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Introduction

When my husband Dan and I started house-hunting in the tepid last-grasping month of late winter 2002, we had a list of things we desperately wanted as new homeowners. After 10 years in a one-bedroom brownstone apartment in Carroll Gardens, Brooklyn, we grew weary of hauling our laundry to the Laundromat, driving around and around the block to jockey for a coveted parking space within some kind of non-marathon walking distance from our front door, and listening to the F train subway rattle by our kitchen window (although, I admit, I found that a little romantic).

 

More than anything, though, we wanted space. Not just for clothes or furniture and all other forms of random stuff, but for entertaining. There’s nothing we both like better than throwing a big ol’ party to get friends and family together.

 

When we walked through the door of the house we would eventually call home, we, like a lot of other first-time home buyers, got that feeling. We knew this was The One. But the thing that confirmed it? The full-on, brass-railed, lights-mirror-taps-whole-shebang old-fashioned chestnut wood bar in the basement. Neither of us had ever seen anything like this outside an actual, real bar. We looked at each other, smiled, and said, “We’ll take it.”

 

Since we moved in 8+ years ago, we’ve thrown many a party. Being a food and spirits writer by trade, it’s something I take great interest in keeping up with. What did we run out of quickly? What didn’t go? What mixer or liqueur would have really been great to have on hand? What’s the latest cocktail making the scene we could replicate for our own guests? And on and on.




How to Use This Book 

When I started thinking about what would make a cocktail book most useful to me, two things came to mind. One, I would want a lot of useful how-to information without a lot of clutter and gabbiness—some fun facts, a little history, and a lot of practical, useful, easy-to-understand information.

That’s what you find in Part 1, Stepping Up to the Brass Rail.  This is where you learn to discern your reposado from your añejo; your Scotch from your bourbon. What’s the difference between brandy and cognac? Look no further! Want to know if sake is supposed to be hot or cold? Here’s where you’ll find your answer. You also get great “grocery lists” for when it comes time to stock your own bar (from minimum to all-out maximum home-bar potential), what glasses to use, measurements and equivalents, and a shaker full of great advice on all things mixing.

 

And then there’s Part 2, The Recipes—1,500+ of them! I arranged this massive assortment of mixables by liquor. Why? Because when I want to make a cocktail, 9 times out of 10 I know what liquor I want to use. I bet you do, too. If you’re in the mood for gin, turn to the gin chapter (Chapter 6). Want to find a new way with whisky? There’s a whole Scotch and Canadian world to discover there (Chapter 10).

 

And if you want to peruse all the drinks in this book alphabetically, simply turn to the handy-dandy Index of Drinks in the back for a full-on listing of each and every concoction compiled.




Garnishes 

Along the way, I wanted to share a few bits and pieces of information with you. These have been neatly placed into three different sidebar categories:[image: 002]

COCKTAIL CONVERSATION

Check these sidebars for useful tips and fun facts, all of which are sure to be useful at your next sipping soirée—even if only to liven up the conversation.
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LIQUOR LINGO

Never heard of Strega? Don’t know much about crème de menthe? Liquor Lingo sidebars define all that befuddles you.
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SPILLS

Its much better to avoid a mess than to worry about spilled sake. Here you get advance notice on possible pratfalls and how to avert them.
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Part 1

Stepping Up to the Brass Rail

You might have the urge to go right to the recipes chapters in Part 2 and start mixing away, but hold on just a second. Before you do, wouldn’t it be better to get the skinny on the sleek techniques that will crown you the Sir or Madam Mix-a-Lot of your friends and family? That’s just what you’ll learn in Part 1: how to shake, stir, blend, purée, muddle, mix, chill, pour, and prep. You’ll also get a down-and-dirty, fast-fact lowdown on the major liquors that make up a basic bar, some words of wisdom from a few of the world’s most exciting master distillers and blenders, and a little history, too!




Chapter 1

The Lowdown on Liquor

In This Chapter

• The basic makeup of spirits
• A short, spirited history lesson
• A few words from some of the world’s greatest Master Distillers and Blenders

So you want to be the home mixologist with the most. Or you at least want to be able to hold your own when hosting a party. Not a problem. The very, very first thing you need to do is this: learn your way around a liquor shelf. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve been in a restaurant or bar and ordered, say, a bourbon and soda, only to have my waiter give me a befuddled look, run away, and come back to tell me they don’t have any, even though when I peer across the room I can see a nice, shiny bottle of Wild Turkey or Maker’s Mark sitting on the shelf.

 

To make basic, good cocktails, you need to have good, basic knowledge of your ingredients. You can’t mix divine drinks if you’re unfamiliar with what, exactly, you’re working with—so let’s get down to it.




