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INTRODUCTION

WELCOME, WHAT’LL YOU HAVE?

The Dead Rabbit is the brainchild of Sean Muldoon and Jack McGarry.

They’d already created the World’s Best Bar back home in Belfast, Northern Ireland, and they wanted to do it again in New York. But they had a very specific goal in mind: to take the best of the traditional Irish bar into the twenty-first century, and add world-beating cocktails.

In all, it took two and a half long years to find, secure and launch the Dead Rabbit. Everyone advised them not to do it. Everyone was wrong. The bar was a runaway success from the start, winning major awards (including two World’s Best titles to date) and setting new standards within the industry.

A major part of that success has been a genuinely revolutionary approach to menu creation and design. These documents continue to excite extraordinary word-of-mouth interest in the bar throughout the world.

And here’s how it’s done . . .
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OF METHODS & MADNESS

THERE IS METHOD IN THE MADNESS

It’s a familiar phrase that means, ‘Hey, this isn’t actually as crazy as it looks. Some thought has gone into it. Go figure.’

Of course, in our world, there are many colors of crazy. There’s crazy-intense, crazy-strict, crazy-focused, crazy-tough, crazy-good. And there’s plain old crazy-crazy.

We’ve heard ’em all, and then some.

Yes, our methods are unorthodox, we admit. And maybe we do make things harder for ourselves than they have to be. We’re ridiculously and relentlessly demanding of ourselves and others. Because we’re driven – like maniacs – to do more, get better, stay ahead.

People say we have nothing to prove, that we should slow down, kick back.

But we say that’s just crazy talk.
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INTRODUCTION

CREATING THE WORLD’S BEST DRINKS MENU

Well, that’s an ambitious claim right from the start. Some might even say arrogant. We say, just think of it as a statement of intent. Because our menus have won the highest accolades in the business. We aim for a superlative standard in all things. It’s the only thing we’re after – menu after menu, drink after drink.

In this book we show how we’ve done what we’ve done, revealing our unique methodology for creating world-beating cocktails and incorporating them into equally extraordinary menus of originality and inventiveness.

In these pages you’ll find history, booze and tale-telling on a vast scale. There’s also evidence of some very dedicated and singular talents on display. So mix yourself a fine cocktail (instructions provided, of course) and make yourself comfortable.

Ready? Then we’ll begin.





A QUESTION OF QUESTIONABLE CHARACTERS

FROM JOHN MORRISSEY TO THE RABBIT

In the rough-and-tumble Five Points quarter of lower Manhattan back in the mid-nineteenth century, nationalist and ethnic gangs fought bitterly for power and territory. Among these gangs, the most notorious was an Irish mob known as the Dead Rabbits. Their leader was John Morrissey.

Morrissey lived an extraordinary life, from street thug to champion prize-fighter, from Tammany Hall arm-twister to U.S. congressman and eventually New York senator. When he died in 1878, aged just 47, the entire state senate attended his funeral. Possibly just to be sure he was really dead.

For rumor, myth and legend trailed Morrissey just as surely as fact. His nickname, Old Smoke, was reputedly acquired when he was pinned to burning coals from an overturned stove during a fight. Despite the pain, Morrissey battled on, won the fight – and a reputation.

We liked that. We also liked his fierce devotion to the impoverished immigrant Irish he came from and whom he defended tooth and nail. For all his faults – and they were many – Morrissey had a code of honor. For him, betrayal of the tribe was the ultimate sin, and loyalty the true measure of a man.

We told this story in our second menu, ‘Warren Warrior’, and showed the world of the Five Points at that time in its squalor and poverty and violence and corruption. Morrissey’s nature, his ruthlessness and his rage, resonated through the pages. This set the template for how we would work in the future – in how we approach drink creation, how we envision and design the menus themselves. And how we learned to intertwine the two strands inextricably.
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We told Morrissey’s story in comic book form. It’s strong stuff. Luckily, there are also drinks.



