
		
			
			

			
				the Golden Era

				“America’s love affair with Polynesian Pop style was the Mauna Loa of cultural fads, a volcanic eruption that lasted forty years.”

				—Jeff Berry, Beachbum Berry Remixed
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			Mai Kai, Fort Lauderdale, Florida

		

		Donn and Vic represented the start of a popular new movement in American food and drink. But just as it was gaining momentum, the country was plunged into World War II.

		The Polynesian fad was put on the back burner while more pressing matters gripped the nation and world, but there was one group for whom the experience took on a much more profound meaning—the GIs actually serving in Polynesia during the Pacific Campaign. Inundated with brutal hardships and daily horrors, they took solace where and when they could on the white sands of those rarely peaceful islands. One of them, a sailor in the US Navy who’d seen action throughout the South Pacific, returned home and chronicled his experiences in a semiautobiographical new work. The book was called Tales of the South Pacific, and it not only won its author, James Michener, the Pulitzer Prize in 1948, it (along with its subsequent musical adaptation) sparked a huge wave of nostalgia among the thousands of returning servicemen for the warm beaches, swaying palm trees, and island wahines that filled their hours between the brutal firefights. Their experiences added to the newly sprouted Polynesian fad, and the next two decades would see this American culinary and design phenomenon thrive far beyond California.

		The Tiki Craze

		The style and fad became known at the time to many simply as “tiki”—named for the most recognizable icons of the movement. These totemic figures from islands across the South Pacific represented different legends and tales to many Polynesian cultures. But to mid-century Americans, the angry humanoid figures simply represented escape—from the ordinary, from the Protestant work ethic and other stresses of the Eisenhower era, or simply from sobriety. Restaurants and bars, big and small, embraced the tiki theme across the country, in places as untropical as Columbus, Chicago, and Detroit. In fact, during the tiki heyday, Chicago had as many as ten tiki bars, including one of each of the larger chains: a Don the Beachcomber, a Trader Vic’s, a Kon-Tiki Ports, and a Kona Kai.

		Walt Disney, too, saw how American leisure was embracing the South Pacific and in 1962 opened the Tahitian Terrace within Disneyland, a Polynesian restaurant with full floor show complete with dancers emerging from behind a waterfall, and tropical drinks (minus the rum), all situated under a dramatic thirty-five-foot artificial tree. This was followed in 1963 with the Enchanted Tiki Room—taking an already over-the-top concept and adding the then cutting-edge invention of Audio-Animatronics. Originally also designed as a full restaurant with dinner show, the spectacular theatrics instead took center stage and it opened as a smaller, but magically impressive show, complete with talking and singing birds, flowers, and tikis that continues to entertain people of all ages today. In 1960, just north of Disneyland, was the fantastical attraction known as “The Tikis.” A creation of Danny Balsz and his wife, Doris Sampson, The Tikis sat on three acres in Monterey Park, California, and included an erupting volcano, waterfalls, and party and banquet facilities for up to fifteen hundred people.

		
			“An alternative world had to be created where one could assume a less restrained persona. The seemingly carefree culture of Polynesia became the escapist counter-reality of choice. Wherever fun could be had, Tiki ruled.”

			—Sven Kirsten, The Book of Tiki

		

		There were a few forces that converged to feed the tiki craze that gripped America throughout the 1950s and 1960s. In addition to James Michner’s South Pacific, the book and Academy-award winning documentary Kon-Tiki, about Norwegian Thor Heyerdahl’s expedition from Peru to Polynesia on a log raft named Kon-Tiki, was released in 1950, followed a few years later by his book Aku Aku about his travels to Easter Island. All of these added to a growing interest in Polynesian culture, creating a kind of “Kon-Tiki fever,” and spawning businesses that used the names and imagery—so much so that people referred to Polynesian-inspired architecture as “Kon-Tiki style.” It was a style that grew ever more popular as apartments, bowling alleys, and shopping centers all began to appear, strewn with towering A-frame rooflines, lava rock water features, and flickering gas torches. And nestled inside homes, “primitive” arts became a décor trend while the backyard luau became the party theme of choice.

		And then there was Hawaii. While certainly both Donn and Vic had been inspired by travels to Hawaii for their restaurants, it is a perfect example of Polynesian Pop that both Don the Beachcomber and Trader Vic’s opened in California before Hawaii. Tiki spread to Hawaii because, after exposure to tiki on the mainland, tourists expected tiki to be in Hawaii when they arrived. This is an example where, as Kirsten puts it, “fiction had conquered fact, as so often in Polynesian Pop.” In 1953, Matson Lines, now offering cruises from San Francisco to Hawaii for newly flush Americans enjoying the postwar economic boom, commissioned Trader Vic to create the cocktail menus for their cruise ships and the Royal Hawaiian Hotel, and this would forever cement the Mai Tai as synonymous with Hawaii. Travel became more affordable, and Americans began heading to Hawaii in droves by sea and by air. Much as the mainland tiki bar was a “safe” and easy way to experience the exotic and tropical, so now was Hawaii, where people spoke English and the greenback was the currency of choice. Donn’s luaus became famous and were copied across the island chain. And the mainland’s draw to Hawaii was further solidified in 1959 when Hawaii became the fiftieth State. That same year, Hawaiian Eye and Adventures in Paradise both premiered on TV, exposing viewers to the paradise that was now part of their country. The Polynesian Pop fantasy had become American reality.
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			Tiki apartments, Redondo Beach, California
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			MUSIC

			
				Donn Beach understood the importance of the soundtrack to his Waikiki luaus, and brought Tahitian dancers, singers, and other musicians over to Hawaii as part of the entertainment, alongside local musicians like Alfred Apaka. But it was a few years later, across the street from Donn’s luaus in the Shell Bar of the Hawaiian Village Hotel, that another type of music could be found that perfectly epitomized the tiki movement: the Polynesian Pop sounds of “Exotica.” Exotica was the seemingly inevitable emergence of an imagined soundtrack evoked by the tiki craze, in which non-Western rhythms, percussion, and “other-worldly” vocals create a sense of the “exotic.” Albums such as Yma Sumac’s Voice of the Xtabay (1950) and Les Baxter’s Ritual of the Savage (1951) are early examples of this musical style. In the mid-1950s while playing at the Shell Bar, bandleader Martin Denny’s quartet, featuring Arthur Lyman on the vibraphone (who would go on to have a huge career of his own), one night jokingly made birdcalls in response to the loud frogs that could be heard.