Gin 

Gin has a distinctive, herbal taste that seems to draw very clear-cut reactions from imbibers: they either love it or hate it.

 

The name is derivative of its main ingredient, from the Dutch word jenever. In fact, gin seems to have originated in Holland as well, although some argue it was first made in Italy. Wherever you believe its origins are rooted, the creation process is the same.

Gin is made when juniper berries are distilled with a neutral spirit (often grain-based; however, some producers, like the French label G’Vine, use grapes as the base spirit) and, most importantly, other flavors such as cassis, angelica, coriander, fennel, ginger, lemon peel, and a host of other special (and almost always unnamed for reasons of holding onto secret recipes) botanical flavorings.


Getting Cozy with Gin 

Gin, along with many other spirits, has undergone a bit of a renaissance over the last decade. Today, though, not only can you get one of the original genevers, Bols, previously unavailable in the United States, but there’s even another legitimate category to add to the mix—which just means more fantastic flavors from which to find your signature drink style:

 

Dry gin Dry or London dry gin is generally around 80 to 90 proof and is the most common gin used in cocktail mixing and general bar requests. Ordering a gin and soda? The barkeep will use dry gin. Old Tom is a version of London dry that’s given a little sweetness with simple syrup. Plymouth gin is a London dry that’s not sweetened at all but has a soft, mellow flavor, thanks to its 100 percent grain base of wheat.

[image: 005]

LIQUOR LINGO

The amount of alcohol in a spirit is measured by its proof. In the United States, proof translates to twice the percentage of alcohol, e.g., 100 proof bourbon contains 50 percent alcohol. In other countries, the measurements are slightly different.



New West gin Not exactly an official category just yet, but a new one that was, in part, the idea of mixologist Ryan Magarian, who helped create Aviation Gin of Portland, Oregon. While certain New West gins may well be produced in the traditional style of a London Dry, they have much more prominent citrusy overtones, making them unique in the gin world. According to Magarian, Aviation falls in this category, as does Philadelphia’s Bluecoat and New Zealand’s South Gin, for example.

 

Dutch gin Dutch gin (a.k.a. Holland gin, genever, genievre, or Schiedam) starts with a neutral-spirit base of rye but also can have corn and malted barley in the mix. It’s generally around 70 to 80 proof and is really more of a sipping gin. (Although plenty of mixologists are making fantastic cocktails with this as its base.) Gin made in this style tends to be full bodied with spicy, racy notes. Some versions are even aged in oak.


The Way It Was 

The person responsible for putting the G in your G&T was Dr. Franciscus Sylvius, a seventeenth-century Dutch chemist at the University of Leyden. It was for medicinal purposes, not martinis, that Doc Sylvius concocted the elixir and added juniper berries to make it more palatable (sort of like cherry cough syrup and such). This so-called medicine became pretty darned popular with British soldiers embroiled in the Thirty Years War, who dubbed it “Dutch Courage.”

 

England’s taste for gin soared ever higher when King William III banned the import of French wine and other spirits (which wouldn’t be the last grumbling between France and England), and gin production soared. It became extraordinarily popular with the poor and working class—maybe a little too popular. In 1739, England enforced the Gin Act, which raised the cost of the spirit so much the poor could no longer afford it. But the will of the common man was too fierce for the social experiments of the educated—riots broke out and chaos ensued. Three short years later, the Gin Act was repealed and the millions of gallons of mother’s milk (a.k.a. gin) being produced flowed into the glasses of the common folk.


What the Experts Say: Desmond Payne 

Beefeater Master Distiller Desmond Payne is the quintessential gin expert. He entered the world of distillation in 1969 as Assistant Distiller with Plymouth Gin and moved on to become Master Distiller with the venerable Beefeater in 1994, maintaining the spirit’s long-time integrity and even adding his own mark in 2007 with a new gin. Beefeater 24 is distilled with, among other things, the unusual addition of Chinese Green and Japanese Sencha teas and won the 2009 Greenall’s Trophy for world’s best gin at the International Wine and Spirits Competition.

 

Here’s what Desmond has to say on his favorite topic:

 

What do you think is the most common misperception or misunderstanding about gin?

 

“That it is old-fashioned. Gin is surely the most versatile of all spirits and that is why it is the base of so many of the great classic cocktails. But because gin is so versatile, it is able to re-invent itself to fit the style of the moment. Cocktails are definitely back in fashion—so is gin.”

 

What is your preferred method of using the botanicals—macerating them or allowing the vapors to pass through them during distillation?

 

“We are very particular about the way we produce our gins at Beefeater. It is important to get a good balance of flavours in the gin—that is why it works so well in cocktails—so the relationship between alcohol and botanical is crucial. For both Beefeater Dry and Beefeater 24 we steep (or ‘macerate’) the botanicals on pure grain spirit for twenty-four hours prior to distillation. This gives complexity and depth of flavour to our gins.”

