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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the Age of UnEnlightenment. Who today has time to be casually conversant about hip-hop culture, the newest breakthrough in computer technology, and/or the baby geniuses of independent cinema? No one. Yet just imagine how great it would feel if you could chat knowingly about Libeskind and Gehry or the tiny but charming vineyard in France where they’re bottling a truly magnificent Musigny that almost no one can afford but everyone wants to drink!

 



The solution?• Five years of grad school?

• A live-in tutor or “life-stylist”?

• Eight thousand dollars worth of reference books?



 



Not at all.

 



In this post-postmodern age, it is easier than ever to fake it: even real authorities are being challenged (“Well I guess scientists are entitled to their opinions”), Jon Stewart’s fake news is more respected  than the “real” news, and Ann Coulter is taken seriously. You, therefore, can be the ultimate authority.

What you’re looking for is information—not all the information—just enough to overwhelm the people with whom you are speaking so that they acknowledge your superior sense of, well, everything. No one need know precisely which end of the double-wide was your room; now you can sound as if you’re from, or spent childhood summers in, New York, Paris, Gstaad, the Hamptons, or any combination of these places instead of a small town in a state that begins and ends in a vowel. You have to learn to fake it, and we will supply the wherewithal. The best of information when hesitantly conveyed is received with skepticism—how you display your facts is as important as the facts themselves. In real estate it’s location, location, location; in faking it it’s attitude, attitude, attitude. It is important therefore for you to improvise your own repertoire of appropriate smiles, frowns, shrugs, and sneers while you offer the information you find in this book. Chances are you’ll need to practice. Be diligent. While dressing in the morning, while logging on to the unemployment office, or while spinning or aerobicizing at the gym . . . keep practicing.

Once your style of delivery is perfected, all that remains is to commit this book to memory and steer any conversation toward one of your areas of expertise. Which will be many.






CHAPTER ONE:

DRINKING

BOOZE, SPIRITS, COCKTAILS—HOW TO ORDER THE RIGHT STUFF

 



 



Gone are the days when you could walk into a bar and simply order a vodka and tonic or a bourbon on the rocks. Brand names are part and parcel of the performance and ritual, and the most improbably lengthy conversations now take place about, Lord help us, designer vodka. And you certainly don’t want to get caught with your snifter around your ankles, or whatever that expression is. So listen and learn.




VODKA 

All vodka still smells vaguely like something used to sterilize a wound, if you can notice the smell at all, but its smell is its least important aspect. As liquors go, vodka is boring. One can describe a scotch or wine as being “mellow,” “fierce,” or any number of things, but you have [image: 002]

to fill vodka with essence of cranberry in order to give it any character. The first important thing to mention, often and loudly, is that all domestic vodkas taste the same. This is true, and spare us any conversation about the fact that Smirnoff was found, in a blind taste test, to be “the best.” It isn’t for you. It’s too easy to find and much too cheap. Keep the conversation to eighty-proof vodkas, since the higher-proof ones can make you crazy anyway and are not for nice people.

The truly chic vodkas have kept to tradition and have no taste; this was presumably so that the drinker had no idea what he was doing while getting blasted, and it remains one of vodka’s finest traits to this day. Clearly the trend toward infused vodkas, whether lemon, lime, hot pepper, currant, vanilla, or venison, is not for a respectable palate—it is for those who want to ingest every food group at cocktail time. Or, they’re for grown-up kids who long for the days of Shirley Temples.

Stolichnaya, though still a fine vodka, is very “last millennium”; while once amazingly hip, Finlandia and Absolut are your father’s vodkas. Ketel One, from Holland, utterly devoid of taste, is “in”; Grey Goose, an altogether unexciting quaff, has been marketed so well that the rich folk who are willing to spend double what other vodkas cost actually think it has a taste. Luksusowa, a Polish potato vodka that tastes oddly like gasoline and somehow manages to make people drunker faster, can be enjoyed with some freshly ground pepper on top. The heartburn factor here is very high, but it dazzles people. But for heaven’s sake, have some self-respect and don’t drink Trump vodka, the alcohol equivalent of a comb-over. There ought, by the way, to be a law against putting orange juice or other colorful liquids in these vodkas, so don’t become part of a crime statistic. Good vodka should be drunk from the freezer or on the rocks with or without a twist of citrus; vodka martinis are still acceptable if there’s no actual vermouth in the glass.  Sex and the City notwithstanding, avoid Cosmopolitans: they are anything but.




SCOTCH 

The subject of scotches is far simpler. Scotch is rarely sullied the way vodka is, so “how to order” is not as much of an issue. If you prefer your scotch with ginger ale or cola, please move on to the next chapter. If not, pay heed.

