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“In Italy, for thirty years under the Borgias, they had warfare, terror, murder and bloodshed, but they produced Michelangelo, Leonardo da Vinci and the Renaissance. In Switzerland, they had brotherly love, they had five hundred years of democracy and peace—and what did that produce? The Cuckoo Clock.”


—Orson Welles, The Third Man


“A bottle of wine contains more philosophy than all the books in the world.”


—Louis Pasteur
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Caveat Emptor



This is not a booze book.


So if you’re expecting that, you’re in for a surprise.


This is not a marketing book either.


If that’s what you’re after, put it down and walk away.


This is not a self-help book.


That section is closer to the register.


And this is not a business book.


It’s none of those yet all of them.


Today it seems that literally hundreds of books about spirits come out every year, nearly all of which are forgotten almost immediately. (I suppose the same could be said for marketing, self-help, and business books.) That’s because most of them are written and designed for only a small group of “insiders” already in the know, a crowd that wants to buy the same message over and over again as long as it’s in new packaging. It’s a circle jerk!


If that has ever turned you off, please know that this book is not written for such a small niche.


This book is meant to appeal to literally anyone on planet Earth looking to live an interesting life, hone their creativity, spawn brands, market ideas, and inspire change in their field and then the world at large. It offers bite-size anecdotes, case studies, stories, teachings, and imagery from me, Steven Grasse, and my career in booze marketing, artfully designed by my own company, Quaker City Mercantile (QCM). You can see the actual ads, commercials, and campaigns mentioned in these pages by visiting www.brandmysticismbook.com.


My hope is that the lessons I’ve learned from this very specific journey are applicable to anyone aiming to transmit a stronger message and focus their output, no matter the arena.


So despite the cover, despite where they may or may not have shelved what you hold in your hands, buyer, beware: This is not a book like any you’ve read before.
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Fig. 1 Me in My Hard-Headed Youth





















IF A BONEHEAD LIKE ME CAN DO THIS…



In the winter of 1998, one of my advertising clients, William Grant & Sons (WGS), came to me with an assignment: Create a gin brand from scratch, as their portfolio was sorely lacking one.


I wondered, why me?


At the time, I was just a simple Philadelphia ad man working with brands such as R. J. Reynolds, PUMA, MTV, and ESPN. My only alcohol client back then was WGS’s Glenfiddich single malt scotch, and only the American portion of the business at that.


I was hardly in the alcohol business.


I was absolutely not a distiller.


I didn’t know how gin was made.


I rarely even drank it!


In retrospect, that was probably a good thing.


A year later, we had a completely new product on the market.


You know it as Hendrick’s Gin.


Hendrick’s Gin is magical. It literally created the concept of craft gin. Before Hendrick’s, there were a few big players that had been on the market for centuries—Beefeater, Gordon’s, Tanqueray—and all were seen as the stuff old people drank. Gin your grandma kept in her dusty liquor cabinet, whipping it out on rare occasions to make a dry martini with some olives from a jar in the fridge.


Today, there are hundreds upon hundreds of gin brands across the globe, each striving to be weirder than the next. Some barely even have juniper in them.


But Hendrick’s was the first, and it’s still the most iconic and certainly the most beloved. In a crowded field of players, it stands out two decades later. It’s pretty much impossible to walk into a drinking establishment anywhere on planet Earth and not see it placed prominently on the back bar.


I’m not exaggerating when I say it completely revolutionized the spirits industry.
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Fig. 2 Please Allow Me to Introduce Myself








That happened not because I was a distiller or because I knew the alcohol business or because I particularly loved gin but because I knew how to create great, sticky brands after more than a decade of experimentation in advertising everything from cigarettes to sneakers. In this case, I simply turned my skills and creativity toward the spirits world.


And when I saw how nicely it all worked out, how artistically satisfying it was, how much more fun creating and launching Hendrick’s was than anything I’d done professionally before that…


Well, everything in my life changed.


This is my story.