 

What’s your favorite gin cocktail?

 

“Well, it depends on the moment. A warm summer’s day in the garden? The Gimlet; a serious, grown-up cocktail before dinner? Negroni is King! Out with friends for the evening?—some of the great new cocktails that are being developed by the new generation of bartenders who are showing the same flair, inspiration and enthusiasm that we saw in that first great generation of bartenders a hundred years ago.”

 

What do you enjoy most about your job?

 

“The sheer versatility of it. Everything from choosing and sourcing the botanicals, through the distilling process, developing Beefeater 24, and, of course, the final test—in the glass. Cheers!”




Rum 

Rum. The word conjures up dreamy images of palm trees and sandy beaches and bluer-than-blue skies. You can almost hear the steel drums and the waves lapping against the shores. And with good reason, as much of it is produced in the gentle lands of the West Indies and the Caribbean.

 

Rum is made from cooked-down sugarcane, which, more often than not, eventually goes through a few processes before it becomes molasses. The thick, pungent-sweet molasses is heated and combined with water and yeast during the distillation process, and the rum is then aged in oak barrels from 6 months to 7 years, depending on the desired final product. For instance, light and gold rums are aged from the minimum amount—6 months—up to 4 years. Dark rum gets a taste and color boost from the addition of caramel and an aging minimum of 3 years, although the process can go on as long as 12 years.


The Rub on Rum 

Rum comes in three general types:• Light bodied—white or silver
• Medium bodied—gold or amber
• Heavy bodied—dark



These come from several balmy and beautiful places, such as the following:

 

Jakarta Medium bodied. Known for the gorgeous elixir Batavia arak, which uses red rice from Java in the fermentation process along with the molasses and is aged for several years.

 

Guyana Medium bodied. Known for a dark-hued rum called Demerara rum that has a high alcohol content.

 

Haiti Medium bodied. Haitian rum has a slightly different distillation technique, whereby the juice of the sugarcane is concentrated and distilled but not made into molasses.

 

Jamaica Heavy bodied. Dark, rich, and aged, this gorgeous, often spicy rum gets a little extra coloring from its long aging process and extra added molasses.

 

Martinique Medium bodied. Like Haitian rum, light rum from Martinique is made from the juice of sugarcane. It’s gorgeous on the rocks with just a little squirt of fresh lime!

 

Puerto Rico Light to medium bodied. Known for light and gold rums, one of the most famous producers of it is Bacardi (who actually originated in Cuba).

 

South America Light to medium bodied. Although South American countries produce several fine rums, often referred to as aguardiente de caña,  the most popular here is cachaça, distilled from the juice of sugarcane and the spirit to use in the delicious Brazilian delight, the Caipirinha.

 

The Virgin Islands Light bodied. Known for light rums similar in style to Puerto Rican rums.

 

There are, of course, flavored rums, too, such as coconut, lemon, spiced, and lime.


The Dark Side 

No one really knows for certain where and when rum was actually (eureka!) invented or, for that matter, how it got its name, although early references were more often than not to “Kill-Devil,” a dubious title at best. However, during the seventeenth century, quite a lot of it could be found as the demand for sugar in England soared and its by-product, molasses, grew in its wake. Eventually, distillation of molasses became the clever answer to tossing it and other clever, but not particularly practical, uses.

 

Despite its present-day reputation as a feel-good spirit, like other traded goods from the past, rum was part of that dark mercantile splotch on the human conscience, Triangle Trade, in which it was traded for slaves for labor, who were in turn traded for molasses, which was made into rum in the Colonies to quench the thirsty masses. (Even George Washington distilled some, as well as whiskey, on his Mount Vernon estate.)


What the Experts Say: Joy Spence 

As Master Blender, Appleton Estate Jamaica Rum, since 1997, the very talented Joy Spence holds the distinction of the first female ever to hold the position of Master Blender of rum in the world. She began her career as a college chemistry professor but soon was lured to the lab as chief chemist for Appleton. When her obviously superior palate and nose became apparent, she began training under former Master Distiller Owen Tulloch to step into his shoes. Here are some of Joy’s sage thoughts on rum:

 

What do you think is the most common misperception or misunderstanding about rum?

 

“That rum is an unsophisticated harsh spirit and that it is primarily a man’s drink. The truth is that rum is the most versatile spirit in the world and there is a style of rum for every occasion. Within the Appleton Estate Jamaica Rum range we have rums such as the super premium Appleton Estate Reserve which is perfect for making sophisticated cocktails and we also have our ultra premium and luxury rums such as Appleton Estate Extra 12 Year Old, Appleton Estate 21 Year Old Jamaica Rum and Appleton Estate 30 Year Old Jamaica Rum which are best enjoyed neat in a snifter or served over ice.”

