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introduction


NO OTHER DRINKS CAN MATCH COCKTAILS FOR SHEER GLAMOUR. IT’S NOT JUST THE UNIQUE FLAVORS, GORGEOUS COLORS, AND EXQUISITE PRESENTATION THAT I LOVE; IT’S ALSO THE HEADY ASSOCIATIONS WITH THOSE MOST GLAMOROUS OF DECADES, THE TWENTIES AND THIRTIES. THE LEGENDARY BARS WHERE THE BEAU MONDE MET FOR THEIR MANHATTANS AND BLOODY MARYS, THE ICONIC STARS WHO ROMANCED OVER EXOTIC “MIXES” IN HOLLYWOOD MOVIES, THE JAZZ, THE CLOTHES… FOR ME, THESE ARE ALL PART OF THE INTOXICATION.


[image: A close-up of a refreshing iced tea with a slice of lemon, served in a clear glass filled with ice cubes.]


The first references to cocktails go way back but one of the earliest mixes to make a significant impact must surely have been the dry martini. This seems to have made its debut in the States at the end of the nineteenth century and, to this day, remains a classic—though the definitive recipe is the subject of much dispute among aficionados. The dry martini, along with the many other forms of cocktails that appeared, soon became all the rage, and it didn’t take long for the essentially American concept of the cocktail to catch on in Europe. The fashionable bars that sprang up as a result in London and Paris and on the Côte d’Azur in the Twenties and Thirties were often known as “American bars,” alluding to the trans-Atlantic origins of the drinks they served.


[image: Three hands holding champagne flutes are toasting together in celebration. The background is softly blurred, and the glasses contain a light-colored sparkling beverage.]


For me, the term “American bar” never fails to conjure an aura of glamour and romance. However, the early days of cocktails were also touched with decadence and intrigue, and I suspect it was those qualities that especially appealed to me when I was a child and first became curious about these drinks. I can remember thinking how quaint it was when I watched that wonderfully funny film Some Like it Hot—which is still my favorite movie today—and saw people drinking “odd” things out of teacups. I didn’t understand about the effects of alcohol, and I had no idea what was going on, as I had never been told about Prohibition, speakeasies, and bootlegging. When all was explained to me, though, it simply struck me as naughtily glamorous, magical even.


[image: A hand holds a stemmed glass filled with a pink iced drink, garnished with a slice of watermelon on the rim.]


The glamour of cocktails comes across more overtly in many earlier movies, such as Top Hat, starring the impeccably attired Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers, and It Happened One Night, with Claudette Colbert and Clark Gable, both of which premiered in the mid-Thirties. There, you see the actors raising glasses unmistakably filled with alcoholic concoctions. My own initiation into the world of cocktails came when my father took me to the cocktail bar of a swish hotel before going on to see Marlene Dietrich performing live during one of her tours to Britain. The very thought of being allowed into what I imagined to be a den of quaffing iniquity completely captivated me. I suddenly felt very grown-up.


[image: A close-up of a mojito cocktail garnished with mint leaves and ice, held in the foreground, with a blurred woman in a red dress holding a wine glass in the background.]


Since then, I have visited any number of cocktail bars. In fact, you could say that the pursuit of cocktails has led me to many of the best treats I can think of in life: sky bars at the top of Asian hotels, where the heat and humidity outside are countered indoors by mojitos in ice-cold glasses; sophisticated venues in Venice and Rome, where international chic reigns supreme; Far Eastern “oases,” where musk and cardamom scent the air and many different lives converge; Hollywood, where every barista is an Adonis, and girls who never age sit in perfect, snakelike form on heavily chromed and leathered stools; and tropical islands, where beach-babes splash as they sip in shallow pools shaded by palms. These always provide moments of idyllic pleasure.


[image: A stemmed glass filled with a pink, ice-cold drink, garnished with a lemon wedge, set against a blurred purple background.]


Cocktails can reflect times of affection, of closeness, of private thought, or, most often, feelings of companionship and gaiety


Great bars are fusions of good design, perfect service, and, of course, deliciously mixed cocktails. The room needs to be comfortable and have “atmosphere,” but it shouldn’t be so darkly intimate that you can’t find your way to a table, and nor should it be so bland that it kills any sense of fun or friendship. Ideally, a bar should be so well designed that it is as enjoyable to be in when you are socializing in a group as when you are having a quiet drink à deux. And it should always allow you to see the bartender doing his stuff. All that slick mixing, shaking, pouring, and garnishing… what a waste if you can’t watch a true artist at work and marvel at the speed and confidence!