WAIT! I’VE STILL NEVER HEARD OF YOU



Okay, you don’t know who I am, but you probably know the alcohol brands I have created (unless you live under a rock).


The exact same week that I created Hendrick’s, I also created Sailor Jerry Rum, which has likewise become one of the most ubiquitous brands in its category.


In 2008, I played a key role in reviving the dormant Narragansett beer brand, and then I started flying around the world, acting as a sort of Big Beer self-esteem coach, helping give a new lease on life to brands such as Guinness, Pilsner Urquell, and Miller High Life, the last of which has now replaced PBR as the dive bar beer du jour in many people’s eyes.


If that wasn’t enough, that same year I founded Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, an artists collective, inspired by philosopher Walter Benjamin, that would aim to develop spirits using recipes and ingredients drawn from the folk history of Pennsylvania. In other words, products from a preindustrial era, before manufacturing turned the world to shit. Maybe you’ve seen Root—our liqueur based on the original recipe for root beer (which was once alcoholic!)—in some hip cocktail bar on your travels.


Since 2015, I’ve also owned my own distillery, Tamworth Distilling, the culmination of my life’s work. It pretty much revived an entire town in New Hampshire and now creates beautiful, scratch-made, handcrafted things. This artisan distillery has become a sensation not only by producing some incredible farm-to-bottle products, such as Old Hampshire Applejack and Chocorua straight rye whiskey, but also by setting off “creative grenades” and going internationally viral for its totally madcap one-offs, such as Eau De Musc, a whiskey made from beaver anus, and Graverobber Unholy Rye, produced with maple syrup tapped from colonial-era graveside maple trees.


You might wonder how I became such a Big Cheese in the world of booze.


I sometimes wonder the same thing.


I’ve never been the VP of some fancy ad agency. I’ve never been based on Madison Avenue. (I’ve never even worked in New York City.) I don’t have an MBA. I didn’t go to an Ivy League school either—heck I had such terrible SAT scores that I’m surprised I got into any college.


I managed to start my first ad agency, Gyro Worldwide, at twenty-three years old, working out of the top floor of my father’s print shop. I didn’t have rich parents (I grew up in Pennsylvania’s Mennonite country, surrounded by sheep), and I never took out a bank loan. I’ve yet to accept any venture capital (VC) money.


Today, QCM employs eighty-three people and creates new booze brands just about every week of the year. Many of which you will one day hear of and read about and hopefully buy and quite possibly enjoy.


I look at myself and think, Here I am, against all odds, having a ball, creating amazing things, and getting paid. Like I said, if a bonehead like me can do this, you can too!


In this book, I’m going to explain exactly how I did what I did. And, more importantly, how you can do what you want to do.


How I’ve learned to cultivate my curiosity over the years and use it at QCM to create, design, launch (and sometimes relaunch) some of the biggest and most iconic alcohol brands of the twenty-first century.


I’ll offer some case studies and lessons to follow and tell you about some rollicking adventures I had along the way. Because living an interesting life is the absolute most important thing you can do in this world.














DISCLAIMER!


WHILE EVERYTHING YOU READ IN THIS BOOK IS TRUE, IT IS ALSO TOTAL BULLSHIT.


DISCLAIMER!


In Part I of this book—“Before Booze”—I will explain how my youthful passions led me to Thailand, Nepal, and New Zealand, experiencing cultures, inhaling books, and working odd jobs while I was supposed to be trapped in a classroom in snowy Syracuse.


These adventures are really important because without them, Hendrick’s, or any of the other brands that I created, never would have happened.


You see, after over three decades in the business, I’ve realized that original creation begins by developing a broad range of deep, esoteric knowledge and experiences.


You need to have a lot of interests. If you’re just bingeing the same shows on Netflix, reading the same stuff on Twitter, sharing the same Instagram memes, and watching the same dumb TikTok dances as everyone else, then how can you possibly create something truly unique and original?


My long, strange journey is the perfect example.


This isn’t a story of redemption; it’s a story of transformation.


