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INTRODUCTION
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First, let me raise my glass and say an opening prayer: Cheers!


Now, we may begin.


The problem—one of them, at least—is that most of us were never taught what or how to drink, not really, not unless you count watching your uncles down dirty martinis, or high school football players shotgun beers, or overhearing waiters advise your parents on wine-food pairings at fancy restaurants. That education, while helpful, will only get you so far. Drinking is complicated, which is to say that it is simple, but because it makes you dumb and clumsy, it feels complicated.


Add to this that booze goes hand-in-hand with many different types of human endeavors. We drink to socialize, to celebrate, to drown sorrows; we drink in large groups, in small groups, and while alone; we drink on vacation, during work, and while we eat; we drink inside and we drink outside; we sometimes drink a lot and sometimes just a little. And yet while all these different scenarios require different drinking mentalities, our under-education means that, most of the time, we are ill-equipped to know what type is needed when and where.


Well, no more! To help you navigate your drinking life, I humbly offer this book, You Suck at Drinking; Being a complete guide to drinking for any and all situations in your life, including but not limited to office holiday parties, weddings, breakups, and other sad times, outdoor chores like deck-building, and while in public, legally and illegally. For instance: Have you ever wondered whether you can order a drink at lunch with your boss? Have you ever felt intimidated by a bartender? Or drunk too much at a wedding? Have you pretended to know more about wine than you actually do? Or gotten caught drinking a beer in public? Or jeez, have you ever drunk with your coworkers and made a pass at someone you really should not have made a pass at? There are many decisions about what and how to drink that depend on when and where and with whom you are drinking, decisions made all the more difficult because, well, you are drinking. Fortunately, the strategies and correct answers to these questions are all contained in this book.


•  •  •


I have been giving advice on drinking for over ten years, first as the owner of a café that served beer and wine in the fabled land of Montague, Massachusetts, and then in the international waters of the Internet and magazines as a drinks writer for such publications as McSweeney’s, Grub Street, and Details. The book you hold in your hands is the knowledge culled from those years of experience, containing tongue-in-cheek advice, thoughtful reflection, and irreverent commentary—all in celebration of drinking.


Please note: I am not a bartender. This book will not provide recipes. I am also not a chef. This book will not instruct you on the intricacies of flavor and/or pairing your drink with food. I am, for better or worse (probably worse), a Drinker who writes about drinking. My research has been extensive, mostly accidental, often shameful. What I can teach you about drinking is probably not healthy or helpful in a life-goal-achieving sort of way. But we both know that you are going to drink and that you will make many mistakes along the way. So you may as well read this book and perform your drinking with as much care, attention, and forethought as when you play with your kids or do your taxes or whatever.


You Suck at Drinking is not so much a guide to alcohol as it is a guide to practicing good Drinkcraft. Will it prepare you to be the maid of honor at a wedding? It will. Will you learn how to drink to your advantage in casinos? You bet you will! What about children’s birthday parties? Let me put it this way: all possible parties, including child-centric ones, will be explored.


Give this book to a college graduate, to new hires, to the person with whom you are becoming romantically involved. Let them learn from the mistakes and hard-won wisdom of those who have come before them, from those who have learned how to handle their liquor. This is the book that folks should be given on that fateful day when they take their first drink; the book that will steer them correctly away from the siren call of flavored vodka that awaits many of those who drink—but who are not yet Drinkers.
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Part I:


TAXONOMY OF DRINK
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KNOWING YOUR BOOZE






 





It is not an easy job, learning your liquors, but Drinkers don’t just drink what’s easy. They drink what is available. To best navigate the world of liquor, a Drinker should be able to identify and classify any booze they may encounter. As you know, we humans evaluate the world through our five senses—sight, touch, smell, taste, and how drunk it makes us. All any young Drinker needs for liquor study is a faculty for using these senses, a notebook, and a sense of adventure.


