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INTRODUCTION





Rarely, if ever, has it been so easy to drink so well as in modern-day Brooklyn.




“Really, the allure of “Brooklyn”—as a borough, and as a concept—has never been stronger. In the last decade, it’s gained a reputation as a New York cultural hub in its own right, the less-buttoned-up borough, a place driven by youth and creativity. Whereas once it was assumed that everything interesting or relevant in New York happened in Manhattan, today, if anything, the opposite holds true. Manhattanites regularly cross the river for dinner and a night out—a notion that would have felt somewhat bizarre a decade ago.


And nowhere is Brooklyn’s creativity, energy, and spirit more on display than in its bars. Defined by far more than their drinks, bars occupy a central space in the New York social world, each with its own character, its distinct quirks and rituals, its community of fans and regulars who, for whatever reason, respond to the energy of a space. “Bars are our community centers,” says Del Pedro of Brooklyn’s Tooker Alley. “Literally, in that they’re secular places for people to commune—and how many of those are there in New York?”


And the rise of modern mixology coincides with Brooklyn’s emergence as a cultural force. Today, mixologists are regarded with the same awe as chefs; there’s a genuine respect for the artistry behind the bar. We are in the midst of a cocktail renaissance, perhaps the first golden age of the cocktail since Prohibition swept away much of America’s drinking culture (and forced underground what it didn’t).


Craft cocktails, in some ways, emerged as a reaction to the drinking culture of the 1980s and 1990s—where alcohol was often a status symbol (see: Grey Goose and Patrón) or purely utilitarian (see: Budweiser). But in more recent years, a cultural shift took hold. Craft brewing took off. Wine enthusiasts turned from high-dollar Chardonnays and Cabernets to lesser-known grapes and regions. Small, independent restaurants with highly original cuisine stole the focus from more traditional establishments.


And cocktails were no different. During many years of flavored vodka and four-liqueur shooters, classics were considered old-fashioned; with the major exception of the Martini, many classic cocktails just weren’t on the radar. Nonetheless, some bartenders were inspired to look to the past—unearthing early vintage cocktail books and studying the sophisticated drinking culture of decades, and even centuries, back. And slowly, at restaurant bars and, eventually, dedicated cocktail bars, mixology gained traction.


As with any creative discipline, there’s a balance between tradition and innovation. Studying the classics gave bartenders insight into cocktail structure, balance, and rigor, into time-tested ingredients, methods, and principles. But armed with that knowledge, it’s natural for a creative impulse to take over. Today’s cocktail world is simultaneously backward-looking, to that still-often-untapped canon of elegant, time-honored classics—and forward-looking, embracing the new spirits, liqueurs, and bitters on the market, pulling unexpected ingredients into the cocktail world.


Fast-forward to the mid-2000s, and cocktail bars were popping up all over Manhattan, led by such influential bars as Milk & Honey, Pegu Club, Flatiron Lounge, and Employees Only, with Death + Co. and PDT soon following. These bars not only established reputations in their own right, helping to make cocktails exciting and relevant again, they also trained up generations of bartenders in their house styles, and to house standards—and many of their acolytes went on to open bars of their own.


Cocktail culture made enormous strides in these years. Bartenders found a willing audience ready to appreciate their creations, from revived classics of the past to innovations of their own. And trailblazing cocktail bars were meticulous in their craft, fighting hard to differentiate themselves from their less sophisticated counterparts, constantly pushing boundaries. But many Manhattan bars developed an attitude and aesthetic that fellow bartenders grew tired of. The temples to “mixology”: dark, clubby-feeling bars that took their craft so seriously there wasn’t much room for fun, and the “speakeasy” aesthetic that felt more exclusive than subversive.


“One of the things I was disappointed in was how formal cocktail bars could be—and obnoxious and condescending and elitist,” says Del Pedro, who spent decades behind the stick in Manhattan. “It was a lifestyle thing—we’re this kind of bar that wants this kind of person. That always bothered me.”


Meanwhile, Brooklyn continued to gain attention in the public eye, as Manhattan rents pushed more and more residents and, eventually, businesses out to Brooklyn. Many of the 20- and 30-something mixology enthusiasts who crowded Manhattan bars lived in Brooklyn—not to mention the bartenders and bar owners, who often did as well. Many now-beloved Brooklyn venues got their start when an owner saw a need in the neighborhood he or she lived in; if they couldn’t find a proper cocktail close to home, why not open a bar that could deliver?


And while mixology did come to Brooklyn, the attitude didn’t follow suit. While accepting all the advancements in the cocktail world, many barfolk crossing the bridge sought to create a different kind of establishment—with the comfort and camaraderie and, frankly, fun of a less formal bar, but with modern, well-crafted drinks. “It doesn’t take any more effort to make a good Manhattan than a bad one,” says St. John Frizell of Fort Defiance. “It takes a bit more care, and that’s it. So why shouldn’t your neighborhood bar make a really good Manhattan?”