				What started as a joke became a sensation. To quote archivist Dan Shiman, “Exotica was an indiscriminate potpourri of influences, themes, and motifs, and none of it ultimately diverged much from Western popular forms. In most cases—Sumac perhaps being the exception—the artists’ connections to the faraway lands they paid homage to were marginal. In summoning its desert oases or tiki-besotted, bare-breasted paradises, exotica was nothing if not imaginative, though. Set against tableaux of lush strings, punctuated by bird calls, made to shimmer and dance with Afro-Cuban percussion, vibraphones and mad jungle flutes, it was music manufactured to take the suburban classes to five o’clock dreamland.”
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		The Third Man

		The tales of Donn and Vic and their humble beginnings are dramatic, but nobody brought drama to tiki quite like Joseph Stephen Crane. Born in 1917 in the small town of Crawfordsville, Indiana, this middle-class Hoosier kid seemed destined for a small town life. Yet, here was a man who would take the theater of tiki to new heights and further feed the tiki craze.

		Growing up, Joseph’s father owned a cigar and ice cream shop that was a front for a pool hall and gambling den in the back. Joseph was a good kid and did well at school, but he figured out pretty quickly what he really liked: money and girls. He was already dreaming of a life outside of Crawfordsville, but the sudden death of his father kept him at home running the pool hall, going to college, and marrying a pretty co-ed named Carol Ann Kurtz. But Joseph’s ambition, even then, couldn’t be contained. Attempts at his own line of cigars, running a theater in Chicago, driving a taxi in New York, and betting on the stock market went nowhere and led to a separation from Carol Ann. By the end of 1939, he took what cash he’d scraped together, hopped in a yellow Buick convertible, and drove west to Hollywood to reinvent himself.

		He started with his name: Joseph Crane belonged in Indiana; “Steve Crane” belonged in Hollywood. He set himself up in an apartment just off Sunset near the clubs and quickly made a name for himself as a man about town. He had some scratch, nice clothes, and was a smooth talker with some class . . . and he earned the respect of the club operators.

		He began to build up the lifestyle to match the new name and persona. Steve Crane wouldn’t be seen in a Buick, so he stepped up to a Lincoln Continental. A regular at many of the Golden Age–era Hollywood nightclubs, he began to be seen on the arm of starlets like Simone Simon and Sonja Henie.
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			“You have just crossed the gangplank into another world—into a segment of Paradise—or such is the illusion that we at THE LUAU hope to create. And truly it is more than an illusion for there is authenticity in the adventure you are about to experience. What befalls you now is made of more than dream stuff.”

			—Steve Crane (pictured)

		

		In 1942, at his favorite spot, the Mocambo, Steve approaches an attractive young blonde and asks for a dance. The blonde in question happens to be the biggest young starlet in Hollywood—Lana Turner. Lana later described it as love at first sight. Within three weeks, they had eloped to Las Vegas. It was Lana’s second marriage and she was only twenty-two. The gossip columns were set ablaze: Who was this nobody who swept in and married Lana Turner? It was reported in the Hollywood press at the time that he was in fact J. Stephen Crane III, playboy heir to big Indiana tobacco money who lived with fellow bachelor (and department store heir) Alfred Bloomingdale in a Malibu beach house. This was all far from the truth, of course.

		Within months of the marriage, Steve and Lana were miserable. But they were the talk of the town, and Steve craved the attention and loved being featured in the gossip columns. Not only were they miserable, they weren’t even married—a technicality meant that he was still married to Carol Ann in Indiana. So they stayed together, enduring each other and a hasty remarriage in Tijuana, and Lana was soon pregnant.

		In July of 1943, their daughter, Cheryl, was born, and the whole family went to Crawfordsville for a triumphant hometown tour. Steve was proud to be the local boy who made good, and the town made a big affair of it. It was there that Lana quickly realized that all the tales of the tobacco fortune and family wealth were just part of the “Steve Crane” story. The moment she set eyes on the pool hall and the modest family home, she knew it was over, and they agreed to divorce in November 1943. Steve tried his hand at the movies, making the most of his Hollywood connections to land bit parts in cinematic classics like “Cry of the Werewolf.” Though he was soon back out on the town, and seen on the arms of Rita Hayworth and Ava Gardner, he was adrift professionally.

		In the spring of 1946, Steve made a fateful decision that would shape the rest of his life. He bought a share in Lucey’s, a popular steakhouse and star hangout located next to the main gate at Paramount Studios. Regulars included Humphrey Bogart, John Garfield, Ava Gardner, and Robert Mitchum. This turned out to be the perfect role for Steve—he could be host, impresario, and full-time charmer. Steve had finally come into his own.

		A scandalous relationship sent Crane fleeing to France in 1948, where he married French film star Martine Carol, and lived like a king for a time, until a serious car accident and the end of his marriage conspired to return him, once again, to Southern California. He arrived with a mysterious stack of cash: was it from gambling wins in Monte Carlo as was rumored? (As ever, Crane’s relationship with the truth was a mercurial one.) He sold his stake in Lucey’s, and he then put into action a plan he had been forming the last three years: to open the biggest and most extravagant Polynesian palace Hollywood had ever seen.

		The first step was location. Increasingly, Hollywood was no longer the place to go for nightlife.

