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WHAT IS A DIVE BAR?
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What is a dive bar? And how might you know you are in one? Imagine it’s late and you’ve hastily stumbled into the nearest bar with an open sign. You get a spot at the bar, pick your poison, and as you first raise a glass to your lips, you take a proper glance at the interior. There might be a comforting sense of shabbiness. A flicker of almost-dead neon. The aroma of stale pretzels. Halloween decorations still up in July. Perhaps there is an eclectic, junk-filled back bar and a plushie Garfield stuck to the register. Wood-effect tables. Duct-taped warm leatherette. A jukebox cranking out Brandy and Monica’s ‘The Boy is Mine’. And you think to yourself, ‘Wait . . . am I in a dive?’


Perhaps we could identify a true dive bar not just by its interior décor, but by who we see around us, be it a three-legged dog on wheels, perhaps, or Sister Mary Clarence having a quiet Old Fashioned in the corner, or a drinker who gathers up their grocery bags at closing time, clearly having been there six hours too long.


Or should we look to the movies to discern the ultimate dive? There’s the brash saloon in Coyote Ugly (2000) or The Imperial in Sydney, the drag bar on the wrong side of the tracks in Priscilla, Queen of the Desert (1994). Are English working men’s clubs de facto dive bars? What about Australia’s raucous RSLs (Returned and Services League)? They certainly both peddle delicious beige food and have lurid, optical-illusion carpets.


But perhaps what makes a bar a true dive is the atmosphere, as nebulous and ever-changing as a cloud of vape smoke; it’s a feeling. You take another sip and then, like a ghostly voice from some distant spiritual plane, Natasha Bedingfield’s 2004 mega-hit ‘Unwritten’ bursts forth from the juke box as every single dive drinker erupts with the same inspiring words: ‘Today is where your book begins / The rest is still unwritten.’ Now that’s a dive bar.
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-- SNACKS --


Popcorn cute little air-based nothings


Pretzels deathly salty


Peanuts perfectly greasy


Pork scratchings the hairy ones


Potato chips confidently simple


-- SMALL BITES --


Pickled eggs a food crime


Cheese cubes how long have those been sat there?


Pickles the perfect – if not too wet – snack


Pickled onions when you know you’re 	not going to get a kiss


Scotch eggs the dirtiest dive snack


-- LARGE BITES --


Pizza perfect in every way


Sausage rolls dirty and delicious Ketchup or mustard?


Scampi Fries the British fishy corn snack
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THE TOOL BOX


Everything you need to master your own dive bar cocktail kit.
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JIGGER


The standard shot measure for spirits and liqueurs around the world, having a jigger or two is essential. Available in different sizes, some with helpful half-measures, heavy metal jiggers are perfect, as are cocktail shaker caps, but plastic or glass versions are also acceptable . . . or even the single shot glass as a last-minute stand-in.
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SHAKER


This is your single most important piece of kit, as very few spirit and citrus cocktails are possible without one. The classic metal shaker has three main parts: a base (known as the ‘can’), a tight-fitting funnel top with built-in strainer and a small cap (which can also be used as a jigger). It’s brilliantly straightforward. If you can’t get your hands on one, empty out your pickle jar and improvise.
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BLENDER


It’s best to use crushed ice in blender cocktails, rather than starting with oversized cubes or rocks. Add your ice and/or frozen ingredients first, then the liquids and any other solids, and pulse gently before turning it up to the max. No need to strain. Once the consistency is smooth, pour into a glass and serve.
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BAR SPOON


The long, twisted bar spoon designed for stirring and, um, dribbling: the twisted stem allows for a slow pour to create ombré-toned drinks like the NYC Sour.
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MIXING GLASS


100% pure spirit recipes will usually need stirring with ice in a mixing glass rather than shaking; this is to limit dilution, ice chips and drama. The glass can be anything from a tough-ass straight-sided Boston to a straight-sided pint glass. A mixing glass can also allow for extra volume when attached to the can of your shaker.The two halves are locked together and you shake until the drink is chilled; a cocktail (Hawthorne) strainer can then be used to strain the drink into a fresh glass.
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COCKTAIL STRAINER


For when your shaker’s built-in version isn’t up to the job: the cocktail strainer – sometimes called a Hawthorne strainer – is a flat piece of kit trimmed with a spring. Place on the rim of a glass and pour the cocktail through it or hold it firmly against the rim of the cocktail can or mixing glass and pour from a height.
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CITRUS SQUEEZER


Try a hand press (that has the same mechanism as a nutcracker): chop your citrus in half, add to the squeezer and press with all your might. The squeezer will filter out any pips, seeds or stray pith to leave you with a measure of super-fresh juice. Alternatively, you can squeeze a citrus fruit half through your fingers, catching the pips as you go.
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CHOPPING BOARD AND KNIFE


Not essential, but it’s super useful to have a chopping board and knife specifically for making drinks. Keep the board clean, the knife sharp and practise your citrus-peeling skills: avoid as much pith as possible, leaving just the peel oozing with aromatic oils.










GLASSWARE


A guide to glasses, from the classic Martini to Tiki Mugs


BOSTON GLASS
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The fancy cousin of the straight-sided pint glass with a slightly flared top. Most Bostons are plain but some are bevelled – such as the IKEA version, which seems to be in every household in the Western world. Great for mixing or using locked into the can of your shaker.