When encountering a new liquor, an aspiring Drinker should approach it openly and with a respectful sense of caution. While it is true that trying some liquors for the first time can turn out bad—in that they either taste like or actually are Ouzo—others can turn out lovely, like maraschino or bourbon. You’ll never know if you don’t try! I always recommend that young drinkers scan a cocktail menu for drinks containing ingredients they have never heard of. This simple technique will acquaint you with most alcohols, especially if you live in a drinking city like San Francisco, New York, or any town in Louisiana.


Getting to Know Booze in Five Easy Steps
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STEP 1: SEE


[image: ]


It has been said that, before you taste with your mouth, you should taste with your eyes. This is absurd. Never put alcohol in your eyes. In addition to making you blind drunk, your eyeballs actually have zero taste buds—you won’t taste anything.


Liquor is consumed just like other liquid beverages.1 If this is unfamiliar to you, I recommend you read my previous book, The Mechanics of Drinking: A Primer on Consuming Liquid Beverages before proceeding further.


When trying a particular liquor for the first time, take note of its bottle. You can tell a lot about what you are about to consume simply by how it is packaged (see next page).






 






It’s Easy to Identify Liquor by the Label!
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      Anything at all pirate-related—pictures of pirates, of course, a label made to look like a treasure map, skull and crossbones, the word Pacific written in a pirate-y way.


      This is rum.
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      Illustrations of British admirals—anything particularly colonial.


      This is gin.
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      The bottle is a mason jar.


      This is moonshine.
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      A hand-drawn picture of a fancy house and way more words than seem necessary.


      This is wine.
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      The bottle is shaped like a stiletto high heel.


      This is vodka.
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      The bottle is shaped like an Aunt Jemima bottle.


      This is Frangelico.
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      The label makes you feel sick and turn away.


      This is either Jose Cuervo or Jack Daniel’s—or whatever you drank way too much of at one point, teaching you about hangovers.
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      The bottle comes in a weird cardboard tube, and old men hold it reverently.


      This is Scotch.
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      The label mentions barrel aging, but doesn’t have a picture of a fancy house on it.


      This is bourbon.
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      The label has one of these things: a picture of Vermont, an illustration of a beard, a strong color correlation to the American flag, or anything vaguely monastic.


      This is beer.
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      The label reads Jameson.


      This is Irish whiskey.
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      The label reads After Shock.


      Stay away.












STEP 2: TOUCH
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You cannot consume alcohol without putting it into your mouth. How is this done? Through the magic of touch, of course! Grabbing a drink is one of the first ways to assert your drinking personality. Some popular Drink Grips are as follows:
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  •    The Classic C: Best for tumblers and cans.


  •    The Three-Finger C: A modified grip best for wine glasses and cocktail glasses.


  •    Alms for the Poor: Turn your hand palm up and set the glass in it. Only to be used when swirling Brandy in a smoking jacket.


  •    The Noose: A loose, laconic grip for beer bottles.


  •    The No-Hands: When you leave the drink on the bar and bring your face to it. Only to be used when a drink is too full or comes with a straw.


STEP 3: SMELL (OPTIONAL)
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Your nose can be useful in determining whether a beverage in front of you contains alcohol or not. If you aren’t sure, you should probably leave it be.
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STEP 4: TASTE
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Like coffee and the movies of Jim Jarmusch, alcohol is an acquired taste. Many people do not like the taste of alcohol at first. “Why would anyone drink this?” they think. And then they get drunk, and it becomes very clear why anyone—including themselves—would drink it. The taste of alcohol is great for many reasons, sure, but mostly it is great because it portends inebriation. Thus, when trying new alcohols, do not judge the flavor until you have become drunk from it. Remember, nothing tastes as good as being drunk!






 






What’s the Proof?
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      The proof of an alcohol describes the amount of ethanol in it. Ethanol is the chemical in booze that makes your brain work funny.2 Like a lot of measurements made up by the British (yards, miles) “Proof” is strange and arbitrary and originally meant, “7/4 times the alcohol by volume (ABV).” I can’t even begin to wrap my head around that, but now it is defined as twice the percentage of ABV. So, for instance, something that is 80 proof is 40% ABV, meaning that 40% of the liquor in front of you is pure ethanol. The higher the proof (or ABV) the more impact it has, obviously.