		The great post-Prohibition clubs were in decline, their top entertainment acts lured away by Las Vegas and television. People no longer wanted to put on black tie to go out; they just wanted to eat a fine meal. Though Beverly Hills was still a sleepy suburb in the early 1950s, Steve set his sights on Sugie’s Tropics, a small but popular nightspot at 421 Rodeo Drive that even had a cocktail on their menu named for Lana Turner. He rebuilt it from the ground up, using plenty of design inspiration from Donn and Vic, but building upon their success with a number of innovative ideas of his own. The Luau opened July 25, 1953, and would become a landmark for more than two decades.

		Like the other great temples of tiki in that era, much time and effort was lavished upon the exotic cocktails. Before opening, Steve traveled to Hawaii to meet with Donn, an old friend from his Lucey’s days. Donn had certainly always played his cards close to his chest when it came to recipes, so either he’d grown soft in his old age, or Steve really was a world-class snake charmer after all, because through either Donn or his staff, Steve was able to acquire some of the most iconic recipes of the era. Steve returned to Beverly Hills and brought with him the mysterious mixologist Dr. Fong Foo. Dr. Fong Foo was an expert with exotic cocktails who had worked with both Vic and Donn and personally created The Luau menu. Dr. Foo filled the back page with florid prose about his skills, experience, and extensive travel to many exotic ports of call. Of course, no one drinking at The Luau ever met the good doctor . . . because he wasn’t real. Dr. Fong Foo existed only in the imagination of Steve Crane.

		Steve knew another secret to a successful nightspot: Women. Lots of ’em. Before The Luau even opened, the first party was an all-female sneak preview with two hundred of Hollywood’s most powerful women. The Luau had flattering lighting to keep the ladies looking pretty. The drinks were romantic. The “Captain Steve’s Pearl” cocktail (originally the Pearl Diver at Donn’s place) was served with a real pearl in it that would be set into a necklace or earring on your way out.

		For the guys, the charms lay not just in the ladies, but in the dark and mysterious atmosphere, and the faux sense of danger. The urinals in the men’s room were made from “man-eating” giant clamshells. The ashtrays on the table were of the same species of clam, and the menu noted that “Presumably the smaller ones eat smaller men.” There was also appeal in the high-priced escorts who were scattered liberally around the bar. Sophisticated enough in appearance to attract the well-heeled guy, but discreet enough not to upset Steve’s female guests.

		Customers loved it. Stars loved it. Clark Gable, Jack Benny, Lena Horne, and many more. Celebrity gossip columnists came nightly. The discreet entrance kept secret the wonders that lay behind the hostess stand . . . and it also hid the stars who lurked among The Luau’s jungles. In an era when there were so few paparazzi in Hollywood that they were all known by first name, The Luau could do an excellent job of keeping them out, creating a safe haven for celebrities within.

		And Steve loved it all. He greeted guests nightly in a safari suit, ascot, panama hat, leis—the works. He took to calling himself “High-Talking Chief Stefooma.” It was the role of a lifetime.

		And it all threatened to come crashing down on April 4, 1958.

		Nominated for a Best Actress Oscar for Peyton Place, Lana Turner was back on top of Hollywood. She was dating small-time mobster Johnny Stompanato at the time, a man notorious for his quick temper and jealous outbursts. He and Lana fought frequently and with ever-increasing intensity and violence. On the night of April 4, Lana told Johnny she’d had enough and wanted him out of the house. He erupted in anger, hitting Lana and threatening to slash her face to make her unemployable. Lana and Steve’s sixteen-year-old daughter, Cheryl, rushed into her mother’s room with a knife from the kitchen and stabbed Johnny in the stomach. Lana and Cheryl stared in horror as Johnny died on the bedroom floor. Cheryl’s first call was to Steve at The Luau.

		
			
				[image: ]
			

			THE STYLE IV:
HIGH TIKI

			
				It is at The Luau where every design element that came before coalesces and amplifies. The elements of Beachcomber and Trader, now augmented by the arrival of the tiki, were taken to a whole new level. The tikis themselves move beyond display pieces and into the structure itself, as carved bannisters, columns, and wall treatments incorporate its visage into the very DNA of the space. Hollywood set designers are employed to bring an ever-more immersive experience to life with waterfalls and meandering streams traversing the dining room and running under footbridges. Live tropical foliage, macaws, and even alligators are employed to add to the sense of the exotic, while theatrical effects like color-shifting murals and rainstorms animate the space. Yet The Luau was able to create a space at once both dramatic and intimate, where grand spaces would give way to cozy booths. The Luau was the first restaurant to fully embody the look that today we most closely identify with Polynesian Pop design, and became the template for all that followed.
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		The trial became a nationwide media sensation. Days of emotional testimony from Lana (“the performance of her career,” noted one wag) ended with a ruling of justifiable homicide. The Luau profited from the notoriety and continued to be a top destination and attract the rich and famous from around the world. One of its biggest fans and regulars was Ernie Henderson, founder of the Sheraton Hotel chain. Both Don the Beachcomber and Trader Vic’s had signed arrangements with major hotel chains like Hilton to duplicate their success with franchised outposts
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				Eight Essential
Exotic Elixirs

				“We take the pleasure of presenting the best group of rum concoctions prepared with the finest and oldest rum, together with all fresh fruit juices and exotic spices. Our master mixologist hopes to please your palate, quench your thirst, and win your deepest satisfaction. We believe all the emotions of man are contained in these tempting drinks and that by your participation they will add zest to your conversation, will stimulate your appetite, and give you the power to change the world.”

				—Menu at The Lanai
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			From the menu of the Hu Ke Lau restaurant in Bloomfield, Connecticut

		

		As tiki continued his great march across America during the Golden Era, the battlefront was often formed by the most popular drinks of the day.

