and sometimes savory or earthy notes. Usually bottled at 16 to 40 percent alcohol by volume (ABV) and sweetened to round out the flavor, amaro’s origins trace back to the Middle Ages, when monks, apothecaries, and pharmacists crafted herbal elixirs and tonics for medicinal purposes.

There are dozens of amari, and each style brings its own character.

Campari is bold and bracing, with an orange-herbal bite that stands up to strong spirits, defining iconic drinks like the Negroni (here).

Aperol—Campari’s softer cousin—is sweet and candy-bright, bringing a low-proof, gentle bitterness that’s perfect for spritzes or cocktails like Statuesque (here).

Cynar leans earthy and savory, its base of artichokes and herbs bridging the gap between bitter and vegetal in stirred cocktails.

Montenegro lends a honeyed, floral lift and a gentle bitterness—the perfect “gateway” amaro. Try that one in an M&M (Monte y Mezcal, here).










GRAMAN QUASSI: HEALER, BOTANIST & BITTERS GODFATHER

Graman Quassi (also spelled Kwasi, Quacy, Quasy) was born around 1692 on the Gold Coast (present-day Ghana) and trafficked to Suriname as a child. Enslaved under Dutch colonial rule, Quassi developed an extraordinary reputation as a lukuman, a traditional healer and spiritual advisor whose botanical knowledge would change the world.

Quassi earned his freedom in 1755, but his legacy is complicated. He worked with Dutch colonial forces as a scout and interpreter during violent campaigns against the Saramaka Maroons, who had escaped slavery and built free communities in Suriname’s interior. In one such raid, Quassi lost his right ear. For these actions, colonial powers rewarded him with medals and land, but Maroon oral history remembers him as a betrayer.

Despite this betrayal, Quassi’s greatest impact, across all sides of history, came from his discovery of a medicinal bark of the bitterwood tree, now called Quassia amara. Quassi identified it as a powerful fever-reducer and antiparasitic, preparing it as a bitter tonic to treat intestinal worms as well as digestive issues. His discovery made such an impression on European scientists that the plant was named in his honor by Carl Linnaeus—the father of modern taxonomy.

Quassia bark became widely exported to Europe and the Americas, where it was used in medicinal tonics and aperitifs, and eventually in some formulations of cocktail bitters. While Quassi did not invent bitters as we know them today, his work directly introduced one of the earliest and most powerful natural bittering agents to the world. In fact, quassia is still used in select bitters recipes today, making Quassi’s influence quietly but powerfully present in the glass.

In 1772, he traveled to the Netherlands, met Prince William V, and returned to Suriname as a rare Black landowner. He died in 1787 in the capital city, Paramaribo, where he was buried by the Free Negro Corps.

Today, throughout the world, every drop of cocktail bitters that carries Quassia’s signature edge whispers the name of the man who first brought its power to light.







Vermouth is fortified, aromatized wine with just a touch of bitterness, a flavor that traditionally comes from wormwood (that’s also where vermouth gets its name, and incidentally, wormwood is the signature plant in absinthe). To make vermouth, neutral spirits fortify the wine, and an infusion of herbs, roots, bark, flowers, and spices aromatize it. Styles vary.


Dry vermouth is pale, crisp, and herbal—gin’s essential partner in a Martini (here).

Sweet (red) vermouth is darker, spiced, and caramel-rich, defining builds like the Manhattan (here).

Bianco or blanc vermouth leans floral and lightly sweet, perfect for refreshing spritzes. When you need to keep the sugar in a cocktail in check, reach for extra-dry or extra-bitter versions. Regional takes, like Spanish vermouth (often richer and enjoyed over ice) and modern flavored vermouths expand the category even further.



SAVORY & SALTY: THE SECRET AGENTS

Savory and salty elements don’t always take center stage in a cocktail, but their impact is profound. They round off bitterness, heighten sweetness, and pull hidden flavors to the surface. Too little, and a drink might taste flat; too much, and it leans briny or overpowering.

Savory flavors can come from vegetables, herbs, or umami-rich infusions. They add depth and intrigue, often creating a “linger” on the palate that makes you take another sip. The toasted sesame seed syrup in my Second Chance Martini (here) did that for Stanley Tucci when he took a sip. A single drop of soy sauce in Beets on Beats (here) seasons that drink perfectly, balancing sharp ginger, earthy beets, dry vermouth, and the sweet caramel of cognac. And muddled bell pepper heightens the lime, cane syrup and gin in Holy Trinity (here). Think of savory and salty elements as the grounding forces in a cocktail, the ones that keep bright, sharp, and sweet elements from floating away.


