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How to use this ebook





Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.





Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.





Look out for linked text (which is in a different colour) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.




 

 

 


For Fred.


My chief barman, who stirs and shakes me always.

 

 

 

 






INTRODUCTION

Let me begin by saying this: I’m not a bartender, but I’ve known a few. And I don’t own a bar, but I’ve been to my fair share. I’ve stolen the keys to the Formosa, danced at the Bamboo Bar, frolicked at The Frolic Room, fallen backwards off my stool at Odeon, and behaved with perfect English rectitude while supping Claridge’s finest Martini. So I like to think I’ve picked up a thing or two about drinks and snacks, not all of it by osmosis.



And if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that the cocktail isn’t just for when you’re ‘out’. There’s nothing better at the end of the week than a crisp Martini to round things off. It’s better still with a couple of snacks. And, even better than that, in the company of friends.



From my earliest days, I’ve always loved a cocktail party. They were a constant feature of my Bangkok childhood. I remember clambering on to my chest of drawers when I was small, and peering out though the shutters to see what all the chattering and laughter was about. There was my mum, looking glamorous in a slinky silk dress; there was Dad, looking smooth in shirtsleeves and skinny trousers; and there were the couples twisting on the terracotta-tiled terrace, everyone sipping cocktails and spearing snacks with sticks. It was convivial, content and oh, so relaxed. And it’s left me with a hankering for those happy days and nights.




So, in this book, I’ve gathered together some classic cocktails with a few of my own inventions, and added a selection of canapés which are easy to make at home and a few tips to make a cocktail party that little bit easier. After all, just the sound of ice being shaken, preferably to a rhythm all of its own, is enough to bring a smile to anyone’s face. It’s the promise of sweet relief, of good times, good friends and good conversation. Just make mine a Martini.
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Before we begin

A good party can be rigorously planned or entirely impromptu — it all depends on the occasion. But here are a few key things to get us started.
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HOME BAR BASICS

Setting up a bar at home needn’t be an expensive undertaking. At the very least, you only really need something to mix in and a glass for your drink (I’ve used a clean coffee pot to stir a Martini before now – it’s not glamorous, but it works). But there are a few things that will make your life easier.




1 A GOOD SHAKER

This is really a matter of preference. You want something that fits comfortably in your hand when you shake it, and which has a tight fit when it’s closed (there’s nothing worse than scrubbing Daiquiris off the ceiling, let me tell you). Some people favour the Boston Shaker, with its metal base and slightly smaller glass mixing top. I prefer a compact all-metal shaker, known as a Cobbler Shaker, which has a built-in strainer. Mine makes 2–3 cocktails at a time and fits nicely into my rather small hands.



The French Shaker lacks the Cobbler’s strainer and, again, is an all-metal affair. I think the metal matters. Although I have a couple of beautiful glass shakers, I keep them purely for decoration (along with my 1930s bear-shaped Cobbler Shaker, which is entirely impractical, but which makes me laugh). The conductivity of metal chills the drink quicker and with less dilution.
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2 A STRAINER

This is vital if you lack a Cobbler Shaker, because you generally want to strain a drink into a glass. They come in fairly standard sizes to fit easily over the mouths of most shakers. Often, you’ll find them in a set with a cocktail shaker and a jigger. Just make sure, when you buy one, that it’s well made: the cheap ones can be a bit loose where the handle meets the circle of the strainer, and they have a tendency to nip your skin.
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3 A BAR SPOON

A bar spoon is a very long teaspoon – as a measure, they’re identical – with a fat, flattened end which you can use to crush things like sugar cubes. In a bar, they’re very handy. Do you need one at home? Probably not. But you do need…
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4 A MUDDLER

…an elongated wooden pestle for crushing the oils out of leaves, breaking sugar into bitters and so on. When it comes to muddling leaves, wood is always better than metal – it’s gentler and less bruising, preserving the leaf’s integrity while extracting the flavours you require for the drink. In an emergency, the handle of a wooden spoon will do.
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5 A JIGGER