“It doesn’t take any more effort to make a good Manhattan than a bad one,”


—St. John Frizell, Fort Defiance




The Brooklyn bars—and bartenders—profiled in these pages are hardly all of a kind. Some are good-time, elevated dives that dabble in cocktails; others opened when their owners, who themselves ran Williamsburg shot-and-beer bars, sought something more civilized; some were Manhattan trailblazers crossing the river. But from classy pre-Prohibition-style Clover Club and breathtaking Belle Époque Maison Premiere to stripped-down, anything-goes Dram and playful, irreverent Extra Fancy, they share two goals—making excellent drinks, and embracing all those who seek to imbibe them.
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Tijuana Lady, Fort Defiance


Of course, Brooklyn did not spring into being with the first Williamsburg hipsters, and Hotel Delmano and Huckleberry Bar, while early to the cocktail game, were hardly the first bars in the borough. Brooklyn’s bar history is a long and proud one, which could make for its own book—but our focus is on the cocktail culture of the last decade.


In these pages you’ll find snapshots of 25 wildly different Brooklyn bars, from elegant establishments whose cocktails attract national—and even international—attention, to friendly dives with formidable whiskey selections, to lesser-known neighborhood favorites. And you’ll find recipes by many of Brooklyn’s top bartenders themselves from the bars profiled, as well as from many other fine establishments, both restaurants and bars, in the borough.
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Just about any drinker who’s been to a craft cocktail bar knows the feeling: that sense of awe as a skilled bartender shakes together ingredients with a signature rhythm, pours a drink that crests right at the top of the coupe, and presents a cocktail as attractive as it will prove delicious. The best cocktails are more than the sum of their parts: They’re experiences unto themselves.


How do they pull off this wizardry? Years of practice, to be sure, aided by topflight ingredients, and obsessive attention to everything from garnishes to barware to ice—there’s a reason that cocktails from Brooklyn’s best bartenders are so exquisite.


But even though at-home bartenders might never quite achieve that level—at least, not without hundreds of hours of practice—they can get awfully close. Armed with basic knowledge and equipment, would-be home mixologists can refine their cocktail game, perhaps more quickly than they’d think.


While few of us will ever have the arsenal of spirits and ingredients that the best cocktail bars do, taking the time to learn the basics—and invest in the essential bottles and tools—will make an enormous difference.
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INGREDIENTS


10 ESSENTIAL BOTTLES


VODKA


The ultimate blank canvas for flavors, and still the liquor of choice for many. Once you’re above the true bottom shelf, most expensive vodkas get their sticker price through marketing, rather than quality. Wodka vodka is a real value; Russian Standard and Tito’s are two other favorites.


GIN


The juniper-flavored spirit stars in classic cocktails and 21st-century creations alike. Tanqueray and Beefeater are both excellent, time-tested gins in the classic London Dry style; Plymouth, a little pricier but favored by many bartenders; Greenhall’s, a great value. (And if you want to be truly Brooklyn, grab a bottle of local Brooklyn Gin or Dorothy Parker.)


LIGHT RUM


Another clear spirit, white rum integrates beautifully with many flavors, and is versatile far beyond its usual uses in mojitos and daiquiris. Brugal Extra Dry will shine in any light rum cocktails, as will Banks 5 Year or El Dorado 3 Year.


BLANCO TEQUILA


Silver tequila is best known for margaritas but has any number of other uses in the cocktail world. Look for the designation “100% agave” when picking out a bottle. Pueblo Viejo and Espolón are widely available and a good value.


BOURBON


American-made and often a touch sweeter than its fellow whiskeys, bourbon is endlessly friendly for mixing. Evan Williams Black Label is an unbeatable value, and Old Grand-Dad, similar. Old Forester is a classic, if slightly pricier, bourbon for those new to the genre.


RYE


Generally spicier and drier than bourbon, rye is the spirit of choice for many bartenders when making classic cocktails—Old Fashioneds and Manhattans among them. Rye is the rare category where there’s a true consensus on value and quality; Rittenhouse and Old Overholt are almost universal favorites.


SWEET VERMOUTH


The aromatized wine is essential to Manhattans, Negronis, and every variation thereof. Keep it refrigerated; vermouth is wine-based and will go off just as an open bottle of wine would (if more slowly). Virtually every craft cocktail bartender today will recommend Carpano Antica Formula sweet vermouth; it’s a bit pricier than others, so seek out a 375-mL for your first bottle.