		It’s no accident that the cocktails making the most appearances under thatched roofs far and wide came from the minds of Donn and Vic. We celebrate these cocktails as the proud progenitors of many a menu. With the level of secrecy that many of these recipes were accorded, of course, many of these reinterpretations would be just that, like a giant rummy game of telephone, and the spread of altered recipes would ultimately hasten their demise. I am by no means suggesting that these are the only exotic cocktails you need to know, but I include these original recipes here with a place of honor because they are iconic drinks, and all have interesting histories. With these recipes in your repertoire, you can jump behind your (well-stocked) bar (or anyone else’s) and have eight great drinks on hand—and some great stories to share while you mix them.
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			Planter’s Punch

		

		Planter’s Punch

		This follows the classic rhyming formula, one of sour, two of sweet, three of strong, four of weak (weak being juices, or in our case, ice). We add two of the most popular ingredients in Jamaica (allspice, Angostura bitters) to round it out and give it depth.
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		ORIGIN Traditional, adapted by Smuggler’s Cove, 2009

		GLASSWARE Collins or highball

		1 ounce fresh lime juice

		¾ ounce SC Demerara syrup

		¼ ounce St. Elizabeth Allspice Dram

		3 ounces blended aged rum (Jamaica)[image: 3]

		2 dashes Angostura bitters

		GARNISH Mint Sprig

		Combine all ingredients in a drink mixer tin with 12 ounces of crushed ice and 4 to 6 “agitator” cubes. Flash blend and then open pour with gated finish into a Collins or highball glass. Garnish with Jamaican sunshine (oh—and a mint sprig).

		As punch made its journey across the world with the spice trade, it naturally wound up in the Caribbean. There was a reference to punch in Barbados as early as 1694, giving a recipe of two parts rum, one part water, sugar, lemon (or lime), cinnamon, clove, and nutmeg. Punch in the Caribbean began as something enjoyed by the plantation owners, or “planters” (hence the name). Over time, there were nearly as many recipes as there were planters to enjoy them, but they all followed the classic formula, complete with a catchy rhyme that can be remembered even after you’ve had a few. Many people tack on “And a touch of spice to make it nice” at the end, which can be bitters, nutmeg, or other Caribbean-grown spices. Travel anywhere in the Caribbean, and you will find a planter’s punch on the menu, often reflective of the juices, spices, and rums of the island. In the 1920s, the planter’s punch became linked strongly to Jamaica, and to Jamaican black rum, through much assistance by Myers’s rum, which formulated and bottled a dark planter’s punch Rum for use in the drink, and the fact that a planter’s punch was served at the upscale Myrtle Bank and Tichfield Hotels in Kingston, Jamaica. It was likely here that Donn Beach sampled a planter’s punch and would use it as the basis for many of his cocktails. To quote Jeff Berry, “To create his multi-ingredient, multi-layered Rhum Rhapsodies, he turned the simple planter’s punch recipe lyric . . . into the libretto of a grand opera.” There was no reason to limit the juice to just lime, the sweet to just sugar, or the strong to just one type of rum. And the exotic cocktail was born. What follows is the recipe you’ll find at Smuggler’s Cove, but we encourage you to play with the formula and come up with your own house planter’s punch(es).
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			Mai Tai

		

		Mai Tai

		Within the pantheon of exotic cocktails, one stands above the rest as the most iconic of the era. An elegant and simple concoction, really just a nutty rum margarita, it eschews the conventional structure established by Donn in favor of a more nuanced approach.
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		ORIGIN Trader Vic, 1944, adapted by Smuggler’s Cove

		GLASSWARE Double old-fashioned glass

		¾ ounce fresh lime juice

		¼ ounce SC Mai Tai Rich Simple Syrup

		¼ ounce SC orgeat syrup

		½ ounce Pierre Ferrand dry curaçao

		2 ounces blended aged rum[image: 3]

		GARNISH Spent lime shell and mint sprig

		Combine all ingredients with 12 ounces of crushed ice and a few cubes in a cocktail shaker. Shake until a frost forms on the shaker and pour the entire contents into a double old-fashioned glass. Garnish with a spent lime shell and mint sprig.

		A few notes about the preparation As I was taught as a bartender at Trader Vic’s, the traditional lime juicer used for the Mai Tai was a Sunkist hand squeezer. You can still find vintage ones on eBay. The lime half is pinched (not turned inside out as with a modern hand juicer) to juice and you then rest the spent half on the bar while you finish the drink. The lime half should not be shaken with the drink as it makes the drink too bitter and doesn’t leave you able to rest the shell on top to serve it. The spent shell should rest like a dome on top of the drink, with a mint garnish by its side—two aromatic components that are key to the taste of the drink. As the Trader said, it should look like a little tropical island with a palm tree on it. It’s also interesting to note that at no point did the Trader ever add a float of rum to the Mai Tai. The float caught on as the Mai Tai traveled and (d)evolved. What I did learn while tending bar at Vic’s was that years later, an old Trader Vic’s regular in the Bay Area enjoyed his Mai Tai with a float of overproof Demerara rum. Preparing the Mai Tai this way became known as “Old Way.” Not because it was the original recipe, but because the patron was old!

		Just a handful of ingredients in small amounts act as the perfect foil to the full-bodied and complex Jamaican rum they were chosen to support. It became wildly popular, found its way to menus across the world, and ultimately became a kind of shorthand for exotic cocktails themselves.