Our third menu, ‘Man on a Mission’, stayed within the same historical and geographical framework, while the focus shifted to an evangelical crusader and social reformer, Lewis Morris Pease. He was a kind of anti-Morrissey – a man driven by altruism and by faith, battling with a Bible in one hand and pen in the other to dismantle the degenerate world in which men like Old Smoke flourished.

And he did flourish. For Morrissey would not die. Not, as some of his erstwhile senate colleagues feared, but as a presiding presence in our own story. His rage burned on and continued to cast a long shadow. Two separate mythologies – John Morrissey and the Dead Rabbit bar – began to merge.

But when we came to consider our next menu (number 4), we knew we didn’t want to stay within the historical confines of the nineteenth century. That had run its course. By this point we had begun playing with a Rabbit character, creating promotional posters for special events, casting him variously as a DJ, rockstar and even a female singer-songwriter. Right from the start, he (or she) always wore the historically accurate red flannel shirt favored by the Bowery B’hoys.
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The Rabbit character appeared quite early, often to promote special events. He — and sometimes she — always wore the red flannel shirt of the Bowery B’hoys.



Perhaps the idea we’d been looking for had been looking back at us.


With our creative team we began to think about bringing back the spirit of Morrissey – seeing him reborn as a hybrid man-rabbit antihero. A character who was one badass bunny.

Discussions between the bar team in New York and creative team in Belfast quickly got intense. In what period should we set the next story? Can people see The Rabbit as he is, or do they simply accept him? How should he speak? Where has he come from? Does he know where he is? What does he remember of his past? Are there others like him?

And so on. And on.

In the meantime, our illustrator was quietly working up visuals of The Rabbit. When we saw them, they instantly settled many of the questions. But one remained: What era should his story be set in, and why?

We did what we often do. We began talking about movies. Someone on the team mentioned Woody Allen’s Zelig, a human chameleon who moves seamlessly between historical contexts and situations, and who is present at key moments in history. (Forrest Gump is another example.)

It made sense for The Rabbit to have the same capacity to move between events. It’s an idea we would flesh out more particularly towards the end of the storyline, when we began to tie together the threads we had laid down earlier. His past crimes and misdemeanors flash past, and we realize: That renegade, ruthless spirit has always been there, if we had eyes to see it.

And so we began.
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We commissioned this sculpture of Morrissey standing shoulder to shoulder with his comrades, and ready for the fight.
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‘Warren Warrior’ introduces Morrissey to a breathless world. It proves a riveting read.
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Left: The power of three: Our unholy trio of early award-winning menus.

Right: The Rabbity rogue himself.







History & Hindsight



We plunged our new antihero into the modern era, starting with New York in the 1970s – a city on the brink of implosion, caught in a tailspin of social turmoil, economic collapse and crime. The imagery is familiar: it’s the world of Taxi Driver, Mean Streets, The Warriors, The Godfather, Serpico and a hundred more movies and TV shows like them.

Why that period? For a start, gangs were everywhere, organized by ethnic group as well as location. These two elements led to turf wars; some minor, some protracted and deadly.

And so, a century on from the death of John Morrissey, many aspects of his world were still evident: gangs, corruption, violence, poverty. Many things had changed, too, of course. In Morrissey’s day, gut-rot booze and bathtub gin were the intoxicants of choice, and where the money lay. In this new world, it was hard drugs and extortion. New York was riven with neglect and decay. The gulf between the haves and the have-nots never seemed greater. While the beautiful people cavorted in Studio 54 in the dying days of disco, out on the streets and in the projects, hip-hop culture was being born.

The more we looked, the more parallels we found. Jimmy Coonan, of the notoriously violent Westies Irish gang, was involved in a bitter struggle with overall Irish boss Mickey Spillane. Coonan wanted to work with the Italian Mob and expand operations, specifically around the Javits Convention Center, near the former Madison Square Garden site. This was on Spillane’s turf, and he naturally refused to split the action. The Mob backed Coonan, and as an expression of their bona fides, had Spillane taken out. With Coonan now in place, the unholy allegiance went ahead.