DRY VERMOUTH


As essential in the mixology world as its sweeter, darker counterpart. This, too, must be refrigerated once opened. Dolin Dry is an excellent choice here; if it’s not available where you are, Noilly Prat is a good alternative.
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Tooker Alley


ORANGE LIQUEUR


From the margarita to the Sidecar, orange liqueur is indispensable; Cointreau is your best bet for a versatile midpriced bottle; dry Curaçao is another favorite.


ANGOSTURA BITTERS


When there’s just a dash of bitters in any given drink, they may seem optional, but that dash is critical to balance out a cocktail—and when used with a little more gusto, Angostura (or as the pros often call it, Ango) contributes an intriguing element of warm, earthy spice.


… AND 10 MORE


COGNAC


In pre-Prohibition days, brandy was the base spirit of choice for many classic cocktails, and smooth, aged Cognac was considered the best of all. The very word Cognac connotes a luxury product, and its price tag is why Cognac cocktails are somewhat rare today; but several houses have released moderately priced, cocktail-friendly bottles developed for mixologists; look for H by Hine or Pierre Ferrand 1840.


BLENDED SCOTCH


While many drinkers sip their Scotch neat or, at the most, with a splash of water, blended Scotches form the base of many excellent cocktails. The Famous Grouse is widely available and a good value.


[image: image]


Hotel Delmano


DARK RUM


Whereas white rum disappears seamlessly into many cocktails, longer-aged rums have a robust, often whiskey-like character all their own. Diplomático Reserva, Ron Zacapa Centenario, and El Dorado 12-Year are all good bets.


REPOSADO TEQUILA


Reposado translates to “rested”; reposado tequila is a lightly aged spirit, “rested” in barrels for up to one year, that’s a bit smoother and weightier than its lighter-colored counterparts. Pueblo Viejo is a real value.


MEZCAL


Known to only the most devoted of liquor nerds a few years ago, mezcal is now a bartender favorite across the country. Like tequila, it’s a spirit made from agave, but it has a distinct, smoky character. Fidencio Mezcal and Del Maguey Vida are both highly recommended.


IRISH WHISKEY


American-made bourbon and rye are a great start, but Irish whiskey, generally on the lighter and sweeter side, also shines in cocktails. There’s nothing wrong with fallback Jameson, though Tullamore D.E.W. is a better value.


CAMPARI


Bright red and utterly unique, this bittersweet amaro stars in classic cocktails (you can’t make a Negroni without it!) and any number of bartenders’ newer creations.


APEROL


A close cousin of Campari, Aperol is lighter and less bitter, with a compelling orange flavor that brightens many a modern cocktail. (Like Campari, Aperol is a distinct product, rather than a category; there’s only one Aperol. Ditto St-Germain, Chartreuse, and Fernet-Branca, to follow.)


MARASCHINO


Not the neon-red liquid in the cherry jar, but a sophisticated cherry-based liqueur that plays a part in many classics. Luxardo maraschino is the gold standard.


ORANGE BITTERS


Between orange and Angostura bitters, you’ll have the finishing touch for a huge number of cocktails. (Many companies make orange bitters, including Angostura’s orange, which will be the most widely available; Regan’s orange bitters are a favorite.)



AND A FEW MORE FOR FUN…


APPLEJACK


A barrel-aged apple brandy, considered by many to be the “original” American spirit (George Washington was among its fans). It drinks like a slightly sweeter whiskey with a distinct apple character. Laird’s is the first—and still the best—producer; their “Bottled in Bond” is the applejack to get, made from nothing but apples.


ST-GERMAIN


A brand of sweet elderflower liqueur that’s become tremendously popular in recent years.
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Bitters at The Narrows


FERNET BRANCA


Powerfully bitter and herbal, verging on the medicinal, Fernet is the darling of 21st-century bartenders; it’s an acquired taste, to put it mildly.


CHARTREUSE


A distinctive liqueur made by French Carthusian monks since the 18th century. Green Chartreuse is higher-proof and more strongly herbal; yellow Chartreuse, mellower and sweeter, appears more often in cocktails.


PAMPLEMOUSSE


Like fashion or music, cocktails go through trends, and right now this grapefruit liqueur is popping its head up everywhere. Combier is an excellent brand.


AND A FEW MORE BITTERS, ETC.…


While Angostura and orange bitters will get you far, today’s bartenders have dozens, if not hundreds, more to choose from. If you’ve got room for one more bottle, go with the bright red Peychaud’s, with a distinctive anise character, which often appears in classics. Beyond that? Nearly across the board, Brooklyn bartenders love Bittermens Very Small Batch bitters; in this book, you’ll find many recipes that use their Xocolatl Mole bitters, inspired by Mexican mole sauces and flavored with cacao, cinnamon, and spice; the Hellfire Habanero Shrub is a favorite for delivering heat, and the Hopped Grapefruit bitters, a distinctive citrus bitters with vegetal bitterness from hops.