For years, drinking Scotch whisky neat, i.e., without anything in it, was the only way. Researchers at the Drinkological Institute at Leaphroigh-upon-Nutting have, however, recently debunked that old wives’ tale. Current wisdom has it that a splash of ice water (or add an ice cube or two and wait) releases some yummy chemicals and brings out whatever it is that’s supposed to be brought out, flavor-wise. Unblended Scotches (aka Single Malt) still reign supreme; stick with the Highland or Islay regions. The Highland Scotches are sweeter and more honeyed, and the Islay Scotch is more peaty and smoky. The Macallan is the Highland Scotch to order—the eighteen-year-old is glorious, but the twenty-five-year-old is better, though unfortunately the latter is almost beyond financial reach. If, however, you’re looking for peat and smoke—and who isn’t?—Lagavulin is the Scotch for you. Though there’s still nothing wrong with the snob-appealing, dense, malty scotches such as Laphroaig, Glenlivet, and Glenfiddich, you can one-up your tablemates (or barmates) who have ordered one of them with the epic pretension that comes with a little bit of knowledge. Those folks think they’ve got “taste,” but a simple “Lagavulin, one ice cube,” from you will put an end to the question of who’s schooling whom.




BOURBON 

Both Bourbon and Scotch are whiskeys. The difference is that Scotch is brewed in Scotland (no kidding) making Bourbon, essentially, America’s scotch (note the lower case “s”). Well, the real stuff is very fancy and very strong: Booker’s is the most ferocious. It’s aged six years and nine months—a nice, if amazingly weird fact—and is 124.7 proof. It tastes of caramel and tobacco. Baker’s is a mere 107 proof. Michter’s ten-year tastes like butterscotch. These are small-batch bourbons—clearly not meant for just anybody. And then there’s Jack Daniel’s (just say “JD”). It is the only thing rednecks and advertising account executives have in common, and it should be treasured as such. You will, of course, just say that you know that Jack Daniel’s isn’t really bourbon—it has something to do with the way it’s distilled and is none of your business unless moonshining is your hobby. You drink it neat, and if you’re really looking to impress a redneck, a beer chaser will do. It’s nauseating, you’ll fall down drunk—it’s hardly elegant—but it will shut up the people sitting in the Texas-like boozery in which you’ve accidentally found yourself. And it will make the account executives really sit up and play with their Blackberries, Treos, or whatever.




RUM 

If you’re in the sun and you must drink rum, try Cachaça, from Brazil. Mix it with fruit or fruit juice—lots of lemon and lime. (If you are thinking “cola,” please stop thinking.) You may hallucinate, but it’s a small price to pay for anything this esoteric. There is something called 151 rum—the stuff is 151 proof, which we didn’t know was possible—but it won’t get you the caché you’re after unless your crowd is made up of  pirates. And don’t forget about Mojitos, the new Margaritas: they’re cute, sweet, and tart enough to seem eccentrically acceptable. And they’re green—very eco-sensitive.




TEQUILA 

The mention of Margaritas brings us to Tequila. When people say, “Oh, I can’t drink Tequila, it once made me so sick,” they are no doubt referring to a night of debauchery that included either too many shots of Jose Cuervo or too many pitchers of sugar-filled Margaritas. Both should be avoided unless you are the type who still enjoys spring break or are appearing in Girls Gone Wild #272—Staten Island. “The secret to drinking Tequila,” you must reply to your poor uninformed friend, “is to drink the good stuff, straight, and with lots of water backs.”

Sadly, Cuervo has not constituted “the good stuff” since 1989. Fortunately, high-quality tequilas like Patrón have become relatively available, even in the boonies. In a pinch, Don Julio, Herradura, or even, strangely enough Sammy Hagar’s Cabo Wabo (yes, Van Halen’s Sammy Hagar) will do. Should you run across someone who is already drinking Patrón, you can always one-up them by declaring that Patrón is alright when Lapis is unavailable. If you want to impress and amuse even the most jaded bartender, order your Patrón “straight-up, no fruit, no vegetables, no training wheels, and not chilled.” Don’t forget the water back—one glass per shot. Follow these rules, and you can drink as much Tequila as you like. You may get drunk, and wake up with a hangover and/or a new “friend,” but unlike with the cheap or sugary stuff, you will not long for the sweet release of death the next morning. If you must drink Margaritas, please have them made individually and with fresh limes. As for frozen margaritas—if you want a Slurpee, go to a 7-Eleven.




WINE 


The Talking

In Vino Duplicitus . . .For many, wine is an intimidating subject, perhaps because there is among oenophiles that smug insiderness that can make one cringe, feeling like a child listening to the grown-ups talk. Also, there is the ridiculous descriptive vocabulary they use—starting with the word oenophile—and continuing into a multiplicity of strange appellations for wines, vintages, and types of grapes. It doesn’t have to be this way, though. The wino (a much preferable term for one who loves wine) terminology is easily faked, and the pleasure is all about drinking the stuff, but the next-best pleasure is faking intimate knowledge of the great and near-great wines.

Youngish collectors slavishly follow one or more of the half-dozen or so published wine critics, buying the wines the gurus recommend. Collectors like bragging, and they might say, “I just bought ten cases of the ’05 Screaming Eagle Cab—Parker rated it 99, and I’m saving it!” Does this mean that they bought it and have no plans to drink it?