If you want something to taste right, measurements matter. In the UK, cocktail measures are based on the standard bar measures as laid down by law for the sale of spirits (25 ml for a single, 50 ml for a double in England and Wales; 35 ml and 70 ml in Scotland), and most jiggers and measurers sold there conform to these standards. In the US, cocktails are generally measured by the fluid ounce, which works out at approximately 30 ml for a single shot, and 60 ml for a double. I have listed cocktails that dance to the 1:1:2 rhythm or similar, and upscale easily by ratio. It doesn’t really matter whether you use a US or a UK measure for these, so long as you stick to the same one. I favour a glass measurer or jigger with measurements marked in both millilitres and fluid ounces on the side.
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6 A JUICER

If you’re planning to make Margaritas or Daiquiris for a party, trust me, you want some kind of electric citrus juicer. It saves an awful lot of time and effort. And it will also allow you to squeeze fresh orange or grapefruit juice for breakfast. That’s a win in anyone’s book.
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7 A BLENDER

There are only a couple of drinks in this book which use a blender, and, to be honest, you could shake them if you have to. However, I find my KitchenAid Artisan Blender indispensible: a good blender allows you to whip up frozen drinks, blend fruit juices and so on. Plus it’s good for making soup – and what’s soup if not a hot, non-alcoholic cocktail?
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8 A KILLER BLACK DRESS

Or a sharp suit. Obviously.
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SPIRITS

It goes without saying that, without spirits, there are no cocktails. Apart from the non-alcoholic ones. In this book, I have deliberately tried not to prescribe certain brands in favour of others, but there are a few instances where the recipes have to be specific. For example, a Zombie is not a Zombie without Bacardi 151, and that’s all there is to it. But, by and large, buying should be determined by the following points:




1 Quality matters, regardless of those who claim (wrongly) that cocktails were invented to hide the deficiencies in Prohibition-era booze. Buy the best you can afford.




2 Buy the brands you like. This cannot be said enough. People spout a lot of blether about booze and wine, particularly about wine, but there is one golden rule: if you like it, it’s good. To hell with the pedants and snobs. There’s not a huge amount of difference between various brands of vodka (and any vodka can be improved by a pass through a bleached coffee filter paper), but when you look at gins in particular, there’s so much variation that you have to try a few to pick your favourite. I lean towards Beefeater and, for a change, Plymouth or Sipsmith, but that’s not to speak against Tanqueray, Hendrick’s or Bombay Sapphire, or any of the others, for that matter.



When it comes to rum you should note that, beyond quality, different rums provide different flavours. White rums are distinct from amber and dark rums while aged rums and rhums agricole are different again. It’s worth experimenting to find the ones you like – like wine regions, different countries produce distinct products, and there’s lots to explore.



The same goes for whisky. Ryes and bourbons have subtly different characters. So, too, do Scotch whisky and Irish whiskey – they even spell the word differently! But, while quality is important in a cocktail, it’s a crime to mix anything with a good malt whisky. Those that have have been found bludgeoned to death with tam o’shanters in dim back alleys. You’ve been warned.




3 Space. Most of us don’t have room for a lot of bottles, so buy for the cocktails you make most often.
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VERMOUTH

Every bar needs a sweet vermouth and a dry vermouth, depending on the drinks you favour. As a fortified wine, it keeps for a while, though it does deteriorate slowly over time, so keep open bottles in the fridge. I favour Noilly Prat for a dry vermouth and Martini for sweet, and I’m a big fan of the Cocchi di Torino range for their extraordinary character and flair. Try a few different brands (ideally in other people’s bars) to find the ones you like.
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BITTERS

Bitters lift and distinguish a cocktail. Often, they turn out to be the secret ingredient which makes a drink sing. These days, a lot of bartenders make their own from wildly diverse ingredients. You absolutely, categorically need a bottle of Angostura bitters in your bar. It will last for ages, and it is highly adaptable. But if you have room, a bottle of orange bitters will always come in handy, as will some Peychaud’s bitters from New Orleans. And one of my favourite bitters companies, The Bitter Truth, makes a very handy five-bottle travel box – the celery bitters within makes for an excellent Bloody Mary.
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GARNISHES

The peel of citrus fruits used to make twists should always be unwaxed. One bartender I know makes an Essence of Sex Wax, which is used for greasing surf boards but, beyond that, I can see no earthly reason for wax to come anywhere near a cocktail. The wax on citrus fruits may help their preservation, but it hinders the release of the oils in their peel which, when we use a twist, is what we’re after. Speaking of which, if you want to add a touch of fancy, squeeze the oils through a lit match or lighter. They will ignite and caramelize in the flame, which makes for a lovely aroma, particularly in an Old Fashioned.