 



ON SWEETENERS


“I want a cocktail that’s not too sweet”; or, “I want this drink, but without simple syrup.” Bartenders might hear some version of this every time they’re behind the stick. And there are any number of reasons that drinkers are wary of sugar. Up until recently, your average cocktail, made with corn syrup–laden mixers and sugar-filled juices, tended to be very sweet; in most cases, overly so. These drinks turned plenty of would-be drinkers off cocktails altogether. (Calorie-counting plays a role too, although here’s a tip: If you’re concerned about calories in cocktails, they’re not coming from that quarter-ounce of simple syrup. They’re coming from the alcohol.)




“When people say not too sweet—and it happens all the time—there’s a bigger conversation we can have… What does that mean to you?”


—Liz Stauber, The Narrows




That said, sweeteners are essential in cocktails. Every well-constructed drink is designed with an eye toward balance—not too spirituous, not too bitter, not too acidic—every flavor in proportion. Taking out the sweetener is like removing one leg from a four-legged stool; the whole thing falls down. Suddenly the sour and bitter and boozy elements are all out of whack. Some cocktails, of course, are sweeter than others, and some drinkers prefer cocktails that are sweeter than others. Plenty of drinks are intended to be powerfully bitter, or spirit-forward, or tart. But it’s essential to try a recipe as written, rather than cutting back on the sugar right off the bat. Just as salt in a recipe doesn’t necessarily make the dish salty, a sparing amount of sugar doesn’t have to make it sweet.


When bartending at home, accept that some sweetener is essential to any cocktail—but beyond that it is a matter of preference. “When people say not too sweet—and it happens all the time—there’s a bigger conversation we can have,” says Liz Stauber of The Narrows in Bushwick. “What does that mean to you? Did you have a terrible Old Fashioned, where they opened packets of sugar and muddled that with maraschino cherries? Or are you saying that you like something dry and spirit-forward?” There’s a cocktail suited to every taste—but regardless of the ingredients, balance is key.
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Envision grenadine, and you’re probably flashing back to Shirley Temples made with bright-red syrup, cloying enough to satisfy a childhood sweet tooth. But real grenadine is something else altogether. Essentially a reduced pomegranate syrup, it’s a classic cocktail ingredient that’s worth every minute it takes to make—especially since, once prepared, grenadine will last for weeks in the refrigerator.


Grenadine takes well to experimentation; it can be spiced with whole cloves or cinnamon sticks (add to simmering liquid, then strain out before using), or given a floral character with a few drops of orange flower water. Some modern bars even have secret formulas they won’t divulge. Developing your own recipe is half the fun.
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RECIPE: GRENADINE




4 oz/120 mL 100% pomegranate juice, fresh or store-bought (POM is a good brand)


4 oz/115 g white sugar









In a small saucepan, combine pomegranate juice and sugar. Cook over high heat, stirring gently, until sugar is dissolved Once it reaches a boil, turn down to a bare simmer and let cook, stirring occasionally, for 15 minutes, until visibly thickened. Let cool to room temperature before using.
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The Improved Pendennis Club Cocktail, Long Island Bar


SIMPLE SYRUP


While simple syrup isn’t the only way to sweeten a cocktail, it’s by far the most common. Whereas putting granulated sugar straight into a drink will result in gritty sugar grains left behind, simple syrup—which is nothing more than white sugar dissolved in an equal amount of hot water—already has the sugar in solution, so it integrates seamlessly.


These days, you’ll see simple syrup sold, premade, in supermarkets and gourmet shops. It’s a brilliant marketing scheme if ever there were one—combine sugar and water, sell at an obscene markup!—but a huge waste of money and packaging; making simple syrup is as easy, and as quick, as boiling water.


TO MAKE SIMPLE SYRUP


Start with equal parts white sugar and hot water (whether from a kettle, heated in the microwave, or straight from a very hot tap). Stir together until the sugar disappears and the solution is clear. Store in the refrigerator.


… AND OTHERS


Rich simple syrup, two parts sugar to one part water, is preferred by some bartenders, as it contributes less water to a cocktail for a given amount of sugar. You’ll also find recipes calling for demerara syrup, made with richer, more flavorful demerara sugar; agave syrup, well-suited to tequila and mezcal drinks, two spirits that are themselves distilled from agave; and honey and maple syrup, each a bit richer in body than simple syrup and, of course, each contributing a distinctive flavor.


Recipes without any syrups at all will generally have some other sweet element, whether vermouth, a liqueur like Cointreau or maraschino, or fresh fruit.