 

I attended an event with you where you had some of us try our hand at blending rums—it was a lot harder than I thought it would be, to say the least. What are some of the things you consider when coming up with your blends for Appleton?

 

“Creating a new rum blend is both science and art. Before I start I have an overall vision of what I want—do I want to make a rum that is going to be great for making cocktails or is it a sipping rum? Once I know what type of blend I want to create, I then look at what kind of flavour profile am I looking for—for instance do I want a rum that has a lot of oak notes in it or am I looking for something that has more spice notes? I then have to see what stocks of rums I have available to work with.

 

“After that I go to work—experimenting with different rums of varying styles and ages—seeing how the different marques of rum interact with each other and how they influence the overall profile of the blend. When I get the combinations exactly right and the blend is what I first envisioned, then my work is done.”

 

What’s your favorite rum cocktail?

 

“I actually have two favourites, I love a Mojito made with Appleton Estate V/X Jamaica Rum and an original daiquiri made with Appleton Estate Reserve Jamaica Rum.”

 

What do you most enjoy about your job?

 

“I enjoy the fact that I get to work in both the production side, where my duties include creating new products and blends and ensuring the quality standards of all of our products, as well as the marketing side, where I get the opportunity to educate consumers about the premium aged rum category and promote our range of rums.

 

“I am as happy travelling around the world educating people about the ‘Joy of Rum’ (no pun intended) as I am when I am in the warehouse checking how our stocks of rums are ageing or in my lab creating a new product. Although it can get a bit hectic at times, my job allows me to enjoy the best of both worlds.”




Tequila 

Tequila comes in two overarching categories:• Mixto—average stuff
• 100 percent blue agave—the good stuff



Mixto must contain a minimum of 51 percent blue agave (the beautiful, spiky plant that grows in abundance in Mexico that’s the source of tequila). The rest of the mix can come from other sources, like molasses.

 

To be 100 percent blue agave, well … it’s got to be made from the blue agave plant in total. Period.


A Closer Look at Tequila 

Within blue agave and mixto categories are four classifications of tequila:

 

Blanco Also called silver or white tequila, blanco—as you can tell by its lack of color—is unaged.

 

Joven abocado Gold tequila gets its appearance and taste from the addition of caramel.

 

Reposado Reposado (which in English means “rested”) must be wood-aged 60 days to a year. Caramel may be added for coloring as well as taste.

 

Añejo The good stuff. Añejo is wood-aged for at least a year. Today, there’s even a more-premium category called Super Añejo, in which the spirit rests in barrels for a minimum of 3 years.
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COCKTAIL CONVERSATION

Tequila gets its name from the eponymous town it’s named for in the Jalisco province of Mexico. Just about all tequila is made there. In fact, by law, to be able to call it tequila, it must be made in or around Tequila.




The Birth of Tequila 

Back in the Aztec days, a beverage called pulque, fermented maguey tree sap, was the drink of choice. Sounds kind of strange? The Spanish conquistadors thought so, too. They turned the Aztecs on to the technique of distilling, which became mezcal. Eventually, they began experimenting with the blue agave plant, and tequila was born.
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LIQUOR LINGO

What, pray tell, is mezcal? Unlike tequila, which at least in part must be distilled from the blue agave plant, mezcal can be made from many different varieties of the agave plant; however, you’ll primarily find it produced in the Pacific Coast state of Oaxaca. It has as of late seen a small but strong boost in popularity among serious cocktail aficionados who appreciate the often smoky, earthy quality of this spirit. And maybe you’ve heard about a worm. It’s actually the larvae of a species of moth that likes to hang out on agave plants. The few mezcals that bottle it with their spirit likely do so to prove the high-alcohol pickling effects of the final product. And no, it doesn’t give you hallucinations or any other such college myths you might have heard.



Blue agave is a spiky, bluish-green, prehistoric-looking succulent that can grow up to 8 feet tall and takes 7 to 12 years before it can be harvested. When it’s ready, special harvesters called jimadores, using extremely sharp, flat metal tools with long handles, harvest it by hand in order to get to its heart—la piña—from where the juice is extracted for distillation.

 

The Mexican government controls and regulates the production of tequila much like France and other European countries control the production of wine grapes: producers can’t just use any agave to make tequila. (Well, they can, but then it would be the equivalent of illegal hooch, and they’d get in a heap of trouble for distilling it.) Since 1974, strict governmental regulations require that (a) the coveted blue agave plant may only be grown in 5 out of the 32 states in Mexico (Jalisco being the biggest and most famous), and (b) all 320 million or so plants (and counting) must be registered.