Make sure you have a sharp knife, or a channel knife, and a chopping board for prepping all kinds of citrus and other fruit. Though, to be honest, when it’s just me, I often cut a twist of citrus with a potato peeler…



While we’re on the subject of garnishes, look out for good quality maraschino cherries. Luxardo, who make a fine maraschino liqueur, sell the real thing in jars. I recommend them.







SUGAR SYRUP

You can buy sugar syrup in bottles, but it is very easy to make at home and considerably cheaper. Simply measure out equal quantities of caster (superfine) sugar and water, say 250 ml (8 fl oz) of water to 250 g (8 oz) of sugar, into a saucepan. Then dissolve the sugar completely in the water over a low heat (the heat isn’t strictly necessary, it just speeds up the process). Allow the mixture to cool, then store the sugar syrup in a sterilized bottle for up to a month in the fridge.
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BAR STYLE

There’s no excuse for not having a stylish bar. It’s the perfect place to reflect your taste. Scour the internet, charity shops and flea markets to find quirky glasses, plates, napkins and cocktail forks to customize yours.
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SIZE DOES MATTER…

…when it comes to glasses. I am a little obsessed with collecting small Martini glasses which hold, traditionally, a gulp or three, so you can drink that chilly charmer while it is still suitably cold. (If you see any, do get in touch…)




Make sure that you have the right glass for the right drink, size-wise at least. This is not Big Gulp time at the drive through. It’s the cocktail hour… At all costs avoid those ridiculous bucket-like glasses that should really only be sold at novelty stores for keeping marbles, goldfish or small coins in. Anything but a cocktail.
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SHAKEN VS. STIRRED

This is really about ice. Ice and dilution. When you shake a cocktail, you break the ice cubes, leaving tiny shards of ice in the drink. These shards dilute the drink, balancing the flavours in a shaken cocktail. When you stir, this dilution is commensurately less.



Since ice both chills and weakens a cocktail (chilling is good, weakening less so…), there are a few things to keep in mind to make sure you get the best from it.




1 The more ice you put in the shaker, the faster it will chill a drink, shaken or stirred, with less dilution. With a shaker, more ice is better.




2 The size of an ice cube matters: the smaller the ice cubes, the more surface area there is to melt into the drink. Which is why many bartenders will serve drinks like an Old Fashioned with a single large ice cube to minimize the dilution.




3 Over time, ice picks up the flavours of other things in your freezer. You should always make sure you have fresh ice when you make cocktails – there’s nothing worse than a hint of old dinners in your Gimlet.



Shaking and stirring give you control over the sharpness of the alcohol in a cocktail. When it comes to a drink like a Martini, it is as ever a question of preference. So try it both ways and find out which you prefer. So long as your cocktail’s cold!







BAR SNACKS

Every good drink, and indeed every good drinks party, needs a toothsome accompaniment. Snacks, canapés, eats: call them what you will. See my favourites, things I find my guests love and that do not take me away from them for too long.



To be honest, you could totally ignore the recipe section and just trot along to your nearest deli to buy a gorgeous selection of cheese, charcuterie and olives. Maybe even a paté or a pie. Or throw out some nuts; I wouldn’t hold it against you. Some of my favourite bar snacks of all time are the monkey nuts in their shells at Chez Jay in Santa Monica. They arrive in a red plastic basket, you just pop them open and discard the shells on the floor. Chez Jay’s owner, Jay Fiondella famously persuaded Alan Shepard to take one of them to the moon and back – the very first astro-nut! (If you’re out that way, pop in for a visit and one of their fine Margaritas.)
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THE ART OF THE PARTY

Throwing a good party should be enormous fun, both for your guests and for you. Here are some simple tips to help things go with a swing.