RECIPE NOTE ON SYRUP SPECS



Some bartenders make their honey syrup with equal parts honey and hot water, others 2:1 or 3:1; ditto agave, demerara, and more. For all sweeteners other than simple syrup, the ratio of sweetener to water will be noted in parentheses.


Examples: Rich simple syrup (2:1) denotes 2 parts sugar dissolved in 1 part water; honey syrup (3:1), 3 parts honey to 1 part water; demerara syrup (1:1), equal parts.



ON CITRUS


If there’s a single, indisputable rule for making the best cocktails, it might be this: Use fresh juice. Not lime juice from concentrate, not from one of those lime-shaped plastic bottles, but from honest-to-goodness limes, squeezed right before you make your cocktails.


The vibrancy and flavor of fresh juice just can’t be matched. Citrus juice is perishable, so best used the day it’s squeezed. With your trusty hand juicer, making juice won’t take more than a minute, and the results will speak for themselves.




FEAR NOT THE


INFUSION!


Nothing sounds more elaborate than a cocktail with “house-infused vodka,” or “house-made clove bourbon.” Despite the fancy name, the process is generally quite straightforward. Here’s the best translation of “infuse”: Place X ingredient in Y spirit. Let sit. Strain. And you’re done.


It’s one of the simplest, most powerful ways to up your cocktail game. Bonus: Once you’ve got a bottle of jalapeño tequila or thyme-infused gin or clove bourbon around, you’ll be tempted to experiment with it more and more.


For recipes for infusions, see here.
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Dram





 



EQUIPMENT


As with any craft, proper tools are essential to bartending. And while the mixologists of today might have all manner of wonky gadgets at their disposal—from centrifuges to carbon dioxide chargers to custom ice machines—the basic equipment you need is simple and inexpensive.


ESSENTIAL EQUIPMENT


SHAKER


While any shaker will work, a set of two metal shaking tins is the industry standard. No caps to lose, easy to clean, almost impossible to break.
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STRAINER


A “Hawthorne” strainer, with a handle and a spring coiled around the front, will fit neatly over your shaking tin, straining out ice as you pour your finished cocktail.


CITRUS JUICER


Fresh citrus juice is essential to a huge percentage of cocktails; a two-handled “beehive” juicer will make quick work of lemons, limes, and more.


MIXING GLASS


While a pint glass will do in a pinch, a proper mixing glass is ideal for stirred cocktails; its volume allows for plenty of ice to chill down the drink.


BAR SPOON


A long-handled bar spoon is designed for stirring cocktails.


JIGGER


What’s the use of a cocktail recipe if you’re not following the specs? Use a jigger to properly measure your ingredients. ¼ oz/10 mL, ½ oz/15 mL, ¾ oz/20 mL, 1 oz/30 mL, and 2 oz/60 mL are the key measurements; make sure that your jigger (or set of jiggers) has these demarcations.


NEXT-LEVEL EQUIPMENT


MUDDLER


A heavy, blunt tool intended for muddling—that is, smashing—tougher fruits, vegetables, and other ingredients.
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FINE-MESH STRAINER


For cocktails that require double-straining, generally to remove fine bits of fruit or herbs.


JULEP STRAINER


Generally best for straining out stirred drinks, the julep strainer has a bowl-shaped cup that nestles inside a mixing glass.
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SPECIALTY ICE TRAYS


Ice is a key ingredient in every cocktail; high-quality ice trays are worth the investment. 1¼-inch/30-mm cubes are ideal for shaking, while pouring a drink over a single 2- or 2½-inch/70-mm cube (also called “big ice” or “a rock”) is an elegant way to present a cocktail in a rocks glass.


PEELER


A sharp knife will work to cut citrus peels for garnishes, but a Y-shaped peeler makes the job easier.


ESSENTIAL GLASSWARE


COUPE


The quintessential cocktail glass, with a wide bowl and thin stem. Used to serve cocktails “up”—that is, without ice.
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ROCKS GLASS


Short and squat, for cocktails “on the rocks” (served with ice). An “old fashioned” glass is a smaller version, while a “double old fashioned” is essentially the same as a rocks glass (capacity is the only difference).
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FLUTE


For champagne and many sparkling cocktails.


COLLINS GLASS


Tall and straight-sided, named for the Tom Collins—lemon juice, gin, sugar, and soda—but ideal for any long drink (with a large volume of mixer, like soda or tonic). A highball glass is a slightly smaller version.


NEXT-LEVEL


PINT GLASS


For beer, and for (increasingly popular) beer cocktails.


MARTINI GLASS


While a coupe is an elegant way to present a Martini, some drinkers still prefer the V-shaped Martini glass.


JULEP CUPS


Silver-plated cups, filled to the brim and above with crushed ice, are the only proper way to present a julep. Bonus points for matching metal straws.