Silver and Gold 

If you like tequila but haven’t ventured out of the mixto yet, I can’t begin to stress how great it is the first time you taste a super-duper 100 percent blue agave tequila. It’s a whole different flavor sensation. It’s clear, elegant, and smooth.

 

If you don’t want to plunk down the money for a bottle, head to a reliable watering hole for a sampling. It will forever change the way you think about tequila.




Vodka 

It’s crystal clear. It’s easy on the palate. From coast to coast, it’s the most popular spirit for mixing in terms of sheer sales.

 

Sometimes folks get confused with how vodka is made and have a notion it’s all about potatoes. Although, yes, there is potato vodka—which produces a creamier-textured version of the spirit—most vodkas are made from grains like wheat or corn.

 

Vodka is a rectified spirit, or goes through at least three rounds of the distilling process. (So if you see that on a bottle, don’t be impressed—it’s standard operating procedure.) During the final round, it’s filtered through charcoal.
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LIQUOR LINGO

A rectified spirit is an alcoholic beverage that goes through a minimum of three rounds of distilling.



Because of the abundance of grain, Eastern Europe and Russia are where vodka was born. And when the name given a spirit is a derivative of the Russian word for “water” (voda), you know the creators of it take it very, very seriously.

 

Both Poles and Russians claim to have distilled the first batch of vodka, but Russia documented it at the end of the eighth century, so they get the honors here. By the mid-sixteenth century, vodka was the national drink of both Russia and Poland. But it wasn’t until the eighteenth century, when a Russian professor in St. Petersburg discovered the process of charcoal filtering, that vodka became the spirit we know and drink today.

 

The Bolshevik nabbing of private distilleries during the Russian Revolution and the altogether ban on private distilleries after World War I proved problematic for vodka-making devotees, and many left the Mother Land. One such family—Smirnov—f led to France, where the spelling of the family name was changed to Smirnoff. They were the first vodka makers to bring their distilling talents to America. They set up the first vodka distillery in the United States in 1934, just after the end of Prohibition.




Whisk(e)y 

Whisky lovers and connoisseurs may well be the most opinionated tipplers of the lot. Sure, tequila devotees and gin gurus and wine lovers have their very, very strong opinions, but whisky drinkers? Just see what happens when you make a declaration statement around one. It’s begging for trouble—or at least, an hours-long conversation about everything whisky.

 

In general, whisky is made from grain. However, which grains, how much, where from, and the process used determines what kind of whisky (or whiskey) you’re drinking.

 

In Ireland and Scotland, it’s made from barley, oats, rye, or wheat. The grain (or grains) is malted (after it has sprouted, it is dried in a kiln and ground into a powder), which causes it to turn starch into sugar and then to alcohol. Some Scotch whisky—often those from the northwestern island of Islay—take on a smoky flavor because the drying part of the process occurs over burning peat. Irish whiskey grains are dried in a kiln, and the whiskey has a gentler, sweeter flavor and aroma than Scotch whisky. Canadian whisky undergoes a similar process to Scotch but is always designated as blended (more on that in a minute). American whiskey is made from corn and grains.


Blended or Straight? 

Now, as to the business of blended or straight whiskies, here’s a quick cheat sheet for you:

 

Straight whisky The American classification for straight whisky. It must have 51 percent of one particular grain and must not be blended with any other whisky or grain neutral spirit. It must be aged in oak barrels for a minimum of 2 years.

 

Blended whisky A blended whisky is exactly what it sounds like. A minimum of 20 percent must be from one particular grain. But the rest? That can be an amalgam of other whiskies, grain-neutral spirits, grain spirits, fortified wine, or even fruit juices. By law, all whiskies in North America must be labeled blended or straight.

 

Blended straight When two or more straight whiskies are blended.

 

Light whisky Often used for blending, light whiskies are distilled at an above-average alcohol level (e.g., more than 160 proof) with water added later to dilute the alcohol content. Light whisky is stored in uncharred oak casks.

 

Single malt whisky Unblended Scotch whisky.
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COCKTAIL CONVERSATION

The spelling of this spirit may leave you a bit befuddled at times. Is it  whisky or whiskey? And what’s the difference? In Scotland and Canada, it’s whisky. In Ireland and America, it’s whiskey. There now. That wasn’t so hard, was it?




The Gaelic Water of Life 

Whisky originated in the misty green lands of Ireland and Scotland, where it was called uisge beatha, or “water of life.” It’s not exactly clear which country gets the distinction of being the first, although evidence of early whisky production has been found going back as far as the fifteenth century.