		If the Mai Tai had simply entered into the toolkit of classics that all bartenders know, and cemented its rightful place as one of America’s greatest liquid achievements, the story would have a happy ending. But that’s not what happened. What did happen is that the Mai Tai fell further and farther than any drink in cocktail history, becoming the most bastardized drink of all time. What most people think of as a Mai Tai today has in fact nothing to do with the original cocktail. While Mai Tai may translate to “the best” in Tahitian, in most bars around the world, it translates to “a bunch of rum, whatever juices are in the rail in front of you, more rum on top, and an umbrella.” In a standard bar today, when you order a Manhattan, you will likely get some bourbon instead of rye, some old spoiled vermouth, and they will forget the bitters and shake the drink. But you will still be served something at least resembling a Manhattan. When you order a Mai Tai, you are likely to be served a drink with exactly zero of its original ingredients. In fact, the Alcohol and Tobacco Tax and Trade Bureau (TTB) has a class of “Recognized Cocktails,” which they define as “Mixed drink that has gained trade and consumer recognition, containing one or more class(es) and/or type(s) of distilled spirits with flavoring and/or coloring materials.” Within that class they have several types, including Manhattans, martinis, daiquiris, Tom Collinses, etc. The general definition of most of these is fairly accurate. For example, the margarita is defined as “Tequila, triple sec, and lime or lemon juice or oil or natural lime or lemon flavor.” However, the Mai Tai is defined as “Rum and citrus juices, oils or natural citrus flavors.” Vague enough to be meaningless.

		Even within the craft cocktail community, where the original Mai Tai recipe is understood and respected, there is disagreement about the rums that should be used in place of the original J. Wray & Nephew 17-year (or, later, the 15-year—both are no longer made) that appeared in the original recipe. But to see how this cocktail has been so derailed by history, it’s helpful to learn its full story.

		The year was 1944. According to Trader Vic, he was at the service bar making drinks for two friends from Tahiti, Ham and Carrie Guild. According to Vic, “I took down a bottle of 17-year-old rum. It was J. Wray & Nephew from Jamaica; surprisingly golden in color, medium-bodied, but with the rich pungent flavor particular to the Jamaican blends.” He combined this magical rum with orange curaçao, rock candy (sugar) syrup, orgeat (almond syrup), and the juice from one lime. When Carrie took a sip of Vic’s concoction, she exclaimed “Maita’i Roe A’e” which translates from Tahitian as “Out of This World—The Best.” The name stuck, and a legendary cocktail was born.

		But the story doesn’t quite end there. In the late 1940s, as Trader Vic’s empire begins to expand, according to Vic, “The success of the Mai Tai and its acceptance soon caused the 17-year-old rum to become unavailable, so it was substituted with the same fine rum with 15 years aging which maintained the outstanding quality.”

		By the early 1950s, however, supplies of the 15-year also began to dwindle, and Vic did not want to be left unable to make his most popular and famous drink. “The supply of 15-year-old rum was becoming less than dependable so several other Caribbean products were tested for the same high qualities of flavor. Red Heart and Coruba were selected to be used in equal quantities along with the original 15-year-old to stretch the supply and maintain the character of the Mai Tai.” The Mai Tai, in what Vic now referred to as the “First Adjusted Formula” was then made with one ounce of 15-year and a one-ounce blend of Red Heart and Coruba rums, both black Jamaican rums—full-bodied, lightly aged if at all, and heavily colored.

		Eventually even the 15-year-old J. Wray & Nephew supplies were no longer reliably available, so Vic decided to create his own rum to mimic the 17-year old J. Wray & Nephew. He began bottling a 15- and 8-year-old rum, both of consistent quality—and although they were excellent, they, in Vic’s words, “didn’t exactly match the end flavor of the original 17-year-old product. This desired nutty, and snappy flavor was added by the use of Martinique rum.” In effect, he substituted Martinique rum for Red Heart or Coruba. This he called the “Second Adjusted Formula.”

		For those of you familiar with Martinique rum, this may seem like an unusual substitution. When we think of Martinique rum, we usually think of AOC rhum agricole—rum made from fresh pressed sugarcane juice and highly regulated in its production. As a result, most modern Mai Tais will call for a blend of Jamaican rum and AOC rhum agricole from Martinique. This makes a lovely Mai Tai, and experimenting with all kinds of rums in this drink can be rewarding. Vic built what is, perhaps, second only to the daiquiri, the perfect rum delivery system: a selection of ingredients that complement virtually all rums. But something about the grassy and herbaceous notes of rhum agricole did not make sense to me when being used as a black Jamaican substitute or being described as “nutty.”

		In order to understand why Vic would make such a substitution, you have to look at what Martinique rums were available in the United States in the 1950s. While a rhum agricole, Rhum St. James, was certainly available, it was too expensive to be a staple in the ever-popular Mai Tai. What was much more common, as reflected in the rum lists of Vic’s books and menus, was rhum traditionnel, rum made in the French islands from molasses, and not the fresh pressed cane juice of rhum agricole. Furthermore, these rums were in the style of black rum, blending the molasses distillate often with Jamaican rum, then heavily coloring it. There are, in fact, several recipes in Trader Vic’s Book of Food and Drink where Vic calls for a “Dark Jamaica OR Martinique” rum. At other points in the book, he specifically calls out Rhum St. James, and does not refer to it as a Martinique rum—suggesting that when he wanted the grassy notes of an agricole, he would specify so.

		
			[image: ]
		

		If you look at the description of Martinique rum from Don the Beachcomber’s 1934 rum list, Martinique rum was described as “heavy-bodied, medium pungency,” and to taste “not as dry as the Cuban nor as rummy as the Jamaican.” Again, not how one would typically describe rhum agricole. Vic’s Book of Food and Drink (1946 and in the 1981 revision), his Bartender’s Guide (1947 and in the revised 1972 version), and his 1940s-era menu include the following description of Martinique rum and available brands: “Martinique Rums: Commonly known as French rums, they are usually heavy in body, coffee-colored, very similar to Jamaica rums, but in many cases have the dry burned flavor of the Demeraras.”

		The sound you are hearing right now is the needle scraping across the record. THE COLOR OF COFFEE?! There is no Martinique rhum agricole that is the color of coffee. He is quite clearly referring to a black rhum traditionnel.