[image: image]


AND MORE…


Bartenders will use capacious hurricane glasses for tiki-style drinks with crushed ice; copper Moscow Mule mugs for the popular vodka–ginger ale drink; and Nick and Nora glasses for up drinks, an elegant vessel looking like something between a coupe and a small wine glass.
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Bar tools, Quarter Bar
























TECHNIQUE


SHAKING VS. STIRRING


As a general rule, shake a cocktail any time there’s citrus juice, fruit, eggs, or cream; stir a cocktail if it has none of the above, meaning the drink is made up of spirits, sweeteners, and modifiers like vermouth.


Why? Drinks with juices need stronger agitation to properly integrate the ingredients, whereas a simple stir will suffice for spirits and the like. Shaking will also turn a drink cloudy, which in the case of a Manhattan or Martini-style drink, sullies its elegant clarity. (Nearly every modern-day cocktail bartender will stir a Martini, rather than shake it; James Bond’s catchphrase doesn’t quite hold up.)


Either technique achieves two goals. The first, and most obvious, is to chill the drink, so that it’s at a proper temperature whether or not it’s poured over additional ice. The second? To provide a bit of dilution. As you shake or stir, the ice will begin to melt, and that water will help open up the spirits, integrate the flavors, and temper the alcohol just a bit. If your Negroni or Old Fashioned tastes a little too harsh and boozy, try stirring longer.


HOW TO SHAKE


Add your ingredients to the smaller tin of your shaker. Fill the larger tin about half-full with ice. Pour the contents of the small shaker into the big shaker, nestle the small tin inside the larger one, and pound them together hard to get a good seal. Then shake vigorously, really getting your biceps into it. Imagine all the ice ricocheting back and forth, from one end of the shaker to the other—not gently sliding along the bottom. After 10 to 15 seconds you’ll feel the shaker getting frosty; that’s when you’re done.


HOW TO STIR


Fill a mixing glass about 2/3 of the way full with ice, add your ingredients, and stir with a long-handled bar spoon for at least 15 seconds. Experienced bartenders manage a consistent stir while barely moving their hands; visualize the back of the spoon circling around the inside edge of the mixing glass, rather than swiping through the middle. (The motion takes some time to master, but once you do, you’ll look like a pro.)


MUDDLING


Some ingredients that aren’t already in liquid form—say, cucumber slices, or fresh ginger—require a bit of muscle to release their flavors. That’s when bartenders “muddle,” which essentially translates to “smash up.” Generally, the ingredient will be put in the bottom of a cocktail shaker, where it’ll get a few hard smashes with a muddler, before the other ingredients are added and it’s all shaken together.
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The Richardson
























THE “DRY SHAKE” AND “WET SHAKE” (ADVANCED!)



It’s rare that you’ll shake ingredients together without ice, with one exception: When you’re using egg. Egg white is a classic cocktail ingredient; when shaken together with liquids, it develops a frothy, silky texture (but, don’t worry, doesn’t make the drink taste “eggy” at all). You’ll also see drinks that call for whole eggs, though today that’s less common.


In order to properly fluff up the egg white, bartenders generally “dry shake”: Combine all the ingredients in a shaker, and shake without ice for 8 to 10 seconds. Then they add ice and shake again to chill and further combine; that’s the “wet shake.”
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GARNISH LIKE A PRO


It’s easy to assume that garnishes are optional—after all, the real cocktail is what’s in the glass, right? But most garnishes are far more than ornamental. (Excluding cocktail umbrellas, which are just plain fun.) When a Martini gets a “twist” of lemon, it’s not only for the aesthetics: Twisting a strip of lemon peel over the glass releases citrus oils, leaving a thin sheen on the surface of the cocktail. What we perceive as the taste of a drink is inextricably linked to its scent, and these garnishes contribute essential aromas.


HOW TO GARNISH WITH HERBS


Whether you’re working with mint, rosemary, basil, or other herbs, there are a few cardinal rules: Make sure the herbs are clean, fresh, and cosmetically appealing (nothing lowers expectations for a drink like a wilted garnish). For rosemary, that means a long, intact stem; for basil and mint, choose the best-looking sprig, where several leaves are still attached.


Before garnishing with herbs, bartenders will slap them lightly against their palms. Why? It helps to release their aromatic oils. Do a quick test: Take a whiff of a few basil leaves; then slap them against your palm and sniff again. The scent will be much more powerful the second time around.
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One More That’s It, Extra Fancy


HOW TO MAKE A TWIST


For a lemon, orange, grapefruit, or lime twist, use a sharp paring knife or vegetable peeler to cut a long, thin slice of peel—at least an inch and a half long, and half an inch wide. Try to get mostly the colored peel, avoiding the white pith as much as possible.