As for the cocktails themselves, there are literally thousands of recipes to choose from, and there are more appearing virtually by the minute, so it would be impossible not to find one to match every sentiment and occasion, whether a celebration marking a highlight in the journey of life, a greeting, a first date, the closure of a deal, a surreptitious flirt, or simply a “stop” at the end of the day. Cocktails can reflect times of affection, of closeness, of private thought, or, most often, feelings of companionship and gaiety.


[image: Two people holding champagne glasses, one wearing a red dress and smiling, standing indoors with a lamp and artwork in the background.]


Beautiful crystal is the ultimate enhancement for any drink but cocktails in particular afford the opportunity to use many different shapes and styles


[image: Three images: the top shows two glasses of  soup garnished with shredded cheese; the bottom left shows a hand holding a tall glass of yellow drink with a lemon slice; the bottom right shows fries in a paper-lined metal cup.]


I make cocktails at home regularly and get enormous enjoyment from preparing—and, in moderation of course, drinking!—them. I love the ritual of balancing the flavors, muddling and stirring, hearing the clink of ice, selecting the right glass, and giving a final flourish with a classic twist of citrus or something more exotic. As someone who is passionate about crystal, I regard the glass as an essential ingredient in achieving the perfect cocktail. Beautiful crystal is the ultimate enhancement for any drink but cocktails in particular afford the opportunity to use many different shapes and styles, depending on whether the mix is long or short, served “straight up,” or on the rocks.


If I’m giving a party at home, rather than just asking round three or four friends, I usually get in some help, as I want to spend as much time as possible chatting to my guests. For those gatherings, I’ve got together a little team, who are brilliant at making everything run smoothly. There’s Alastair, who mixes the cocktails, Kate, who makes the most wonderful canapés, and Daniel, the butler. As you can see from the photographs here, which were taken at a party in my apartment in London, this trio makes my life very easy. (You can find some of Alastair’s cocktail recipes and Kate’s canapé recipes in the chapter at the end of the book—along with numerous useful tips and terms.)


Although, over the years, I have learnt a lot about cocktails, I don’t pretend to be in the same league as the best professionals, such as the internationally acclaimed maestros who work in the five London cocktail bars that I especially love and are featured here. They all have their individual interpretations of the “classics,” as well as creating “new” flavors, and they have been generous enough to share some of their secrets with me—and now with you.


[image: A man in glasses and a suit holds a plate with small appetizers in one hand and a colorful, hand-painted menu in the other. The menu features decorative letters and illustrations.]


[image: Three people at a social gathering hold glasses of white wine or champagne; two are in the foreground, while a woman in a red dress and black cardigan stands blurred in the background.]


[image: Several brown glass dropper bottles are lined up in a row on a counter, each labeled with different ingredients. Blurred jars and other containers are visible in the background.]




[image: A collage featuring bottles of liquor, a wine bottle in a holder, a person with round glasses holding up a cocktail, and wine bottles stored in a glass case.]


THE Connaught Bar







The Connaught is one of the great hotels of the world, and for me The Connaught Bar, designed by my talented friend David Collins, is the epitome of Mayfair glamour. In fact, it won World’s Best Cocktail Bar in 2016. I love the appearance and atmosphere, which are relaxed and comfortable but also stimulating, with lots of chat and exchanges going on. I enjoy places like this, where the people “dress” and obviously relish the finer things in life. There’s a stunning use of mirror and silver, both of which were typical in the fashionable bars of the Twenties and Thirties, an era when interior design had an éclat that really strikes a chord with me. When I was working on this book, the time I spent with the Connaught’s head mixologist, Agostino Perrone, was a highlight. It’s always exciting to work with people who are at the top of their particular tree, and it was clear to me that Agostino is not only an expert in mixing exquisitely balanced cocktails but also has a lot of fun when he is performing on his “stage.” As in all the best places, there are many little individual touches that make one’s visit even more memorable. For instance, if you glance behind the bar here, you will see small bottles of the Connaught’s homemade bitters, with flavors that have been perfected after years of experimenting and make all the difference to the cocktails. An evening at The Connaught Bar sees my humor improve and my shoulders relax!
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