		Vic’s menu description goes on to list ten brands of Martinique rums, only one of which (Rhum St. James) I can confirm was a rhum agricole. So, even though, for posterity, Vic would ultimately brag that he used expensive Martinique rhum in his Mai Tai, such as the agricole-style St. James, this was unlikely. What he was probably using was Rhum Negrita, an affordable and available rhum traditionnel.

		And what of the magical 17-year-old J. Wray & Nephew rum? Is it really gone, or were supplies just too difficult to serve the needs of the large Trader Vic’s chain? It is among the rarest and most sought after rums in the world. The only known bottle in the world is currently owned by me, and I have not even tried it—it remains sealed in a climate controlled storage facility, but is photographed on this page for posterity.

		In 2007, six bottles of barrel samples of the 17-year that had been in Wray & Nephew’s lab were given to bartenders in the UK. Sadly, much of it went into rum and cokes, some into Mai Tais, as people didn’t know what they had. Showing a hint at the value of this rum, however, one went to auction and fetched more than forty thousand dollars. Another ended up at the Merchant Hotel in Dublin in 2008 and gained huge notoriety as they made it available in the world’s most expensive Mai Tai—costing thirteen hundred dollars. But even these lab samples are not an exact copy of the rum that would have been used by Trader Vic, however, as they are at a barrel strength of 75.2 percent ABV, and not the retail strength of 43 percent ABV.

		And, nevertheless, all but one of these lab sample bottles are gone.

		So, what’s a poor bartender to do? Certainly, as mentioned above, I encourage you to experiment with rums in your Mai Tai. The margarita is the perfect vehicle for tequila, as it has two of its best friends in there—lime and orange. No one would ever tell you that there is only one tequila that can go in a margarita. In the same way, the Mai Tai is the perfect foil for a huge variety of rums. But the rum it was born with was 100 percent pot still rum with a tremendous amount of age on it. So ideally you’re looking for a balance of full-bodied pot-still flavor tempered by quite a bit of oak, and given the products on the market today, you may find that your own blend will produce the most satisfying result. You might, for example, take a blended long aged rum and add just a half an ounce of a pot still unaged or pot still lightly aged rum to give it that pot-still boost. While, despite the occasional rumor, there may be no hope of seeing something like the original 17 year produced again, a few years ago I consulted with the people at Denizen Rum to help them create a rum that was faithful to Vic’s Second Adjusted Formula, called Denizen Merchant’s Reserve. It’s a blend of 8-year-old Jamaican pot-still rum and molasses-based rhum grand arôme from Martinique. In other words . . . my theories put into practice. It remains the house Mai Tai rum at Smuggler’s Cove.
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		The Trader in his element
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			Doctor Funk

		

		Doctor Funk

		Well-known German doctor Bernard Funk was not only Robert Louis Stevenson’s physician and friend, but was also the alleged inventor of an early version of this drink during his many years serving as a doctor to the people of Apia, Samoa.
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		ORIGIN Trader Vic, 1946, adapted by Smuggler’s Cove

		GLASSWARE Double old-fashioned

		½ ounce fresh lemon juice

		¼ ounce SC Grenadine

		½ ounce fresh lime juice

		½ ounce SC Demerara Simple Syrup

		¼ ounce Herbsaint

		2¼ ounce black pot still unaged rum

		1 ounce seltzer

		GARNISH Ti leaf or pineapple fronds

		Add all ingredients to drink mixer tin with 12 ounces of crushed ice and 4 to 6 “agitator” cubes.  Flash blend and open pour with gated finish into a double old-fashioned. Garnish with a ti leaf or pineapple fronds.

		Note Using a full flavored funky rum (no pun intended) is key to this cocktail as it stands up to and complements the Herbsaint. If Herbsaint is not to your taste, the Trader also made an alternate version called the Dr. Funk’s Son, in which the Herbsaint is dropped, and a ½ ounce of the black pot still unaged rum is substituted with ½ ounce of black blended overproof rum.

		According to several 1920s accounts, the “Doctor Funk” concoction became known throughout the South Pacific, including Tahiti, and was comprised of absinthe, lime, and seltzer, with some variations, including grenadine. Claims about the drink’s effects included that it “would restore self-respect and interest in one’s surroundings when even Tahiti rum failed,” and “an imparting of courage to live to men worn out by doing nothing.” Furthermore, according to one account, “The doctor part of the drink’s name made it seem almost like a prescription, and often, when amateurs sought to evade a second or third, the old timers laughed at their fears of ill results, and said, ‘That old Dr. Funk knew what he was on about. Why he kept people alive on that mixture. It’s like Mother’s Milk.’”

		Both Donn and Vic had Doctor Funk cocktails on their menus, much improving it with the wise addition of rum, making it the only exotic cocktail to have its origins in the South Pacific. Vic described it as a drink “which can be served any time of the day or evening, when something refreshing is in order. This drink and the sunrise in the morning are the only sure things they count on in Tahiti. I think it was invented to cure the cafard (the loss of one’s mind from the heat).”

		As the original Doctor Funk concoction had spread through the South Pacific, so did the tiki version spread through the diaspora, often getting renamed and, due to the usual secrecy around recipes, altered along the way. The Doctor Funk became the Doctor Funk of Tahiti with Trader Vic, the Mr. Funk, The Dr. Fong, The Dr. Wong. Some menus even acknowledged the change adding “(aka the Doctor Funk)” after their own drink name. However, there was one defining characteristic that made it through the various iterations and always tied it back to the original good doctor’s concoction. There was no doubt, when you ordered your Dr. or Mr. Funk variant, you would taste absinthe (or Herbsaint) loud and clear.
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			Zombie

		

		Zombie

		Notorious would be an understatement. Donn’s most famous and lethal concoction, it too has been abused beyond recognition in the past. Urban legends about its madness-inducing properties and menu warnings about a two-per-person limit (“for your own safety”) cemented this drink in history.
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		ORIGIN Donn Beach, 1934, adapted by Smuggler’s Cove

		GLASSWARE Zombie glass

		¾ ounce fresh lime juice

		¼ ounce fresh grapefruit juice

		¼ ounce SC Cinnamon Syrup

		1 teaspoon SC Grenadine

		½ ounce John D. Taylor’s Velvet Falernum

		1½ ounces blended aged rum[image: 3]

		1½ ounces column still aged rum[image: 4]

		1 ounce black blended overproof rum[image: 6]

		2 dashes Herbstura

		GARNISH Mint sprig

		Combine all ingredients in a drink mixer tin with 12 ounces of crushed ice and 4 to 6 “agitator” cubes.  Flash blend and open pour with gated finish into a Zombie glass. Garnish with a mint sprig and healthy dose of trepidation.