After your cocktail is poured into the glass, finish with the twist: Hold it by both edges over the surface of the drink, colored side down, and quickly pull the edges up and together, to spritz its oils over the cocktail. (If you’ve done it right, you’ll smell citrus immediately, and with clear cocktails, you should be able to see a thin sheen on the drink’s surface.) Some bartenders will then lightly rub the twist around the rim of the cocktail glass to further distribute its oils before dropping it in. (Generally a twist is left in the cocktail, but in some cases only the oils are desired, and the peel itself is discarded.)


HOW TO MAKE A FLAMING TWIST (ADVANCED!)


Most bartenders (and most bar-goers) love a dramatic presentation—and nothing is quite as dramatic as fire. Citrus oils are flammable, so catching them with a flame as they’re sprayed over a drink causes a quick burst of fire. A proper flaming twist will give your drink a powerful, smoky aroma, and give your audience quite a show, though it’s difficult to pull off. This is a trick best attempted in a sober state, well clear of anything else that’s flammable.


Instructions: Make a nice, big citrus peel (generally orange or grapefruit), according to the directions above; the longer and broader it is, the bigger the flame you’re likely to get. Over the surface of the drink, hold the peel (colored side down) in one hand, and a lighter in the other. Pass the flame several times back and forth over the peel, warming it up, before holding the flame right under the peel and spritzing the citrus oils over the drink—if you’ve aimed correctly and made a proper peel, you should be rewarded with a burst of flame.


HAVE FUN WITH IT


“Functional garnishes are ideal, but sometimes a garnish can be about pure aesthetics,” says Will Elliott of Maison Premiere. In other words, presentation matters. “I believe, elementally, that the visual is right alongside all the other senses for enjoying cocktails. Everything plays a part in enjoying the drink.”
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1. SHAKE LONG AND HARD.


As we’ve discussed, shaking doesn’t just mix ingredients together; it chills them thoroughly and, just as important, allows a bit of ice melt, water that helps a cocktail open up and express its flavors. A professional bartender will always appreciate a powerful shake. (The same principle applies to stirring.)


2. TAKE ICE SERIOUSLY.


If you’re using ice that has been in your freezer for months, it’ll taste like everything else that’s been in your freezer for months. And if that ice is chipped and beaten up, it’ll dilute a drink more quickly than you’ll want, watering it down. Invest in high-quality trays for uniform, well-formed ice cubes.
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3. GARNISH LIKE A PRO.


Citrus peels should be long, relatively free of pith, and properly spritzed over the top of the drink; herbs should be clean, attractive, and lightly slapped against your hand to release their oils.


4. SET UP YOUR “MISE EN PLACE.”


Borrowed from the culinary world, the term mise en place refers to your setup—ingredients neatly laid out before your hands get anywhere near a shaker. If you’ve got simple syrup, fresh-squeezed juice, spirits, and proper garnishes all at the ready, shaking a cocktail will be a snap, just as it is for a professional bartender. If, on the other hand, you’re scrambling to find the bourbon while you’re halfway through mixing the other ingredients, the process becomes far more disorganized.


5. REFRIGERATE YOUR VERMOUTH.


Most of the people out there who don’t like vermouth haven’t tried it fresh; if they use vermouth at all, they’ve had the same dusty bottle hidden in a cabinet for a decade or more. Vermouth should be refrigerated, and ideally consumed within a few weeks after opening; end of story. “Buy a little 375-mL bottle of vermouth, just to keep it fresh,” recommends Joel Lee Kulp of The Richardson.


6. SQUEEZE YOUR JUICES FRESH.


Lemon juice from concentrate bears little resemblance to fresh-squeezed lemon; ditto all other citrus. If you’re taking the time to make a craft cocktail, take the extra 30 seconds to make fresh juice.
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7. BITTERS ARE YOUR FRIEND.


Some bartenders call bitters the “salt and pepper” of the culinary world—flavoring agents that transform a drink. To start, invest in orange and Angostura bitters, available at most liquor stores and grocery stores. A single bottle will last a good long time, and prove itself to be a worthwhile investment with all the well-balanced cocktails you’ll make.


8. SO IS SIMPLE SYRUP.


Sweetening ingredients in cocktails, whether simple syrup, honey, or liqueurs, aren’t used with the intention of making a drink sweet, as such. Rather, they create balance and bind other flavors together. All recipes in this book result in sophisticated, balanced cocktails; don’t assume, if you don’t have a sweet tooth, that the sugar should be dialed down.


9. INVEST IN GOOD INGREDIENTS.


Why buy a $15 bottle of gin instead of a $20 one, if the former results in subpar cocktails and the latter will yield some excellent drinks? Spirits differ dramatically in quality, and “more expensive” doesn’t always translate to “better”; that said, stay away from the true bottom shelf; you’ll thank yourself later.