Such a betrayal would have outraged Morrissey, we thought, and called out to his spirit. And so it did. The resurrection of the leader of the Dead Rabbits was to be the story.

Structurally, this menu had also been our most ambitious to date, conceived as a series of six comic books. Spanning the 1970s and 1980s, together they tell the story of the clash between a brutal, old-world code of honor and a pragmatic, modern attitude to money, violence and power. It follows the arrival of The Rabbit – called forth from the underworld – to avenge his own demons, and others’. He starts at the lowest rung, back on the street. Using his fists and his cunning, he works his way up to trusted lieutenant, via prison, and then eventually kingpin. Then politics offers a new direction, which turns out to be the old direction. It’s a good, gory, gripping tale. With a twist and, of course, killer cocktails.






[image: ]

NYC in the '70s A tale of decadence and decay.
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the elk hotel One of the last ‘hot-sheet’ joints in Times Square where rooms were rented by the hour.







SHAPING THE TALE



— RESURRECTION —

The reborn spirit of Morrissey appears in 1970s New York. Bewildered and unsure at first, The Rabbit begins to find his way, fists first, in a gang world that is eerily familiar.

— BETRAYAL —

By now a trusted lieutenant in the Irish Mob, he encounters the power of the drug world, and the treachery that lies beneath. For The Rabbit, this is the ultimate sin.

— INCARCERATION —

The Rabbit finds himself in prison, and starting on the lowest rung. It’s a violent world ruled by factions and contraband. He sees loyalties broken, and decides to act.

— RETRIBUTION —

Back on the streets, The Rabbit has scores to settle and an empire to build, quickly. This means finding money, allies and opportunities. It also means a bloody, bloody turf war.

— DOMINATION —

Here, power is hiding in plain sight. The Rabbit moves into a corrupt world of politics and big-money influence. It’s as brutal as ever, and enemies are everywhere.

— ENDGAME —

The net is closing in around The Rabbit. His time is nearly up, and a new history is already calling. But first, there are some loose ends to be tidied up. It doesn’t take long.
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We favor a direct approach to recruiting volunteers to feature in our menus. It gets results.







FACTS, MEET FICTION



We’ve always done an inordinate amount of research for every menu. The story of The Rabbit is no exception. In each chapter, we knew the streets and dives that were there. We learned the names of the players, we knew what they wore and ate and drank, the cars they drove, the music they listened to, the way they spent their money and other people’s. We learned what prison life was like then, what tensions were in the air. We gathered hundreds of documents and books, watched movie after movie. We kept digging.

Together with the design team, writer and illustrator, we began with a bare scenario. We binned it. We tried another. Better, but also binned. Finally a starting point was reached. We roughed out a chapter and storylined it. There were disagreements. We resolved them, and replaced them with others. Long email chains developed out of equally long and occasionally heated discussions. Along the way, voices and blood pressure were raised, and raised some more. But we progressed, word by word, scene by scene.

Here’s a typical exchange:

Conor Kelly: I sent the new storyline. What do you think?

richard ryan: Love it. Just like we discussed.

sean muldoon: I’ve been thinking about this. Nah, let’s start again.

Conor Kelly: Um, er, OK . . . [days later] Well, how’s this?

sean muldoon: Better. But instead of the fistfight on p. 3, let’s get a bit knifey-knifey.

richard ryan: [days later] Here, that’s brutal. I near lost my lunch.

mark Reihill: I’ve never tried to draw that before.

richard ryan: Funny, it seemed to come naturally to you. Got something to tell us, Mark?

mark Reihill: Reminds me, I must get some fava beans and a nice chianti . . .

sean muldoon: You’re one sick puppy, Mark. Class.
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This is our wall of fame/infamy. Well, it’s such a fine line, isn’t it?




[image: ]

Welcome to your Happy Place.
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One distinctive feature of the menus was that we incorporated real people from the hospitality world into the story. Here’s Chris Patino.
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Illustrator Mark Reihill gets to work on Chris.
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