 

Not surprisingly, once whisky caught on and became a popular beverage, the English government (true to their tax-happy form) placed a malt tax on whisky production. This tax, which went into effect in 1624, only increased over the years with whisky’s popularity. In fact, by the early 1900s, the tax was doubled to discourage whisky consumption.




Bourbon 

Bourbon is an unblended American corn-based whiskey made from one or two different kinds of mash, which is the crushed, ground corn and other grain(s) used in the fermentation process. The mash is either sour or sweet. Sour mash is new sweet mash combined with some of the residue from the previous batch’s fermentation. Sweet mash is made from scratch with fresh yeast.

 

Bourbon’s rich, golden-tinged, dark-brown hue and distinctive ever-so-slightly sweet, woody flavor come from the minimum 2-year aging process in brand-new, charred American oak casks, although many bourbons age as much as twice that long. (After the aging in the new oak casks is finished, the casks are never used again to age bourbon. Instead, they are often used to age, among other spirits, Scotch whisky.)

 

By law, to be considered bourbon, the liquor must be made from a minimum of 51 percent but no more than 79 percent corn and the rest wheat, rye, or other grains. The alcohol content can be no more than 160 proof, which is usually taken down to between 80 and 100 proof after the distilling process.

 

Bourbon takes its name from Bourbon County, Kentucky, where it was first produced and shipped downriver to the original sin city, New Orleans. Before shipping, barrels were stamped with the corn whiskey’s place of origin, and the name just stuck. Today, 90 percent of all bourbon still comes from the bluegrass state in Anderson, Franklin, Nelson, Woodford, and Jefferson counties.

 

Although the legal stipulations have to do with what’s in it, as outlined earlier, some feel strongly that if it’s not from Kentucky, it just ain’t bourbon. (Although, technically, bourbon can be made anywhere.) Many people even make the mistake of calling Tennessee’s two whiskies, Jack Daniel’s and George Dickel, bourbon. The procedure used, however, is different: part of the distilling process for Tennessee whiskey—the official name of these two brand-name spirits—requires filtering the whiskey through charcoal made from sugar maple trees, which gives it a slightly different flavor from bourbon.

 

And if that’s not enough proof for you, then maybe you’ll take the federal government’s word for it—they put Tennessee whiskey in its own, regulated category.


Thank Heaven for the Reverend 

As with any story about the origins of a cocktail, the origins of liquor are at times equally as debated. In the tradition of the American tall tale, bourbon is no different. Here’s one: the first person to distill bourbon—or at least be recorded as the first person to distill bourbon because he was, in all likelihood, in the company of folks who could read and write—was the Reverend Elijah Craig.
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COCKTAIL CONVERSATION

Heaven Hill Distilleries in Bardstown, Kentucky, makes a rare, single-barrel, 18-year-aged bourbon named after the lovely liquor’s founder-apparent, Elijah Craig.



Born in Virginia, Craig was a Baptist minister who gave his sermons all around the southland until he finally settled in Bourbon County, Kentucky, in the mid-1780s. Craig was an enterprising businessman, but it wasn’t until he decided to store his corn-based whiskey in charred white-oak barrels that he became known as the inventor of that magical amber liquid, bourbon. Storing whiskey, which is clear after it’s distilled, in the charred oak turned the local white lightning into a dark, rich, superior-tasting tipple.


What the Experts Say: Chris Morris 

As Master Distiller for Brown-Forman’s artisanal bourbon Woodford Reserve, Chris Morris is only the seventh to hold this vital position since the company began in 1870. A Louisville native, when Morris isn’t overseeing Woodford’s small-batch production in copper-pot stills, he’s brushing up on his other passion—the history of whiskies the world ’round. Here are his words on the making of fine bourbon:

 

What do you think is the most common misperception or misunderstanding about bourbon?

 

“Bourbon is plagued with misconceptions. The most common one is that bourbon must be crafted in Kentucky—Bourbon County, Kentucky, to be exact. Secondly many people believe the standards actually state that bourbon must be crafted using limestone water and white oak barrels. Water is never mentioned in our production regulations and the only wood required for use in our new, charred barrels is oak, plain and simple. The minimum percentage of corn required is well known but many take corn whiskey’s minimum of 80% to mean that bourbon has a 79% maximum. All we have  is a minimum. The maturation time required for new spirit to qualify as bourbon also leads to confusion. Many reference the ‘straight’ or ‘Bonded’ regulations to specify a minimum required maturation age when in reality bourbon has none.”

 

I know Woodford favors the copper pot still—what are the benefits of distilling this way?

 

“Copper pot stills, in Woodford’s unique triple distillation process, provides Woodford with an extra heads and tails cut. This gives us more control over flavor development. The relative short height of the stills (compared to column stills) also allows a wider range of congeners to present themselves for selection.”

 

What’s your favorite bourbon cocktail?