And most importantly, it’s a story of enchantment.


It’s the story of a precocious twentysomething ad man who doesn’t understand the power within him and is mostly interested in pranking people, being talked about on the news, and making his friends and coworkers laugh. But by doing those things—by treating ad work as gonzo performance art pieces—I inadvertently discovered how to truly harness my powers when I finally did enter the booze world.


If you picked up this book because you truly care only about the takeaways, that’s fine—skip to Part II. You’ll still enjoy the book, but you’ll get less out of it. The Part II lessons of my life occurred only because of that first decade I spent slinging cigarettes for R. J. Reynolds, dropping sneakers for PUMA, inventing a fake airline that got international press, and intentionally producing a terrible movie that vexed Hollywood.


I needed to do all those things to fully understand how to create a Hendrick’s Gin, how to launch a Sailor Jerry Rum, how to make a beaver anus whiskey go viral, and how to produce so many other interesting booze brands.


Let me put up that disclaimer again.


DISCLAIMER!


WHILE EVERYTHING YOU READ IN THIS BOOK IS TRUE, IT IS ALSO TOTAL BULLSHIT.


DISCLAIMER!


Because, really, I have no idea if the exact steps I took can work for you. Any author who claims they do is full of shit. There’s no magic formula. At the end of the day, we all need to find our own way. Creativity isn’t simply mimicking what has worked for others.


(That’s its antithesis, actually.)


Instead, I hope to teach you how to cultivate your own inspiration, mine it, and then turn it into something truly unique and interesting. I can also tell you what has worked for me and some simple rules that I live by.


To put it another way: This book is full of how-to tips, crazy adventures, and off-the-grid thinking that just might save your career and spice up your miserable existence.


Literally everything you will read in this book is counterintuitive to what they teach you in business school. As you can tell, I’m not exactly a big fan of business schools. (Although if any of them want to bulk order this book, I could find a way to start liking them.)


Think of me as the Ben Franklin of hooch, the Thomas Edison of booze. Or just think of me as a crazy middle-aged man who is going to tell you some really funny, sometimes slightly fucked-up stories that will hopefully make you laugh and maybe realize there’s quite a bit of merit to having fun, trolling people, doing art for art’s sake, simply trying shit, and not really giving a rat’s ass.


But really, I’ll say it again: You need to live an interesting life if you want to create interesting things.
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Fig. 3 Hat Trick
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BEFORE BOOZE


This is my journey, my “path to enlightenment” if you believe that kind of stuff. In this part of the book, I am Siddhartha sitting under the Bodhi Tree, meditating until I have reached enlightenment and become Buddha. I am Odysseus traveling to the Underworld, meeting my prophets and sorceresses before I can make it to my rightful home. [image: image] A little less pretentiously put: this is all the crazy shit I had to do in my life before I could fulfill my potential in the wonderful world of alcohol.
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Fig. 4 I Spy with My Little Eye… Commie Bastards!





















AVOIDING THE KHMER ROUGE AND UNDERSTANDING THE VALUE OF OLD BOOKS



I heard cannons booming all day and night from the jungle. The villagers warned me to never ride my motorcycle too far off the beaten path because I might be kidnapped by the Khmer Rouge. At the time—1982, maybe 1983—the Khmer Rouge were grabbing villagers because they needed fresh blood for transfusions for their countless wounded soldiers.


I was the very first exchange student ever sent to this tiny rural village in Chanthaburi Province in eastern Thailand, four hundred miles from Bangkok on the border with Cambodia. I was an eighteen-year-old taking a sort of gap year after high school and before college.


Really, I just wanted to get the fuck out of my podunk Pennsylvania town.


What was I thinking?


I hadn’t asked to go to Chanthaburi. It was a pure spin of the roulette wheel. I had never even heard of it. I barely knew where Thailand was at the time. I went to your typically shitty American public high school, and my geography knowledge reflected that.


I was stunned when I arrived.