		At first glance, the recipe appears to be an unwieldy ratio of ingredients that don’t seem like they should work. It is a testament to Donn’s deft skills as a mixologist and his understanding of the interplay of ingredients that seemingly impossible recipes form complex and engaging masterpieces.

		Complete with its own namesake glass, the Zombie may be the only exotic cocktail to rival the Mai Tai in stardom. Invented by Donn in 1934, there are several origin stories. Was it in fact, as claimed on the 1941 menu, a carefully crafted concoction that took Donn months of research and dozens of bottles of rum to perfect—the drink he called his “mender of broken dreams?” The more fun but likely untrue story is that it was the result of throwing something together for a traveling businessman who asked for help with his hangover and to get him through a tough meeting. Allegedly, the customer later reported back to Donn that he “felt like the living dead—it made a zombie out of me!” Who knows? Whatever the truth, we do know that it became a drink whose reputation preceded it—have a Zombie, and you were going to end up on the floor. The drink became more and more famous, and soon knock-off Zombies appeared on menus across the country but, thanks to Donn’s ingenious system of maintaining ingredient secrecy, there was only one place to get a real Zombie in the day. However, thanks to the tireless work of tiki revivalist Jeff “Beachbum” Berry, who ultimately unearthed the original 1934 recipe and the final mysterious ingredient in the puzzle, “Spices #4,” (cinnamon syrup), you, too, can now mix up your own Zombie in the comfort (and safety) of your own home.
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			Navy Grog

		

		navy grog

		In the tiki heyday, there were a lot of drinks called grogs that departed considerably from a historic grog. They appropriated the name and imagery of something hearty and robust in order to appeal to the men at the bar, who would not be seen ordering something dainty like a Blushing Orchid.
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		ORIGIN Trader Vic’s version, 1940s, adapted by Smuggler’s Cove

		GLASSWARE Double old-fashioned

		¾ ounce fresh lime juice

		¾ ounce fresh grapefruit juice

		¼ ounce SC Demerara syrup

		¼ ounce St. Elizabeth Allspice Dram

		1 ounce pot still lightly aged (overproof) rum[image: 1]

		1 ounce blended lightly aged rum[image: 2]

		1 ounce column still aged rum[image: 4]

		GARNISH Mint sprig or Rock Candy Stick or Ice Cone

		Flash blend and open pour with gated finish into a double old-fashioned glass. Garnish with a mint sprig or rock candy stick and a toast to sailors of yore.

		Dare to compare For the Don the Beachcomber version, substitute the simple syrup and allspice dram with 1 ounce of SC honey syrup and ¾ ounce of seltzer. The Don the Beachcomber’s version was traditionally served with an ice cone. If serving with an ice cone, after flash blending, strain over the ice cone.

		While it’s true that Donn was conscious of creating smaller and more “delicate” drinks to appeal to his female guests, and that drinks like the Navy Grog were meant as the masculine counterpoint, today, well, you should drink whatever the hell you like and not worry about it.

		Made strong, with three types of rum, it was described on the Don the Beachcomber menu as “A robust rum punch dedicated to the gallant men of the American navy.” Though invented by Donn Beach, it is the Trader Vic’s Navy Grog that has garnered notoriety through its infamous imbibers.

		Probably the most famous Navy Grog enthusiast was President Richard Nixon, a former navy lieutenant who had served in the South Pacific. Legend has it that he would slip away to the D.C. Trader Vic’s, Sixteenth and K, housed within the Capitol Hilton Hotel. Often, according to Henry Kissinger, Nixon would insist on having cabinet members in tow. Later, during the Watergate hearings, story has it that after everyone had gone home, Vic’s would keep the bar open with just one bartender, and Nixon would sneak in a back entrance at three in the morning, have a few Navy Grogs, and pour his heart out to the bartender. And, true to bartender code, that bartender has never shared what Nixon told him over forty years ago.

		And then there was record producer Phil Spector. The night he killed Lana Clarkson, he went on a bit of a bender. One of the stops on his booze tour was his regular haunt, Trader Vic’s Beverly Hills, where he ordered not one, but two Navy Grogs. Trader Vic’s bartender Ming Fong Chu would later be called to testify at the murder trial as to the potency of the drink. He confirmed that yes, each Navy Grog contains three shots of rum, and was one of the strongest drinks Vic’s served.
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			Scorpion

		

		scorpion

		Steve Crane’s riff on Trader Vic’s iconic drink brings better balance and complexity to this famous recipe. Vic invented the idea of the shared bowl with long straws in the 1940s by reviving the dormant punch tradition and marrying it to the traditions of the kava bowl ceremony, which he witnessed in Micronesia.
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		ORIGIN The Luau, 1958, adapted by Smuggler’s Cove

		GLASSWARE Large (32-48 ounce) scorpion bowl and long 20” luau straws (see Resources) or other punch bowl or decorative bowl with a ladle and cups.

