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INTRODUCTION




“I believe I drank too much wine last night at Hurstbourne; I know not how else to account for the shaking of my hand to-day.”


—Jane Austen to Cassandra Austen, 1800





Born in 1775, Jane Austen lived during the late Georgian era and wrote six major novels, including the literary classics Sense and Sensibility and Pride and Prejudice, as well as a handful of other, less renowned pieces. Not widely read during her lifetime, Austen’s books gained in popularity after her death in 1817, at the age of 41. The social commentary of her work centers around her characters’ quest for security, love, or both. Austen, like so many of us, pursued happily ever after in many different forms and places.


Fret not if you do not know Austen’s life or literary universe well. Her novels blend the details of the life that she led and one of which she only could dream. We almost can feel the salt air on the promenade in Persuasion or smell the garden roses in Emma. We revel in the coziness of the picturesque cottages and admire the grandeur of the majestic estates in each of her stories. Her characters play the pianoforte, visit friends, chat in gardens, and attend dances. She describes these events in detail, effortlessly transporting us into the past. In her way, she shows us how to live a more civilized life and find happiness in everyday moments.


Much of her storytelling takes place at social engagements: picnics, luncheons, dinner parties, and glamorous balls that last well into the night. At these gatherings, gossip reigns, love flourishes, and drinks flow. So let us begin our adventure by raising a glass and making a toast to Miss Austen herself. Make this strong, attractive cocktail—possessed of enough sweetness and just the right amount of acidity—to celebrate the author of the incredible stories that she gave us.


GIN AUSTEN
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5 sage leaves


½ ounce lemon juice


2 ounces gin


2 ounces Lillet rosé


1 dash orange bitters





In a mixing glass, muddle four sage leaves with the lemon juice. Add the gin, Lillet rosé, bitters, and ice. Stir well, and strain into a coupe. Garnish with the remaining sage leaf, settle in, and read on.





“The orange wine will want our care soon. But in the meantime, for elegance and ease and luxury, the Hattons and Milles dine here to-day, and I shall eat ice and drink French wine, and be above vulgar economy.”


—Jane Austen to Cassandra Austen, 1808
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Austen never married. From her letters to her sister, Cassandra, we can surmise that she fell intensely in love once, but the relationship, if indeed one truly existed, ended without a proposal. Many years later, she accepted a proposal of marriage from one Reginald Bigg-Wither—for less than a day, according to one of her nieces—but she swiftly rescinded her acceptance of his offer the following morning.


Despite lacking a husband, Austen had a great deal of love in her life, forming close relationships with her family, friends, and members of her church. Perhaps she found the contentment that she wanted by observing marriage from a distance. Even if she never had her own happy ending, she devoted herself to devising them for her characters and for us, her readers. In that regard, her imagination certainly served her far better than Emma Woodhouse’s did for her.


JANE’S ADDICTION
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2 ounces gin


2 ounces pomegranate juice


½ ounce lime juice


sparkling rosé


raspberries for garnish





Into a shaker filled with ice, pour the gin, pomegranate juice, and lime juice and shake well. Strain into a wine glass, and top with sparkling rosé. Garnish with the raspberries, and ponder Jane’s love of love.


George Austen, the family patriarch, died when Jane was 30 years old. A period of domestic turbulence followed, in which the Austen women—Jane, her mother, and sister—moved house frequently. They eventually settled into a cottage owned by Jane’s brother Edward. There she focused solely on her writing and, with the assistance of her brother Henry, began seeking publication for her novels. Issued anonymously, her first four books saw critical and some popular success. Her final two novels, written in younger days, appeared posthumously and contained a note revealing her identity and their connection to her previous work. Over the decades and now centuries, these books have taken on lives of their own, all the while retaining their reputation for feisty wit and relatable characters through countless adaptations. So let us raise our glasses again to this fascinating woman who led a remarkable life and created even more remarkable worlds for us to celebrate.
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Jane Austen’s family home in the Hampshire village of Chawton.




















GEORGIAN DRINKS


Like Austen’s characters, cocktails possess distinctive personalities: charming, clumsy, complex, crazy, mysterious, seductive, sensual, or witty. Like a good book, a carefully crafted drink has a story to tell and makes for a most marvelous journey.


