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Introduction


At the end of a long day or week it’s hard to beat the ease of cracking open an ice-cold can of beer or popping a cork and pouring yourself a large glass of wine, but for me there’s something all-consuming and relaxing about the process of fixing yourself a mixed drink such as a martinez, old fashioned, dry martini or daiquiri. Granted, there’s a little more preparation involved when compared to opening a can or bottle, however taking a few moments to yourself, switching off all around you, and going that extra length to reward yourself with the perfect drink really elevates the experience.


The great thing with mixed drinks is their ability to suit the right taste for any occasion, whether that be a mouth-puckering pre-dinner celery sour, a refreshing bittersweet celebratory Champagne cocktail, a sessionable spiced porter sangaree or a bracingly bitter post-dinner negroni. Having been immersed in the world of cocktails for well over two decades I now have a plethora of memories where mixed drinks have been a central part of the occasion, and increasingly over the years friends and family have reached out for suggestions of what they could make for an upcoming gathering. Cocktail culture is back and it’s here to stay.


Much of our personal experiences with food and drink are influenced by a range of social, political, economic, cultural and environmental factors, in this case shaping the ever-evolving cocktail culture, and so is this understanding that is the backbone of this book.







As someone who is extremely inquisitive I’ve long tried to understand the history and background behind cocktails and the ingredients used in them and much of that drives the way we work in our business every day. When I started out in the world of bartending back in 2001 the understanding of bitters was laughable considering their wide-scale use and importance in the history of cocktails and mixed drinks, so I set out to better figure out and appreciate what they represent. Being predominantly self taught at a time when the internet was still in its infancy, I had to go back to the beginning to gain a deep understanding and knowledge of the history of mixed drinks with the thought that it would better shape my career and the direction I wished to take it.


The Bon Vivant’s Companion or How to Mix Drinks, written by Professor Jerry Thomas in 1862, is the holy grail for bartenders and drinks aficionados, being recognized as the first book ever published that had a section devoted to drinks consisting of spirit, sugar, water and bitters — or cocktails as they were known at the time. To this day enthusiasts seek out original copies of Thomas’s book from auction sites, book stores and vintage markets in the faint hope of finding a relatively inexpensive copy. First editions of his work change hands for hundreds, if not thousands, of pounds, however most are happy to settle for a cheaper modern reprint.


Housing a collection of drink styles the tome gives over two hundred mixed drink recipes for punches, egg nogs, cocktails, juleps, smashes, cobblers, crustas, mulls, sangarees, toddies, slings, shrubs and flips, many of which are still made to this day both in their original form, or as the basis for modern adaptations. These recipes are essentially the building blocks for anyone that wishes to immerse themselves in the world of mixed drinks. Much in the same way that chefs will learn the five mother sauces, I recommend getting to grips with these families of drinks as a fundamental undertaking of learning the craft of cocktails. As soon as one understands the structure of drinks such as the Manhattan (rye whiskey, sweet vermouth, aromatic bitters and orange curaçao) or white lady (dry gin, orange liqueur and fresh lemon juice) it becomes easier to understand the framework and links to others such as the martinez (Old Tom gin, sweet vermouth, Boker’s bitters and maraschino liqueur) or margarita (tequila, orange liqueur and fresh lime); in turn gaining a better understanding what drink style or taste would be best suited to a specific occasion.
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As this book has been written to enlighten, demystify and most importantly entertain the reader about the world of mixed drinks through my own learnings, in the pages that follow I’ve compiled a selection of cocktails which I believe best demonstrate the role specific tastes have in beverages, so have grouped these cocktails by those five taste sensations. Bitter first and foremost, then sweet, sour, salt and umami. These are individually represented by ingredients crucial to the overall taste and flavour profile of the drink.


The recipes provided in this book are bulletproof, however it shouldn’t be overlooked that taste is subjective and these formulas are simply guidelines intended to give you a framework to build drinks to suit your own tastes. Whether sour is your preference, or maybe it’s sweet, a touch more strong, or stirred longer for weak, the ultimate goal is to find the perfect drink and ratio suited to your palate, so please try the recipes as provided then adjust to your desired taste preferences. Sláinte!
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Science of taste and flavour


It’s widely appreciated that the science behind what we taste, and our perception of flavour, is extremely complex; factoring in all five of our primary tastes; that’s bitter, salt, sweet, sour and umami, and our four senses; those being what we see, hear, smell and touch. Additionally our personal understanding and appreciation of flavour is based on a whole host of variables including previous experiences: the environment, temperature, nostalgia and our general mood at the time.


