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‘The well-made cocktail is one of the most gracious of drinks. The shared delight of those who partake . . . breaks the ice of formal reserve.’


David A. Embury
The Fine Art of Mixing Drinks
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INTRODUCTION


COCKTAILS ARE ONE OF LIFE’S LITTLEST LUXURIES. And suddenly they’re everywhere, looking and tasting better than ever. From swanky hotel bars to speakeasies, from classic to themed bars, the cocktail party is in almighty full swing. Which is fine and dandy if you’re out on the town but what about when it comes to making cocktails at home? Maybe it’s the long list of ingredients or the thought of all that mixing and muddling, but for whatever reason we tend to reach for a bottle of wine or beer instead. Thing is, cocktails needn’t be complicated. With just a little know-how there’s a whole lot of fun to be had with the spirit world at home.

This book is full of real drinks, simply made. The recipes will help you make the most of the bottles you’ve got in your drinks cupboard, whether you’re making cocktails for one, two or more. You’ll find lots of easy homemade infusions, syrups and shrubs along with a selection of the best classic cocktail recipes and plenty of new ones to try. And for dry days and non-drinkers we’ve got booze-free options too.

There’s a list of the tools that make the mixing of drinks easier, each with a simple alternative if you’ve got to improvise. Not got a cocktail shaker? Use a jam jar. No muddler to hand? A rolling pin will do. More on that later but for now, it’s time to break the ice.
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DIFFERENT TYPES OF COCKTAIL


So what, exactly, is a cocktail? Unsurprisingly, the true origins of the cocktail are a little hazy but what we do know is that from around the eighteenth century people were drinking a combination of spirits, sugar, water and bitters and calling it a cocktail. Nowadays I think we’re OK to loosen the tie on that particular description and go with anything that’s a mix of two or more ingredients, at least one of which is alcoholic.

There are endless possible combinations of ingredients, just as there are with food recipes. A great cocktail is one that manages to balance the flavours and, crucially, hits the spot.

In today’s crazy craft cocktail era, a lot of recipes simply riff on an old classic. We’ll cover those classics in a bit – the Martini, the Negroni, the Old Fashioned, the Daiquiri and so on – but first, here’s a quick explanation of some of the different types of cocktail so you can suit your drink to your mood.


SOURS


This particular family of drinks is, as the name suggests, definitely not sweet. The key ingredient is a base spirit such as gin or whisky/whiskey along with lemon or lime juice and a tiny dash of sweetness to balance the flavours. Sometimes you’ll find egg whites in there too.

FIXES

These are short, uncomplicated little drinks in the sour family, a mix of your favourite spirit along with a dash of citrus juice and sugar. Usually served in a small tumbler with crushed ice.

RICKEYS

Decidedly dry with little or no sugar added is what makes a Rickey a Rickey. Usually made with gin as the base spirit and with a generous dash of something citrusy.

JULEPS

The keynote here is mint and mellow sweetness. Originally a mix of bourbon, mint, ice and sugar syrup, but you can use any spirit you like and as long as the headline act is mint supported by sweetness it’s a julep.
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HIGHBALLS

If you’re making a highball, you’ll have a tall glass with lots of ice, a measure or two of spirit and plenty of your mixer of choice. Your gin and tonic? That’s a highball cocktail.

COBBLERS

A catchall name for wine-based cocktails, often made with sherry, with lots of ice and a dash of sweetness. Citrus might feature, depending on your taste/mood/what you’ve got in the fruit bowl.

BUCKS

This name tends to attach itself to anything with ginger beer or ginger ale in it, along with citrus – lemon, lime or orange – juice. Key requirement is a bit of a kick when it comes to flavour.
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STORE CUPBOARD ESSENTIALS


As long as you’ve got a bottle of one of these spirits in your drinks stash, you’ve got the start of a great cocktail. If you have a bottle of each, you can open a bar.


Vodka

Gin

Whisky/Whiskey/Bourbon

Rum

Brandy

Tequila



If you already know (or don’t need to know) the basics behind each spirit, go straight to the next bit (page 15), about other boozy ingredients. Otherwise, here’s a quick what’s what.


SPIRITS: THE LOWDOWN


The thing that makes spirits different from other alcoholic drinks is the art of distillation: basically, heating up a fermented liquid (made from anything from grain to potatoes to fruit), separating the water and concentrating the alcohol in what’s left. And the reason this works is because alcohol boils at a lower temperature than water. So if you heat up a fermented liquid, you can collect the vapours before the water boils and cool and condense them back into a liquid. Hey presto, you’ve got a distilled spirit.

Distillation is done in a contraption called a pot still. It looks like an oversized copper kettle with a long neck, varying in size from one you can sit on your kitchen table to enormous great things, all producing spirits in batches.

Another type of still is a column still, sometimes known as a Coffey still. These work on a continuous process of distillation with a more predictable end result compared with a batch-producing pot still.

When the spirit first comes off the still it’s completely clear but colour might come later, either if the liquid is aged in oak barrels or if something’s added to give it a desired colour.


VODKA


This is your basic spirit, usually made from grain such as wheat or rye, but it can be made from anything with fermentable natural sugars, including potatoes. Because vodka is relatively neutral in flavour it makes for a cracking cocktail base and works with pretty much any other ingredient you care to throw at it. Think of it as the crisp white shirt of the spirits world. But not all vodkas are created equal. Some are more neutral in flavour, some more characterful. It really depends on where and how they’re made. Traditionally vodkas from Poland, Russia and Scandinavia had a more discernible character than those from elsewhere but that’s not necessarily the case now. There’s plenty of choice, from delicate vodkas to more rounded, fuller-bodied ones. It’s all a question of taste.


GIN


Gin basically starts life as a neutral spirit (in other words, vodka) but has added flavour from plant-based ingredients, known as botanicals. To make a good-quality gin, the neutral spirit goes into a still with the chosen flavourings and the whole lot gets redistilled. Reading like something from a wizard’s recipe book, ingredients include juniper berries, coriander seeds, angelica root, orange and lemon peel and cardamom, among others. Of all the botanicals, the one that must be included in the mix for the end result to be called gin is juniper. And as juniper belongs to the conifer family, it adds that usually discernible whiff of pine, giving the drink a kind of reassuringly medicinal-in-agood-way feel.

Most of the gin cocktails in this book are made with a type of gin (not a brand, but a legally defined type) called London Dry Gin. To know if you’re buying a London Dry Gin, just look for those words on the label. It won’t contain any artificial ingredients and has little or no added sugars and no flavouring or colouring after it’s been distilled. And despite the name, it can be made anywhere.
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