 

“My favorite cocktail is still the classic Woodford Reserve Manhattan. Has to include bitters and plenty of Woodford Reserve.”

 

What do you most enjoy about your job?

 

“The thing I love most about my job is helping create a product that people enjoy.”




Brandy 

Brandy came into being when a clever Dutch trader tried to condense his cargo by taking the water out of wine by heating it and putting it back in when he reached his final destination. The taste of it after this process earned it the name brandewijn, or “burned wine.”

 

Regardless of which brandy’s your pleasure, the basics are still the same. Brandy is distilled from wine and/or fermented fruit juices—peach, apple, pear, or cherry, for instance. Like French wine, French brandy is known for its high quality and strict regional demarcation.

 

There are many types of brandy, including …

 

Armagnac From the vineyards in Armagnac in the Gascony region of southwestern France near Bordeaux, Armagnac is distilled only once in its own special Armagnac still, and no sugar is added. Then it’s aged for up to 40 years in black oak.

 

Calvados From Calvados in Normandy of northern France, this dry apple brandy is distilled twice and aged for a minimum of a year.

Cognac The big mac daddy of brandies, cognac—from the town of Cognac in western France—is double-distilled after the fermenting process and must age at least 3 years in Limousin oak. Letters on the front let you know how old (and, thus, how expensive) the bottle is:• V.S. (very superior) is 3 years minimum
• V.S.O.P. (very superior or special old pale) is a minimum of 4 years
• X.O. (extra old) distinction means what’s in the bottle is at least 5 years old



Eau-de-vie Literally translated as “water of life” in French, this brandy is distilled from fermented fruit juice (other than grapes) and is colorless.
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LIQUOR LINGO

Eau-de-vie is a clear, fruit-based French brandy; examples include kirschwasser and frambois.



Fruit brandy Unlike eau-de-vie, a fruit brandy (by U.S. law) must be made with a base of wine-brandy and be more than 70 proof.

 

Grappa This Italian eau-de-vie is made from the residue of grape skins and seeds extracted during the winemaking process. (How’s that for being resourceful?)

 

Koniak This Greek brandy has a grape base and is given extra sweetness with the addition of caramel.

 

Spanish brandy From the Andalusian town of Jerez de la Frontera, Spanish brandy is often distilled from sherry and subjected to a complicated aging system.




Liqueurs and Cordials 

Liqueurs and cordials are generally served as after-dinner drinks and range from 40 to 60 proof. What’s the difference among them? Nowadays, nothing—at least in conversation. But technically, there’s a distinction: liqueurs are herb-based, and cordials are fruit-based.

 

Liqueurs and cordials are made from one type of major spirit as the base and then punched up in flavor with fruit, nuts, flowers, herbs, seeds—you name it. These flavors become part of the final product through one of four methods: 

Distillation The base liquor is blended with the additional botanical flavor prior to a second distilling process.

 

Infusion Just like tea leaves in hot water, the desired flavoring agent is steeped in the warmed base liquor, which takes on its aromatic and flavor qualities.

 

Percolation Remember that old coffee percolator your parents or grand-parents used to have? The process is similar for a liqueur/cordial product using this method, except instead of coffee, botanical flavor is used.

 

Maceration Like infusion, the main flavoring element is steeped in the base spirit and then mixed with a neutral spirit and the additional sugar (which they all must have 2.5 percent of).
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COCKTAIL CONVERSATION

While evidence of distillation can be found all the way back to ancient Egypt, the first liqueurs were most likely created by European monks during the Middle Ages. These monks were known to grow their own herbs and plants to use as medicines. When it was discovered that alcohol acted as a preservative for their remedies, and that, during the sixteenth century, the more readily available commodity sugar helped the medicine go down easier, a new spirit was born.






Wine 

Ah, the fruit of the vine. So many people find this alluring alcohol intimidating when really there’s no reason for it. This is salt-of-the-earth stuff (or more accurately, rootstock-of-the-earth stuff). Fear not. Once you get a handle on a few terms of the trade and start experimenting with varying grapes, you’ll get to know what you like and what you don’t.

 

Grapes for white wine are stripped of their skin, stems, and seeds. With the latter discarded, the grapes are then mashed and fermented so the clear juice from the fruit is what you end up seeing in the glass. Red wine, however, is fermented with its skins, et al., which is where it gets its color and tannic nature (e.g., the drying sensation that you might notice on your gums and that sometimes makes you want to snap your tongue against the roof of your mouth!).