		SERVES 4

		2 ounces fresh lime juice

		4 ounces fresh orange juice

		1½ ounces SC Demerara syrup

		2 ounces SC Orgeat

		2 ounces brandy

		4 ounces London Dry Gin

		4 ounces blended lightly aged rum[image: 2]

		GARNISH None

		Combine all ingredients in a mixing tin without ice and roll (pour back and forth) with another mixing tin to combine ingredients evenly and split in half. Add ice to each cup and flash blend with a drink mixer for 3 seconds. Pour contents of both cups into a 4-person ceramic Scorpion Bowl. Serve with 20-inch luau straws for easier sharing. Add fire to taste.

		When groups come into Smuggler’s Cove, they rarely resist the siren song of the communal bowl drink. The original Scorpion was a Trader Vic drink of orange, lemon, orgeat, white Puerto Rican rum, and brandy. It initially appeared in his Bartender’s Guide and Book of Food and Drink proportioned as a punch recipe, with a small bit of gin, and lengthened with half a bottle of white wine. To quote Vic, “I’ll never forget a very beautiful form of gentle anesthesia served one night at a luau up in Manoa Valley in Honolulu. . . .The object of greatest interest was a tremendous Chinese earthen crock which easily held twenty gallons of punch. In it our host had prepared Honolulu’s famous Scorpion, a drink which does not shilly-shally or mess around in getting you under way.” By the time this magical drink emerged on the menu at Steve Crane’s Luau in Beverly Hills, it had transformed to include lime instead of lemon, and the gin had reappeared, though this time in equal proportion to the rum. It is this version we find more complex and interesting and chose to serve at the Cove. And, of course, we throw in a bit of fire.
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			fog cutter

		

		Fog Cutter

		Another of Vic’s most famous drinks, the Fog Cutter is still served today at his restaurants around the world. Our version incorporates the pisco preferred by the Don the Beachcomber chain at later locations in their Fog Cutter to give it a brighter, more vegetal character. (We’re trying to make them friends in heaven by fusing their recipes.)
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		ORIGIN Trader Vic, 1940s, adapted by Smuggler’s Cove

		GLASSWARE Zombie glass or Fog Cutter mug

		1½ ounce fresh lemon juice

		1½ ounce fresh orange juice

		½ ounce SC Orgeat

		1 ounce pisco

		½ ounce gin

		2 ounces blended lightly aged rum[image: 2]

		½ ounce oloroso sherry

		GARNISH Swizzle stick and mint sprig

		Combine all ingredients except the sherry in a drink mixer tin with 12 ounces of crushed ice and 4 to 6 “agitator” cubes. Flash blend and open pour with gated finish into a Zombie glass or Fog Cutter mug. Float sherry by gently pouring on top of the surface of the drink and then garnish.

		The Fog Cutter is from a family of similar style drinks from Vic (lemon, orange, orgeat, rum)—that includes the Scorpion. Over time, the recipe was tweaked, and by the 1950s had become the Samoan Fog Cutter, with less brandy, and less rum. The Fog Cutter was one of Vic’s most clever integrations of multiple base spirits in a drink, and the overall effect is uniquely bright and refreshing while the rich oxidized flavor of the oloroso becomes an unexpected foil. While it certainly changed, and usually not for the better, as it traveled to other menus, it was one of the most often duplicated drinks of the golden era.
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			Singapore Sling

		

		SINGAPORE SLING

		Though its roots lie in Southeast Asia, it became one of the greatest tiki bar staples, and a rare departure from rum.
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		ORIGIN Classic, adapted by Smuggler’s Cove

		GLASSWARE Collins or highball

		2 ounces seltzer

		¾ ounce fresh lemon juice

		¼ ounce SC Demerara syrup

		½ ounce Cherry Heering liqueur

		¼ ounce Benedictine

		1½ ounce London Dry Gin

		1 dash Angostura bitters

		1 dash orange bitters

		GARNISH Lemon wedge speared with a cocktail umbrella

		Add the seltzer to the bottom of a Collins or highball glass. Add the rest of ingredients to a cocktail shaker with cubed or cracked ice.  Shake and strain into the glass. Gently add cubed or cracked ice to glass and add garnish.

		While not an exotic cocktail by definition, the Singapore Sling is a perfect example of the kind of drinks that came from outside the world of tiki establishments and took up residence on tiki menus everywhere. Vic’s first menu included a section titled “Drinks I Have Gathered from the Four Corners of the Globe” and included the Singapore Sling. Rarely, if ever, however, has there been as much confusion and controversy about such a famous drink, reflected in the fact that several versions are in Trader Vic’s Bartender’s Guide from 1947, including a Raffles Hotel Sling, a Singapore Sling #1, and a Singapore Sling #2. There seems to be at least unanimous agreement about who invented it and where, but the rest, including the drink ingredients themselves, and even what to call the darn thing (some early recipes refer to a Straits Sling) remains a bit of a mystery. Ngiam Tong Boon was a Chinese-born bartender who moved first to Vietnam, where he trained, and then moved to Singapore, where he worked first at the Adelphi Hotel, and then ended up at what became Singapore’s finest hotel, Raffles. He started at Raffles sometime around the beginning of the twentieth century and died in 1915, putting the invention of the Singapore Sling somewhere in between. There is reference to a “pink sling” in a Singapore newspaper in 1903, suggesting the invention was before then. Likely a riff on the popular gin sling, it is distinguished by a reddish color, which would have, in theory, stemmed from the inclusion of cherry. Here, too, there is controversy, as to the type of cherry—varying from a drier kirsch style, to Heering cherry liqueur, to cherry brandy, depending on accounts. The Raffles bar itself was revamped in the 1970s, and it was at that time that they claimed that the original recipe was invented in 1915, and had been sourced from a visitor to the bar who, in the 1930s, had written down how the drink was made. Their recipe includes the controversial addition of pineapple and grenadine, and some think this was an attempt to make the drink more appealing to the 1970s crowd, at a time when fruitier drinks were more popular. At Smuggler’s Cove, we decided to try several versions and combinations of the many proposed recipes, and settled on the one we liked best.
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