            Interestingly, proof only refers to the hard stuff. You usually just say the percentage there. So, wine is usually around 12–14% ABV; beer can range, but the most common would be around 5–6%. Your spirits are gonna start at 40%, which would be, as we know: 80 Proof.












STEP 5: HEAR; OR HOW DRUNK DOES THIS MAKE YOU?
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Some liquors are stronger than others, and it is important that you assess the inebriation effects of your different alcohols so you can imbibe them properly. A shot of Chartreuse (120 proof) is not always appropriate, no matter how wonderful it may taste!


But how do you assess drunkenness? Use your hearing. Are sounds both loud and muffled at the same time? Like you are listening to something under water, but also, you have supersensitive hearing like a bat? If so, whatever you just drank is pretty strong.


Because it can be hard to remember the details of what you drank while drinking, I recommend that you carry a small notebook so that you can keep a drinking log.3 Drinking logs can take many forms, but I have provided a good template for the kind of information you should capture in order to imprint the new liquor into your memory.
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Feel free to copy this to make your own booklet. Leave the back side blank for any notes and/or drawings of cats or superhero insignias you feel compelled to add. Keep this booklet with you at all times. It will be a great reference when reading any cocktail menu or browsing any liquor store. You can know for sure if you have tried it and whether it tasted like (or was) Ouzo. I find myself browsing my drinking log even when not drinking—such as while jogging or at the dentist—simply to remind myself of the adventures I have had.


1    There are other nonstandard ways to drink liquor, true. Though not recommended for most situations, I’ve included them for the truly adventurous. See the table on Nonstandard and Mostly Made-up Ways to Consume Alcohol, page 26.


2    Ethanol is produced through the processes of fermentation and then distillation, which I am not going to explain because: Internet.


3    Many people are unaware that the poems of Charles Bukowski (a Drinker if there ever was one) are actually his drinking logs, i.e., descriptions of new liquors he tried.






 






LIQUOR, LINNAEUS’ FAVORITE TAXONOMY!






 





While trying new adult beverages, it can be helpful to understand where each fits within the larger scheme of alcohol. Much like human families and NCAA March Madness contenders, all liquors can be organized into a tree-based diagram.
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WAYS TO DRINK ALCOHOL






 





Alcohol is consumed through the mouth in a ritual called drinking.






 






Standard Ways to Drink Alcohol, Still in Use Today
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Shaking vs. Stirring
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      What is the best way to combine the ingredients of a cocktail—stirring or shaking? It’s an age-old debate. Here are some general guidelines:


        •  You shake when there are non-alcoholic ingredients of different consistency that need help mixing with others: citrus, cream, eggs.


        •  You stir when you are dealing with an all-alcohol concoction. They will mix just fine without shaking because they are essentially the same consistency and weight. In fact, stirring is mostly about making the ingredients cold.
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Straight Up

A cocktail shaken or
stirred with ice to chill it,
but then strained into a
separate glass to create
a drink is served without
ice.

Many cocktails are

served straight up—the
martini, the sidecar, the
Manhattan. Drinks that
need no mellowing or
would be weird if watered
down.

Shot

A small amount of
liquor—usually 1.5
ounces—served in a small
glass and meant to be
consumed quickly, or
even all at once. Can
either be a single liquor
served neat, or a mixed
drink.

Tequila and whiskey are
common shots. There is
a whole sub-drinking-
culture of mixed-drink
shots, which the author
does not condone

but which involve bad
double entendres and
even worse liquor
combinations. For some
reason, 90 percent of
these involve Baileys Irish
Cream or some type of
schnapps.
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As a Back

A small drink, not always
alcoholic, meant to
follow another drink,
often a shot. The "back”
counteracts—or washes
away—the burn of the
first drink in many cases,
though it can also just be
a nice way to order two
drinks at once.

Juices often follow shots—
“Can | get a tequila shot
with a pineapple back?”
Beer is often served as

a back to whiskey—"Can

| get a shot and a beer
back?” Pickle juice has
recently been served as a
back to whiskey because
people like weird things—
“Can | get a pickle back?”