 

It’s not just all about reds and whites, of course. There’s Champagne, too. Champagne (or Cremant outside of Champagne, France, Cap Classique in South Africa, Sekt in Germany, Cava in Spain, Asti and a slew of other  names in Italy, or just plain sparkling wine in America) has that wonderful effervescence we all know and adore for celebratory occasions. But here’s something that may surprise you: Champagne is often made up of three grapes—and two of them are red. Yup, that’s right: one white (chardonnay), two red (pinot noir and pinot meunier). The process of making bubbly is a long labor of love (and, well, money), but simply put, the bubbles come from a part of the process that occurs when carbon dioxide gas created by sugar-munching yeast cells is trapped inside each bottle during a second fermentation process.

 

And then there’s also fortified wine, better known to you as sherry, port, and Madeira. These, too, go through quite a complicated process before becoming the richly textured wines they are, but the most important thing to know is that these wines are fortified with another spirit, hence their name.
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LIQUOR LINGO

Fortified wines are those that have been fortified with another spirit such as brandy. The best examples of this are sherry, Madeira, and port.



Wine has such a long and complicated history there’s just no way to give you the whole shebang in a paragraph or two. So I’ll give you the crib notes. Who “invented” wine? Nobody really knows for sure, but evidence shows wine was being produced in the ancient lands of Mesopotamia in the fertile Tigris-Euphrates valley. The Egyptians were the first to record any evidence of winemaking, around 3000 B.c.E. But it was during the era of the Roman Empire that wine became available to the masses (which was a good thing, because the water was undrinkable!). Techniques were refined, mostly in monasteries, and by the eighteenth century, European wine was widely lauded and celebrated.




Beer 

Although it’s not usually the first thing that comes to a mixologist’s mind, beer is always important to have on hand when you’re expecting guests. But what is beer, exactly?

 

Beer is made from barley that’s soaked, sprouted, dried in a kiln (similar to the process for whisky), and crushed (not ground, like whisky). This is added to purified, heated water to break down the starch into sugar, and then other starch from corn, wheat, or rice might be added, depending on the desired final product. It then goes through several other processes of straining, boiling, fermenting (with yeast), aging, and filtering. All that just so you can have a cold one!

Like wine, it’s difficult to pinpoint exactly when beer was first brewed, but ample evidence shows the ancient Egyptians were quite fond of it. In fact, some pharaohs even designated that beer be part of their burial booty to carry them into the next world. But although beer has been brewed and consumed for thousands of years, it was truly during the Christian era when monks perfected the technique. By the seventeenth century, it was a staple in most European diets.
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The oldest brewery in America is Pennsylvania’s own Yuengling. Yuengling is still brewed today.






Sake 

Although many people call sake “rice wine,” it’s not a wine at all. Sake is actually a brewed beverage with rice as its main ingredient; therefore, it’s much more akin to beer than to wine. However, its clear, sometimes earthy, sometimes bright taste is indeed reminiscent of wine.

 

It can be consumed warmed or chilled, in small, earthenware sake cups, in cedar masu sake boxes, or even in a cocktail glass, as is common in stylish cocktail lounges across the country.


Sizing Up Sake 

Sake comes in several different types, but they all have two things in common. The first is how much fat and protein is milled (i.e., polished) off the rice grain. The more you mill, the higher quality the sake. Most sake is simple table sake (futuu-shu), which is about 20 to 25 percent milled. Premium sakes, which are the best of the best, fall into three categories based on their milling (and as a general rule, are more often than not consumed chilled):

 

Honjozo and junmai These have a minimum of 30 percent grain milled away.

 

Ginjo and junmai ginjo These have a minimum of 40 percent grain milled away.

 

Daiginjo and junmai daiginjo These super-premium sakes have a minimum of 50 percent grain milled away.

 

The second important factor in sake production is the water. Each city in Japan known for its stellar sake production also has a stellar water source.


The Drink of Dynasty 

While evidence of sake production in China goes back thousands of years, it was Japan that refined the art. Sake’s history in Japan goes all the way back to 300 B.c.E., when particular methods of rice planting and cultivation were introduced to the country. Although it was likely that sake production also began around that time, we don’t see recorded evidence of sake until 300 c.E.

 

Much sake was produced by and for individual families, but eventually the production became far more intricate and far-reaching. By the time the thirteenth century rolled around, sake was being mass-produced and consumed not just by peasants, but by the inhabitants of the Imperial Palace.

 

Today, with changes and modernization of equipment, sake is produced in mass quantities all over Japan (and lately, it seems to be catching on here, too!).


The Least You Need to Know 

• When you understand how a beverage is made, it’s easier to distinguish why—and which examples of it—you like best.
• From pioneers to pirates, every spirit has its own fascinating story. Behind each bottle are hundreds—sometimes thousands—of years of history, travel, and travails before it gets to your shelf.
• Even though prices vary from reasonable to very expensive, price does not necessarily dictate quality. Discern what your price point is and go from there.





End of sample
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