Harry Croswell, a newspaperman in America, defined the cocktail as we know it in 1806, the same year that Austen’s family moved in with her brother Frank in Southampton and a few years before she wrote Sense and Sensibility. In response to a reader’s question about the unfamiliar word, Croswell described it in the pages of The Balance and Columbian Repository of Hudson, New York, thus: “a stimulating liquor, composed of spirits of any kind, sugar, water, and bitters—it is vulgarly called a bittered sling . . . .”


What would Austen’s cast of characters have drunk? In her novels and letters, she mentions wine (often mixed with water) and fortified wines such as Port and Madeira, as well as beer, cordials, punch, and rum. At the time, people were just beginning to consume mixed drinks, as we would call them, but a tantalizing world of alcoholic concoctions existed long before then.


FLIPS


This family of cocktails contains an entire egg among its ingredients. It may sound odd at first notion, but these drinks are not as rare as you might think. Eggnog—essentially a flip plus cream—is a close cousin to the family. The first written evidence of flips dates to the late 1600s and indicated a mixture of rum, ale, molasses, and egg, served hot. It had not changed much by Austen’s time.


JULEPS


From the Persian word for “rosewater,” this cocktail family originally combined any spirit with fresh mint, an herb used for centuries as as a digestive aid.


PUNCHES


All branches of the cocktail tree descend from the almighty punch, the world’s first cocktail. The first known written reference to it, in the hand of a worker for the British East India Company, dates to 1632. A few years later, a German man also stationed in India described the drink as a combination of liquor, rosewater, citrus juice, and sugar. Now shorthand for a large-format party drink, the word “punch” itself derives from the Hindi word panch, meaning “five,” indicating the five requisite ingredients: spirit, citrus, sugar, water, spice. Experts believe that English sailors created it when their rations of wine and beer either went flat and rancid in the warmer climes of the subcontinent or when they had exhausted their supplies of said rations. In response, they created a sort of artificial wine from the ingredients indigenous to their surroundings: rum or arrack, citrus, and spices. The seamen brought the drink with them to London and beyond, and it continued to spread.
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Sir John Middleton toasts to Elinor Dashwood’s “best affections” after Edward’s visit.
—nineteenth-century illustration from Sense and Sensibility



SHRUBS


This family of drinks takes its name from its primary flavoring component, a sweetened vinegar-based fruit syrup. Such syrups were and remain an excellent way of preserving fruit long past harvest. With centuries-old roots in the Arabic world, the earliest versions featured citrus juice blended with spices, rose petals, and other flavorings. In the 1700s, Europeans added rum or brandy. Later that century, vinegar largely replaced citrus juice as a preserving agent because it was easier to procure. Today the cocktail combines a spirit, shrub syrup, and water (often carbonated).


SLINGS


As noted, the original definition of the cocktail provides a synonym for the term: “vulgarly called a bittered sling.” That description aptly describes the contents of a sling, namely a cocktail without bitters: spirit, sugar, and water only. In modern times, the water usually is carbonated, and ginger ale serves as a common substitute.


SOURS


In this family of drinks, citrus juice—chiefly lemon or lime—takes a lead role, joined by a spirit and sugar or a sweet liqueur. Historians also believe this cocktail to have naval roots in the eighteenth century. On long sea journeys, sailors had rations of liquor as well as citrus to stave off scurvy. They added the citrus juice to the spirit, usually whiskey or rum, to mask its flavor. Today an egg white occasionally adds texture, such as some renditions of the Whiskey Sour. Modern examples of the sour include the classic Daiquirí or Margarita.


TODDIES


Closely related to to slings, toddies consist of a spirit, sugar or honey, water, and spices, and they frequently (but not always) are served hot. By 1786, that was its official definition. Its origins lie in British-controlled India as well, where a drink made with fermented palm sap, called tadi, proved popular among the colonists.


While we take our cues from the drinks of Austen’s age, the libations that follow accommodate today’s tastes. They have, you might say, a more modern sensibility. As each of the novels has a distinctive setting, so the cocktails follow suit. Whether by the sea, tropically influenced, in a garden of delights, layered and mysterious, or a classic by heart, each has a story to tell. Drink on and find yours.
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