Cocktail

Generic term for an
alcoholic drink made

by mixing two or more
liquids together, at least
one of which is alcoholic.

Any number of good
cocktail manuals can be
found with 1,001 cocktail
recipes. For the serious
Drinker, | recommend
immediate familiarity
with the martini, the
Manhattan, the old-
fashioned, the Negroni,
and the sazerac.
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Mocktail

Anything with Virgin in
the name; anything with
a stupid pun in the title;
anything named for child
movie stars from the
1930s; oh, right, and it's
non-alcoholic and for
kids.

Don't. Just...don't. You
are an adult.

The oldest type of mixed
drink, originally made
with five ingredients:
alcohol, sugar, lemon,
water, and tea or spices.
As with most things we
associate with England,
the recipe was brought
over from India in the
early seventeenth century.
It is most often served
communally—and, at
fraternity parties, from a
garbage can.

In the modern era, these
are most often served in
the daytime at outdoor
parties, the details and
color scheme of which
originate from an issue of
Martha Stewart Living.
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Highball

One spirit mixed with a
non-alcoholic soda or
juice in a tall glass with
ice. A simplified mixed
drink made popularin
the 1950s when people
drank a lot, but couldn’t
be bothered to make
complex drinks.

Tom Collins, Cuba libre;
all the "and” drinks: gin
and tonic, rum and Coke,
whiskey and soda, gin
and juice.
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BOOZE

Made with care and

precision and helpful Fortified Alcohol
when making cocktails

.g. Liqueurs and
Fortified Wines)

Cinnamon-flavored Unreal horrors marketed

Liquids you would describe ).t0Young people

as being “brightly colored”
Lawnmower beer

Beer beer

Beer

Nerdy beer

Stupid b i
Labsled "best volu accoring =

to a magazine you don't

Cough medicine

Kangaroos or sandals Chea,
on the label
Purchased for dinner party

Wine )
Expensive

. ood for picnics
Anything with a screw cap

Spirits

Comes in a frosted glass bottle

Bibping yot.cif vodia Sounds Russian but is

not made in Russia

Vodka Flavored vodka

,
Respectable enough

Plastic ju
That British guy in the red
coat and funny hat gin

The one with the cucumbers
The kind for people who say

\__"Martinis are only made with gin”

Jameson

Irish Whiskey Wait, there's another Irish whiskey?

Probably, but no one has ever had it

Campfire-flavored and given to you
as a present from someone who plays golf

Scotch
Campfire-flavored and too expensive for you

Jack Daniel’s and Jim Beam
(~ The kind made by young men with

Whiskey Bourbon

\ great haircuts and expensive jeans

The ones Americans know about

Canadian whiskey
The ones Americans don't know about

Legal and made in Brooklyn

White whiskey
Illegal and made in New Hampshire

Made you throw up once

Tequila Given to you by someone who
the phrase “sipping tequila” umromcaliy

Pirate guy rum

_Batlogo rum

Eggnog rum

The kind consumed by Hip-Hop
Artists (e.g. “From the Bottle”)

Brandy
ST Fiie Kind consumed by fidhmionintobes
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TERM

DESCRIPTION

PROMINENT USAGES

Neat

= e )

Just alcohol; noice, no
mixing, no stirring or
shaking. Take the bottle
and pour some into a
glass. Refers only to spirits.
While wine and beer are
drunk this way, they do not
require the specification,
as it is assumed you will be
drinking it neat. Unless you
are drinking a wine spritzer,
of course, which you serve
on the rocks at a picnicin a
magazine shoot.

Whiskey and brandy are
often drunk neat. In Russia,
vodka is drunk this way.

On the Rocks

Any alcoholic drink served
over ice. Could be straight
liquor or a cocktail.

Ice is used to mellow and
even out the drink or to
keep it really cold. Some
drinks—especially summer
ones—are always served on
the rocks: Tom Collins, gin
and tonic, mojito. Some
drinks, like the margarita
and the Negroni, swing
both ways (ice or no

ice), depending on the
circumstance.
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