Refrigerate Your Vermouth

Regardless of style, let me give y’all a quick PSA: Store your vermouth in the damn fridge. Please. Vermouth is wine. Once you crack that bottle, it starts losing its shine. Keep it cold and you’ll get a good month of bright, fresh flavor. If you’re not burning through it fast, do yourself a favor and buy the smaller bottles. Your Martinis and Manhattans will thank you.









ZERO-PROOF, ZERO COMPROMISE

The truth: Plenty of cocktails begin as zero-proof cocktails. That’s the power of a good stock. It’s everything layered and in balance—even without the booze.

What was once an afterthought, a token mocktail buried at the back of a bar menu, has become one of the most exciting frontiers in the drinks world. The zero-proof spirits and cocktails category is no longer a trend—it’s a movement that calls on advanced techniques like botanical layering, fermentation-free distillation, and precision extraction to craft nonalcoholic spirits that rival their boozy counterparts in complexity and depth—just without the buzz.

At the core of this shift is a cultural evolution: Drinking no longer has to be all or nothing. It can be about discovery and choice. From alcohol-free agave distillates and spiced cane expressions to herbal aperitivos and bold botanical blends, the zero-proof aisle is leading the way in creativity and experimentation.

Like the NA drinks flooding the market, the zero-proof cocktails in this book are not “mocktails,” and they’re certainly not imitations. The word “mock” implies something fake. These beverages are anything but. They are real, intentional, and built with purpose. Developed with the same attention to flavor architecture as traditional cocktails, zero-proof drinks bring spice, tannin, and texture to the glass, honoring the worldwide ritual of drinking in a way that’s inclusive and dynamic.

Removing the booze is just the simplest zero-proof move. That only gets you back to where we all started—sipping lemonade, sweet tea, and fruit juices like we’ve been doing for generations. The real magic happens when you layer in deeper flavors. Whether you’re using steeped tea or ginger beer for a sharp edge, spiced syrups, juices, or even vinegars, zero-proof drinks can achieve the same complexity as any cocktail.

The zero-proof category isn’t about what’s missing—it’s about what’s possible. To taste what I’m talking about, check out the no-alcohol cocktails throughout this book, from classics like Zero-Proof Margarita (here) and Zero-Proof Bee’s Knees (here) to personal favorites like Zero-Proof Key & Coach (here) and Zero-Proof Red Drink Jubilee Juice (here). For a full list of zero-proof drinks, see here.







SPICE & HEAT: KEEPERS OF THE FLAME

Spice in a cocktail can turn a simple sip into a full-on experience, layered with dimension, tension, and curiosity. When used with restraint, spice draws you in, attracts other flavors, and lingers in the air like a good story told around a table. You can build heat in many ways: ginger for a sharp, electrifying lift; cinnamon, clove, or allspice for warmth that wraps around the palate; black pepper for a bracing buzz; or fresh chiles for clean, vibrant fire. Each choice shifts a drink’s personality from bright and lively to deep and sultry.

The key is intention. Ginger beer in a Moscow Mule (here) kicks the vodka and lime into high gear with subtle island vibes. Black pepper syrup creates a lemon-pepper flavor that’s as old as time in my boozy lemonade, Patent #572849 (here). Mole bitters in M&M (Monte e Mezcal, here) get the agave and amaro talking to each other over a bridge of dried chiles, cinnamon, and cocoa. And hot sauce brings the Zydeco zip in Bonjou (here), my Creole take on a Bloody Mary.

When working with spice and heat, start small. Taste often and remember that spice grows bolder with time. You don’t want to scorch the palate. Done right, spice doesn’t dominate—it dances.

FINDING BALANCE

A well-made cocktail is all about harmony in the glass. No single voice overpowers. Balance makes all the flavor elements come alive: The citrus brightens, the sugar smooths, the bitters deepen, savory and spicy add dimension. Together, all the elements in your stock layer the drink from top to bottom, building flavor with intention.

Classic cocktail formulas may help you find that soulful magic. The 2:1:1 ratio—two parts spirit, one part sour, one part sweet—echoes the old Caribbean punch rhyme: “One of sour, two of sweet, three of strong, four of weak.” Born from rum culture and refined by Black bartenders, that rhyme is a compass that reminds us how citrus, sugar, and spirit can be woven into something balanced and timeless.

But harmony and balance aren’t about formulas and rules—they’re about listening. Taste as you go. Build your stock layer by layer. Add citrus for brightness if the drink needs it. Add sugar for roundness. A dash of bitters for depth. Each choice makes the drink yours. When the stock is layered and in tune—bright highs, smooth middles, deep lows—you’ve built more than a cocktail. You’ve built mood in a glass. Your mood. If that mood includes alcohol, taste the drink again after adding the booze, fine-tuning the stock to make the whole glass sing.
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