10. GET TO KNOW YOUR JIGGER.


Craft bartenders are precise in their measurements; ¼ ounce of orange liqueur in a cocktail might not register at all, whereas ½ ounce is exactly what’s needed. So make sure that you’re following recipes faithfully by taking the time to measure. Yes, experienced bartenders often “free-pour” without jiggers, eyeballing each ingredient—but they’ve spent hundreds upon hundreds of hours practicing that ability. My advice: Leave the free-pouring to the pros and trust in your jigger.
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Is any other spirit so perfectly suited to cocktails as gin?



While you do find the occasional diehard juniperphile who will sip the stuff neat, gin virtually always appears in cocktail form—from simple G&Ts, to Martinis and Gimlets, to far more elaborate creations conceived in this century or in centuries past.


To understand gin’s affinity for the cocktail, it’s important to understand how the spirit is made. “At the end of the day, gin is just flavored vodka,” says Joel Lee Kulp. It’s a line favored by many modern bartenders as a different perspective on gin. A base of neutral spirit is flavored and redistilled with a host of botanicals—juniper prime among them, which gives gin its characteristic piney scent.


Other ingredients generally include citrus peel, coriander, angelica root, and orris root, and spices like cinnamon, cardamom, and nutmeg. Thus gin has an affinity for fruit flavors, since gin itself has a citrus element; and an affinity for herbal flavors, whether fresh herbs or an herbal liqueur or vermouth.


Until recently, American liquor stores showcased primarily British gins. And while the major players (Beefeater, Tanqueray, Bombay) are still imported, the last decade has seen an explosion in gins on the market, with craft distillers now numbering in the hundreds.


From a logistical standpoint, gin is one of the fastest spirits to produce—there’s no waiting around for spirits to mature (as with whiskey, many brandies and rums, and others), and no associated costs of barrels and warehouses. Redistill a neutral grain spirit with an array of botanicals, include enough juniper, and you’ve got gin.


But it’s that blend of botanicals that makes every gin different—and makes the category endlessly fascinating. “The pleasure of gin is, each one is wholly original,” says Allen Katz of New York Distilling Co., which produces three different gins (among other spirits). “With every bottle, you can say, this is what makes mine unique—and this is how I would use it in a cocktail.”


It’s the bartender’s job to understand the nuanced flavors in their gins of choice, and then finesse them accordingly, whether preparing a straightforward Martini or a more complicated invention. “I love it when people sit down at the bar and tell me, ‘I don’t drink gin’,” says Kulp—so he can persuade them otherwise. “I want to find your gateway drug, the cocktail that can make you appreciate gin. And I’d tell a customer, don’t overthink it—just try this drink, I think you’ll love it. And know that it’s gin.”
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THE RICHARDSON
























THE RICHARDSON


With gold brocade wallpaper and smartly attired bartenders, The Richardson, opened in 2008, resembled few other places in its out-of-the-way corner of North Williamsburg. But owner Joel Lee Kulp didn’t want a feeling of formality. “I didn’t want people to think this was some fancy bar,” he says. “It’s not fancy—but it’s nice. You should feel good coming in. We clean it! We dress properly! We know how to speak to you about cocktails!”


Proper, professional, and knowledgeable—yet approachable, comfortable, and fun—was Kulp’s mantra. He took the leap into bar ownership after more than a decade working in the bar world, while also pursuing work as a filmmaker. He had lived in Williamsburg for years, so the neighborhood was an obvious choice. “I explored other neighborhoods but it didn’t feel right,” says Kulp. “I understand the nuance in this part of town, and how it’s different from one block to the next.”


The beginning was an exciting time, he remembers; nearby drinking options were limited, and the neighborhood welcomed a well-run cocktail bar with open arms. “People would walk in, look left and right, and say: Thank you.” The Richardson soon became a local fixture—over the years, it’s hosted everything from wedding receptions to birthday parties for customers’ children. “We have regulars who have been coming in since Day 1,” says Kulp. Some of these relationships turned professional: The current general manager started out as a regular, as did a longtime senior bartender.


While the cocktail list leans heavily on the classics, bartenders are constantly experimenting. “We talk about ideas, do tastings together, try new products… it’s not about mining the cocktail books to find the most esoteric recipes.”


“We don’t think of the bartenders as the keepers of all these secrets that nobody can know,” says Kulp. “When you’re at the bar, they should make you feel comfortable enough to ask questions: I’ve never had this before, what is this ingredient, what does it taste like? So you come out the other end knowing something you didn’t before.”
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COCKTAIL RECIPES


North by Northwest (here)


Sun Kiss’d (here)


Autumn Equinox (here)


Martiniquais (here)


Night Shift (here)


Higgins’ Sarsparilla (here)
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