DRINKS

It doesn’t matter how many people you’ve invited, the fact of it is that you don’t run a bar. You don’t have every kind of liquor or elixir stuffed into a cupboard, so the whole gamut of cocktails is out of the question. Offer a couple of options, and wine and beer if you feel like it. If you have a large number of guests, by which I mean more than 20, it’s a good idea to choose a drink you can scale up and premix.
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SCALING UP

A lot of cocktail recipes can be restructured so that you think about their ingredients in terms of ratios instead of measurements. This makes it very much easier to scale them up for a party. The Margarita works out as one part lime juice to one part triple sec to two parts tequila (1:1:2). So before anyone arrives, your can premix a perfect batch of cocktails to those proportions, beginning with the ingredient of which you have the least (which is usually the lime juice), and then shake them over ice for your guests as required. Here are some cocktails that scale up beautifully:

• The Margarita


• The Cosmopolitan – just add the dash of cranberry as you shake each one

• The Classic Daiquiri


• Tom’s April Sour


• The Fine & Dandy


• The Classic Rum Punch
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FOOD

Again, keep it simple. Never forget that your friends have come round to see you, so it’s not going to be the ideal evening if you never leave the kitchen! The snacks need to be substantial enough to stop people from feeling the effects of the cocktails TOO much. And they need to go with the setting – if it’s an evening where everyone’s on their feet, you want food that’s easy to hold and isn’t going to drip down somebody’s frock. If it’s a smaller affair, or a brunch, then plates and forks (oh, how I do love a cocktail fork!) can come out, and the food can be a little more robust.




The important thing is to make sure you serve things that reflect the numbers you’ve invited. The more people, the simpler you want it to be. If there are just eight of you, then you might want to cook a few things that take a bit of time. If there are 28, you’d probably prefer to serve something less arduous to prepare. So choose your canapés accordingly.



HOW MUCH IS ENOUGH?

Here are a few tips to make the question of how much to feed and water the masses a little easier:

• For wine, half a bottle of wine or bubbly per person is fairly standard. But I have a deep-set fear of running out, so I always veer towards three-quarters to a bottle per person, and know I’ll have leftovers. Most wine merchants will sell wine by the case on sale or return. Just be careful not to ice all the white wine or Champagne because they won’t accept it back if you soak off the labels.

• I generally estimate two to three cocktails an hour per head, plus one for luck! Bear in mind that most people will slow down as the evening goes on.

• Always have plenty of still and sparkling water on hand and at least one non-alcoholic drink.


• If the party is to last two hours, bank on 8–10 canapés per head, of perhaps 3–5 different types.

• For three hours, go for 12–14 canapés per head, of perhaps 6–8 different types.

• For four hours plus – well, at this point you can echo my father: ‘I invited you for drinks, not breakfast.’ At which point he’d ring a large ship’s bell. You can just smile and say the party is over.

• If you are serving pre-dinner drinks, however, I think 4–5 canapés per head is fine: you want them to have room for their dinner! In fact, I often just serve Salted Almonds and a Soup Shot if we’re heading into a substantial meal.
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PLANNING

This is what it all comes down to. The more you can prepare ahead of time, the easier your evening will be. For a start, you’ll feel more relaxed and so will your friends. The problem is that so many of us suffer from performance anxiety when it comes to entertaining and, really, we shouldn’t. After all, everyone you’ve invited is meant to be a friend, so what can go wrong?



So let’s shake up some cocktails and stir up some trouble. After all, it’s meant to be a party!
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BEFORE, DURING & AFTER THE EVENT

I don’t want to preach, but here are a few tips that I’ve found invaluable.




1 Make sure you take into account who you’re inviting and why. If it’s a party to welcome your new boss it’s going to be a very different affair to one that marks the start of the football season. Extreme comparisons I know, but you get the drift.




2 Casting: don’t invite two feuding ex-lovers, especially to a smaller affair. Likewise anyone you know who, God forbid, is a mean drunk. Bigger parties have less issues as everyone can mix and mingle without ruffling feathers.
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