The area had literally no tourists. The only other Western dude I ever saw during my time there was a Peace Corps worker, but he left soon after I arrived. No one but me spoke English. The locals worked on tropical fruit plantations and in ruby mines.


I should have been miserable.


Before I got to Thailand, I had been living the All-American, John Cougar Mellencamp teenaged life: cruising the McDonald’s parking lot in my GTO, going to secret keggers in the woods, dating girls.


Suddenly I was transported to a tiny village right next to an active war zone. It was so remote, so unfamiliar to a bumpkin like me. There were no TVs, no movie theaters, no fast food. When I wasn’t eating squid, I was eating fish eyes or chicken feet or dried blood or some strange fruit that smelled awful to me. (Durian fruit was grown everywhere in Chanthaburi, and as you’ll eventually witness, I never forgot it.)


To repeat: I should have been miserable.


But I wasn’t at all.


That’s because I realized early on that I would be forced to entertain myself as long as I was there.


My stint in Thailand was literally the first time I ever picked up a book.


At that aforementioned typically shitty American public high school, I had literally sailed through without ever reading a single book. Not one.


Now, alone in Thailand, with little else to do and a language barrier separating me from everyone I met, I was inhaling them.


Peter the Great by Robert Massie.


Siddhartha by Herman Hesse.


Junky and Naked Lunch by William S. Burroughs.


Breakfast of Champions by Kurt Vonnegut.


King Rat by James Clavell.


The World According to Garp by John Irving.


The Hobbit and all three volumes of The Lord of the Rings by J. R. R. Tolkien. (Tolkien was particularly influential; you’ll soon see why.)


It was a transformative experience.


The first great pivot of my life.


Without knowing it, I had gained a thirst for cultivating my own curiosity.


I arrived in Thailand one person and would leave another. (And after all the Thai kickboxing I did, I was a lot tougher too.)


In Chanthaburi, I realized a few key things and made a few changes that would define how I would immediately start living my life.


Being alone is pretty powerful. It gives you time to think and come up with plans. As the world got crazier and crazier, this would become even more valuable to me.


Because I couldn’t turn on the TV and the internet didn’t yet exist, I found the patience to read long books. It’s harder nowadays with all the distractions bombarding you, but I still devour books.


I learned to appreciate other cultures and experiences and not judge them. To simply enjoy them and learn from them. And to not be an annoying and loud American. (I won’t guarantee I’ve always succeeded on that last point, as you’ll see later when I end up trolling all of Britain.)


I taught myself to find poetry and beauty in the mundane and the everyday. I realized how crucial it was to always keep my head up and observe the weirdness around me. Because it’s always there!


My perception of what “fun” is also changed. Instead of considering it an immediate blissed-out rush, something most Americans strive for, I started thinking more long term, more project oriented. I was now willing to plant seeds and let them grow over time.


Oddly, I also internalized a great reverence for big international brands that I had never really thought about before. I was fascinated by how the Coca-Cola and Lever Brothers and Procter & Gamble brands tailored their message for Thai culture. What was similar to what I had seen in the States, what was different—it was all fascinating to me. It was because of that, there in Thailand at age eighteen, that I realized I wanted to go into advertising as a career.


Finally one of the craziest things I noticed in Chanthaburi was that people seemed to think I knew what I was doing simply because I was an American. Just because I was so completely different from them.


Most Americans, of course, believe that they have to go to the right business school or work at the right agency—build the right pedigree—before they will ever be taken seriously. But in that little village in Thailand, it was as if I was famous just for not being Thai, and not like everyone else.


And that gave me the first great idea of my life.


Shit! This is how I could launch my career.
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Fig. 5 Foreign Exchange for Dummies





















TAKING A GLOBAL VISION QUEST, TURNING INTO ONE ODD FELLOW



As I mentioned, it’s a minor miracle that I even got into college. I scored miserably on the SATs. My combined score was only three digits; all the so-called dumb jocks on athletic scholarships at Syracuse had higher SAT scores than I did.