The Parker in question is Robert Parker—not the author of the Spenser detective novels, but the world’s most famous and influential wine writer. Craving the kind of financial rewards brought by a good review from Big Bob, many vintners have shifted their winemaking style to garner a high score in his famous newsletter, The Wine Advocate. He is so promiscuous with scores in the high 90s and even 100 that it seems inevitable he will eventually have to grant inflationary scores of 150—sort of the wine equivalent of Nigel Tufnel’s comment about his guitar amp in This Is Spinal Tap: “It goes to eleven.” Still you won’t go too far wrong if you heed the qualities Parker likes and liberally employ the buzzwords he uses, such as:


Fruity, when used with regard to wine, is not an unenlightened pejorative having to do with a particular “lifestyle.” It is, rather, one of the more obvious vino attributes—the stuff tastes like fruit. This is quickly replaced by coded, more “perceptive” characterizations as to the kind of fruitiness the wine under discussion expresses. A “fruit bomb” is a wine loaded with upfront tastes of fruit. This is the first stage of fruitiness, the next being “jammy,” meaning pretty much the same thing, though this suggests cooked fruit. (If you find these terms a bit silly, just wait.) The final stage of this sequence is “port-like,” which compares the wine under discussion to port, the fortified wine of Portugal. Port is thick in texture, sweet, and higher in alcohol than regular wine. Fruit flavor is not a bad thing if it is balanced by other qualities; if it is not, you might as well be drinking Hawaiian Punch.

 




Head-spinning alcohol content is a Parker-ism that moves the terminology into the land of the bizarre when you realize that he means it as praise, leading one to wonder: if you want to get blasted, why not just take a couple of healthy pulls straight from the vodka bottle? Or, if you must drink wine, why spend $40 for a French vintage when a couple of pints of Night Train would do the trick?

 




Gobs of toasty oak is not as weird as it sounds, since wines aged in oak barrels have a distinctive taste and smell that resemble vanilla, toast, or crème brulée—all tasty edibles. Overdone, it makes the wine smell like a lumberyard.

 




Tannic is not to be confused with tantric, which is a whole other issue, apparently involving sex with Sting. Tannin is a part of all wine’s content to one degree or another. The term tannic is sometimes embellished by a bewildering range of modifiers, including sweet,  dusty, soft, supple, chewy, ripe, firm, rough, harsh, astringent, palate-clenching, mouth-wringing, butt-puckering (okay we made that last one up—but only the last one). The stuff that evokes all this verbal groping is a chemical compound in grape skins and stems. Tannins give good, traditionally made red wines a dry, grippy feeling in the mouth; over the course of years they melt imperceptibly away into the wine. The true oenophile is unafraid of tannic wine, but if your palate is more used to Diet Dr. Pepper, just grin and bear it.

 




Finish refers not to wines from Finland but to what the rest of us call an aftertaste. It tells of a wine’s concentration. Parker often describes wine’s finish by length—starting at around 40 seconds and extending from there—as though he checks against a stopwatch. But for the newbie, “finish” is perhaps the easiest and earliest wino word to use, and will make you sound pleasantly up-to-speed.

 




Nose is another easy wine word; it means nothing more than smell. But how much more sophisticated to say “marvelous nose” than “smells awesome!”

 




Transparency is a noble ideal in which a wine’s qualities are in harmony, with every element in place and clearly perceptible. Not to be confused with “tasteless.”


And Then There’s the Actual Wine (Finally!)

Become a Burgundy lover, the absolute ultimate in high-priced wine snobbery. Collecting Burgundy is trophy-hunting in its purest form, and there is plenty of label fondling going on. These wines include those of Bordeaux, and the Barolos and Barbarescos of the Piedmont in north-western Italy. Meursault, a white Burgundy, nearly always evokes hazelnuts; reasonable since those of us not allergic have downed the occasional hazelnut and have a clear impression of its flavor. Comparisons with the citrus family are often legit as well; Meursault also may remind tasters of lime. Many great whites are called “steely”—you may be forgiven for being uncertain about the appeal of something that tastes like a carving knife.

Descriptions take on a decided air of fantasy when aficionados talk about hints of gooseberries and mulberries, the latter consumed only by silkworms. The rose petals and truffles beloved of Barolo drinkers are almost reasonable descriptions, but referring to a flavor being tinged with tar can unfortunately bring to mind the image of being on one’s knees licking the pavement on a brutally hot day.

With Burgundy, made from the pinot noir grape, the rapturous ravings get truly insane. You should have little trouble keeping a straight face if you stick to describing young red Burgundy as smelling and tasting like strawberries, raspberries, cherries, and occasionally violets. More problematic is if the wine has an element of under-ripeness, usually (but not always) to the wine’s detriment; you may then have to use terms such as vegetal, green, stemmy, or stalky. As Burgundy ages, though, the descriptors broaden out to include chestnuts, orange, and (ugh) tobacco. It typically evolves further toward licorice (a good sign), mushrooms, sous-bois (undergrowth, as in the woodland), resin, wet earth (yummy), coffee, toffee, and cocoa.
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