CHAMPAGNE FLUTE
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The flute-shaped glass used for Champagne cocktails, Bellinis and Mimosas; hold by pinching at the stem to keep your drink cool and, well, to look as pretentious as possible.


NICK & NORA
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Named, inexplicably, after a pair of fictional detectives, this dainty, cute-as-a-button egg-cup-shaped glass on a long stem holds 150–170 ml (5–6 fl oz).


COUPE
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The short glass shaped like Marie Antoinette’s boob is perfect for Champagne, prosecco and sparkling wines and a more considered alternative to a Martini glass. Vintage versions abound – get a set for your home dive. Holds 150–170 ml (5–6 fl oz), the perfect amount.



FIZZIO
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A coupe, Martini glass and a Margarita glass all rolled into one, this pleasingly medium-sized glass has an angular shape and holds a little more than a coupe at 225–265 ml (8–9 fl oz).


HIGHBALL
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A tall, slightly narrow glass with a pleasingly heavy bottom that holds 225–350 ml (8–12 fl oz) of your favourite long cocktail. A flared version, the Highball Footed (with a short stem and foot), is perhaps a little too fancy for the home dive bar mixer.


HURRICANE
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The lamp-shaped classic glass, made for the Hurricane cocktail, is also perfect for long fruity drinks, Tiki concoctions and Bloody Marys. Its impressive size (450–600 ml/15–20 fl oz) helps house all manner of oversized and embarrassing garnishes, from watermelon spears to penis straws.


MARGARITA
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Like a large coupe, the Margarita comes in plain or welled versions with a wide rim for extra rimming (if rimming’s your thing).


MARTINI
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Also known as the cocktail glass. The long, refined stem and cone-shape vessel flares out to create a wide yet shallow recess. Iconic, impractical (any small gesticulation will have your Espresso Martini sloshing over your sweats) and essential.


MOSCOW MULE MUG
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The iconic, slightly bulbous copper mug is traditionally used for a Moscow Mule (or should that be a Kyiv Mule?), sometimes a Mojito, or any Tiki-inspired concoction. It forms a delightfully frosty-looking condensation when packed with ice.



OLD FASHIONED
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Also known as the Low Ball. From confidently plain to decorative-cut crystal, this short, straight-sided and heavy-bottomed tumbler is perfect for short or single shot drinks. The Rocks is a slight variation: a heavy-bottomed tumbler that flares out slightly. Fancy places have single and double shot versions, plus the Rocks Foot, which has a short stem at the bottom. But really? For the dive bar, any heavy tumbler will do.


SOUR
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Think of the Sour as a small wine glass, fitting about 150–170 ml (5–6 fl oz), bulbous but cute AF. Perfect for Piscos.


SHOT GLASS
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Short and simple. Pour, drink, slam down. Done. Also doubles as a temporary jigger.


TIKI MUG
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This curious relic of mid-twentieth-century American Tiki culture (a cocktail movement inspired by booze god Don the Beachcomber), the Tiki Mug is a tall, haunted-looking ceramic mug with a stylised face.


COLLINS GLASS
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The refined, skinny and usually straight-sided version of the Highball.
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THE KNACK


Quite simply:
 how to pull it off


SHAKE, FOR ALL OUR SAKES


Ice first, about a third full, then booze and other ingredients. Jam your shaker together and shake. The trick is to be quick and vigorous. There’s little consensus in the cocktail world on how long to shake – a few seconds? A whole minute? About seven seconds of dynamic pumping should do it – a frost will spread over the can, your cheeks should wobble, your office lanyard should slap you in the face, and your drink will be ready. Always strain directly into the glass and serve within milliseconds.


1


PLEASE BE CHILL


Chill everything: yourself, your glasses, your booze and definitely your mixers. To speed-chill a glass, fill with ice at the start of the drink-making process and discard just before pouring.


2


STIR UP MORE THAN STRIFE


Stirring – rather than shaking – minimises dilution, perfect for 100% spirit concoctions. Use your mixing glass, stir drinks gently and confidently with ice to chill the drink. When condensation forms on the outside of the glass and it’s feeling frosty, it’s ready to serve.


3


BE EXACTING


Be more fastidious with your measurements than you think you need to be. A good drink relies on sticking to the rules. Unless you’re making a two-ingredient drink, precise quantities are essential.


4


ICE AND EASY


Have more than enough. Then double it. Experiment with classic cubes, oversized mega-cubes, balls and rock ice: freeze still mineral water in a large plastic vessel, tip out onto a clean towel for grip (do not be tempted to steady the block with your other hand) and hack with an ice pick.
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THE BACK BAR


Building your own dive-away-from-dive booze collection.


The dive bar at home requires a collection of spirits and liqueurs. The perfect back bar houses some mean and lean spirits: a smoky Scotch, a sweet bourbon, a spicy rye, a fragrant gin, a white and spiced rum. You can freeze your vodka and tequila (unless you’re sipping them neat), and vermouth, tonic water and beer live in the fridge.
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1


BITTERS


Venezuelan (via Trinidad and Tobago) Angostura bitters sit behind ever dive bar in the world. Once thought to be a cure for hiccups, the part-herbal, part-alcoholic tincture has an incredible aroma that gives cocktails a depth of flavour.


2


BOURBON


Bourbon is the whiskey fan’s starter spirit, the gateway booze to smoky, slightly creepy spirits down the line. A majority corn mash means more sugar, so think of it as the sweet-natured, youthful American cousin of whiskey.
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