Research into taste and flavour is heavily funded and ongoing with our wider understanding of both developing on a daily basis, becoming more nuanced as we delve deeper into its many complexities. Notable names such as French chemist Hervé and American author Harold McGee have written expertly and endlessly on the subject, so instead of concentrating solely on scientific study I wanted to approach this subject from a different angle, looking at things from my own personal perspective, which I believe everyone will be able to relate to and draw parallels with. I hope this will help you gain a deeper appreciation of what you like and don’t like, and the reasons why that’s the case. The drinks recipes in this book have also been selected and grouped for this reason with each arranged by the five primary tastes, as I’m a firm believer that flavour is very personal, continually evolving, and cannot be viewed with a one-size-fits-all ideology.
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1 Apricot blossom


2 Gentain


3 Pendennis Club Cocktail (see page 131)


4 Apricot


5 Lime


6 Cherry


Being brought up by a Scottish mother and Middle Eastern father my appreciation for a wide range of British, Mediterranean, Arabic and Far Eastern foods developed from a very young age. For example, my tolerance of spicy foods is elevated compared to that of many of my friends who weren’t introduced to spicier foods until later in life. When cooking a pot of chili for me and my wife, what I deem as very mild is abundantly hotter to her, although she is continually growing to love spicier foods, an example of our tastes changing as we age, but also a reminder that we should continually test our palates and revisit things we weren’t sure of previously, so we can continue to enjoy the diversity of taste and flavour throughout our lives.
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Taste


In the dedicated recipe sections that follow, I cover each of the five tastes. However, simply put, taste is what happens when our taste buds are stimulated prior to sending signals to the brain to process what is being ingested. Those tiny bumps on your tongue, collectively known as papillae, are each covered with taste buds containing the receptor cells that send those signals. Taste buds are found all over your tongue and contrary to popular belief, each taste can be detected no matter which part of the tongue comes into contact with stimuli, although certain areas do and can have larger concentrations of taste receptors.
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Sight


‘The first bite is with the eyes’, is a well known phrase often uttered by bartenders and chefs alike and for good reason. If something isn’t visually appealing it will be off-putting, but this goes further with everything we see influencing the perceived flavour. Whether it be the colour of a liquid or garnish; clarified Bloody Marys have long been developed by bartenders with guests expecting the sensation of a refreshing ice-cold drink upon being presented with a crystal clear liquid, but instead being hit with the rich mouthfeel of tomato juice and intense spices, or the shape of the vessel it’s served in; there’s a reason a large dram of whisky just tastes better when enjoyed from a heavy rocks glass, our eyes play a major role in our enjoyment of food and drink and in setting up our expectations.
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Smell


If the first bite is with the eyes, the second is undoubtedly with the nose, with aromatics and our association with them crucial to establishing whether you will happily consume a specific foodstuff or beverage. The exact figure isn’t known but it’s thought around 80 per cent of flavour is unravelled by what we smell, not by what we taste, and for me aroma has always predominantly triggered memories of previous experiences, those experiences being decisive in the language we use to describe flavour. The genuine sense of puzzlement when I smell something new for the first time, searching deep into the memory bank to figure out what it reminds me of, is a wondrous thing. By the same token the aroma of food or drink that brings about memories of a negative experience, maybe food poisoning or over-indulging on a specific type of alcohol perhaps, is enough to turn your stomach.
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Sound


I’ve long suspected the loud noise of bars and clubs impacts how a drink may taste and always maintained the perceived strength of a beverage is tempered in a noisy bar or club versus drinking the same in a quiet lounge or at home. Recent studies have backed up my suspicions with loud background noise, and drier cabin air, linked to the suppression of sweetness and saltiness in airline food, though bitter and sour flavours are largely unaffected. Umami is also heightened at altitude which may be the reason why so many are drawn to tomato juice during flights. Studies have also shown that sweetness is enhanced when combined with high-pitched sounds, and in reverse that bitterness is heightened when combined with low-pitched sound, which may go some way to explaining why whisk(e)y and rock music go together so well.
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