Still, Thailand had so changed me, had so matured me, that I flourished in my freshman year (when I wasn’t stepping over vomit in the freshman dorm bathrooms from my fellow residents’ binge drinking the night before). Thailand had given me my life’s path, so I majored in advertising but minored in South Asian studies and took a lot of classes on Sanskrit and Hindu literature. They just interested me, stoked my curiosity.


I actually got a 4.0 my first semester, and the dean was so surprised that he called me into his office. He ended up letting me into Syracuse’s prestigious Newhouse School, which was then, as now, the country’s number-one-ranked school of journalism and communications.


While in Thailand, I’d come up with this whole scheme to go off to college for a year and then use Syracuse to facilitate more overseas adventures where I could build an incredible résumé and start writing the story of myself.


So, sophomore year, I got into a scholarship program that sent me to Kathmandu, Nepal, where I worked as a research scholar for Royal Tribhuvan University. While I was there, I wrote and self-published a book about how to market Apple computers in the Himalayas. No joke. It was called Apples in High Places. (“A case study of promotional techniques used in the Himalayan Kingdom of Nepal,” it says on the cover.) I used to work in the art department of my dad’s printing shop, so I knew how to set type and do page layouts. In those pre-internet days, I did a ton of sleuthing to find the names and addresses of influential people to send copies to, hoping that would get them to notice me.


Then I headed back to Thailand, this time to big-city Bangkok, for an internship at Kenyon & Eckhardt (which eventually became Bozell and is now part of some global Death Star of a company). Next I moved to Hong Kong for an internship with Ogilvy.


All this travel was teaching me to be superindependent, often in extreme circumstances. It gave me a whole different understanding of how the world works. It made me a hell of a lot ballsier too.


The first semester of junior year, I got a gig at TBWA, a top international advertising agency, in London. That summer, I was hired as an intern by Young & Rubicam, the first creative intern in their history, I was told. Their head dude personally tracked me down at Syracuse and called my dorm’s community floor phone. He’d gotten hold of a copy of my Apple book and was impressed. My strategy had worked.


Somewhere in there, as I can barely recall, I went back to Syracuse for my senior year and managed to graduate.


Young & Rubicam offered me a full-time job after graduation, but I blew their minds by turning it down. John Doig, a New Zealander who was the creative director of Ogilvy in Hong Kong when I was there, had advised me on that move. He told me if I took that job, I would “rot.” He told me to go instead to someplace a little wild and off the beaten path where I could fake it ’til I made it. Why not New Zealand?


Throughout my whole life, I’ve had such luck simply through writing letters to important people. Whatever you want to do, just write a letter, or email nowadays, to the biggest person there is. So few people bother to do that, I guess it stands out. This time, I wrote a letter to Charles and Maurice Saatchi of Saatchi & Saatchi, another top agency. It worked!


“You’ve got a job, kid!” they told me, and I immediately got on a plane and shipped out to their New Zealand office in Auckland. After a stint at Saatchi & Saatchi, I jumped to McCann Erickson. They were a great agency in America, but their New Zealand branch was a disaster. I quickly made the worst agency in New Zealand into one of the most creative. Within McCann’s global network, I started to be known as the wunderkind.


McCann offered me a chance to be the creative director at their shop in Singapore—I would have been the youngest creative director in their entire global network. But I turned it down. Every expat I ran into seemed to me to be somewhat sad, lonely, and lost. I also didn’t want to lose track of my family back home.
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Fig. 6 Booking a Direct Flight in Pre-Internet Times








So I returned to Philadelphia in 1988—with a girl, Emma, I’d met in New Zealand who would soon become my first wife—and started my first company: Gyro Worldwide.


We moved into a dust-colored former bank building on the corner of Third and Walnut in a then derelict neighborhood known as Old City. It looked as if we had acquired it from a subject on Hoarders: a total mess, with thumbtacked posters and dirty jokes taped to the bathroom stalls.


I was twenty-three years old.


Now I just needed some clients.
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Fig. 7 Mind Blown
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