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PREFACE


[image: ]


It’s 2 a.m. and you are having the time of your life. “The night is young!” you hear yourself cry; the club is heaving with people and the vibes are definitely as good as that bottle of Cabernet you drank at dinner. On your arm is a sweet young thing, skin soft and sensual. “More wine, my good waiter!” you say clearly, although he doesn’t quite understand your drunken enunciation and delivers two bouncers and a taxi instead.


The next day, daylight breaks through a chink in the blind. You wince as your eyelids begin to flutter. You try to lift your head and something inside recalls the wine, the music, and the sparkling wine . . . and your head pleads with you to lie back on the pillow. Trying to lift your arm proves difficult. It’s heavy—too heavy. So are your legs; someone has super-glued you to the sheets. Your brain’s flickering like a dance-floor light show and your thoughts keep flashing instructions: sleep, sleep, sleep . . .


This familiar scenario is played out every day throughout the world by millions of men, women, and teenagers, and has been doing so ever since we started counting off the centuries. It first happened to me when I was seventeen. After an evening of titanic drinking, waking up the next day was a nightmare. My mother took one look at me and knew I was in need of her magical potion. My head was spinning, my stomach churning—I thought I was going to die. Actually, I wanted to die. It was the easiest, painless way out.


The first thing I recall was the smell of freshly made coffee, and my mother’s voice calling me: “Salvatore . . .” I didn’t want to wake up; I just wanted to sink deeper into my sorrowful state. However, my mother has a remedy for everything. I slowly opened one eye and looked in the direction of the smell of the coffee. A small espresso was waiting for me. I knew the coffee wouldn’t help everything, but it would stimulate me to wake up. I stumbled into the kitchen, where my mother was busy creating her tried-and-tested rescue remedy. I still remember it today and recommend it to anyone. (See Rosa’s Magical Cure page 76.) One glass and I knew I would live to face another day.


Since the age of eleven, I have worked in the bar business. Bartenders are many things to many people: friend, psychiatrist, good listener, entertainer, but above all, he or she is also a doctor—a wizard who uses the bar as a pharmacy to create magical potions to save the world.


Alcohol affects people in different ways. It delivers various symptoms ranging from a headache to excruciating nausea and a general weakness. A hungover person’s eyes are droopy; they’re tired and listless. Even if they’re impeccably dressed, they still look ragged around the edges. They can’t sit up straight, but their body language reflects the internal damage done the night before. It’s then they always want the impossible: an instant cure.


This is more complicated than it sounds. When you’re talking cure, you have to consider what you drank and how much. What are the symptoms: Is it the splitting headache, or does your stomach wish it were elsewhere? Or are you just generally unwell?


To a bartender, many of the bottles on the shelf behind the bar are a source of comfort. Remember, some of the many alcoholic beverages sold today were originally made as preventatives and cures for all kinds of illnesses. These potions include Chartreuse, Fernet Branca, gin, brandy, Angostura bitters—even Campari if you mix it with the right ingredient. Jazz maestro George Melly has been known to imbibe a Campari and soda each morning after the gig the night before. “It gives a slight sense of taking medicine and cleans the throat,” he says. “The bitter taste has the virtue of making one feel virtuous while restoring a certain sense of well-being.”


There are so many tales I could tell you of completely wasted people limping into my bar. Here’s just one of the more positive stories: A regular customer once held a bachelor party at the hotel where I worked. His friends took him over the edge. When he came to the bar the next morning, dressed for the ceremony, he was sweating, shaking, and looked in a terrible state. He needed instant help. I asked for the symptoms; luckily, it was mainly his stomach and a lack of energy. A Calabrese Blood Transfusion was the only solution (see page 48).
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“This will either cure you or kill you before your fiancée gets the chance. Whatever, you’ll make it to the altar,” I said as I passed it to him. He survived. And surviving is the name of the game when you encounter a hangover. I tell customers that it’s wise to remember they had a great time getting into this state. Memory is a very important psychological tool, and good memories will help you through any fog.


Chemistry is also useful. One day a doctor came into the bar and gave me a recipe to follow: a Mexican concoction, which I later discovered was the recipe for a Vampiro (page 81). I thought it peculiar, chopping raw onion with chili and mixing tomato with orange juice, but I followed it to the last milliliter. When he’d drunk two of these, I saw a person re-born before my eyes. He perked up, thanked me, and left. Voila! I had learned that spices, onion, and garlic, with the addition of vitamins from the juices, help build natural defenses, aided by a little hair of the dog.


I spent the next few years experimenting with various recipes for cures, the investigation of which, to me, is one of the most interesting aspects of my job. I have tried recipes from all over the world: Russia, the Far East, Australia, the U.S. All are interesting but none of them provide a cure. In Italy, we drink and eat. Eating helps the body during a drinking session—it absorbs the alcohol. It doesn’t prevent you from getting drunk, but it might give you less of hangover if you drink a lot. We Italians use fresh orange juice and raw eggs as a cure, unlike the Scandinavians, who drink a shot of schnapps with pickled herring. Just the thought makes me feel queasy, but they swear by it.


One last bit of advice. Here are my golden rules for when you have a desperate hangover. The first is, don’t talk to anyone. Conversation of any kind guarantees the filing of divorce papers, being fired from your job, and even worse, a loss of face.


Secondly, never read any of those awful Christmas and New Year features on how to avoid hangovers because they’re written by puritans who’ve never had a real humdinger themselves.


Third? Stay sober . . .



[image: ]





















HOW A HANGOVER WORKS
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Human beings have been in search of a hangover cure ever since wine drinking began in Persia around 5,000 BCE. That first drop of alcohol (taken from a primitive spoon, perhaps) touched a lip, was sipped, savored, and swallowed. That spoon became a drinking vessel as the taste for it developed, then a bottle, and finally, a glass.


By the seventeenth century, rough French wine was being distilled into Cognac, port flowed into England via Portugal, the consumption of gin was ruining more than mothers, and ale and rum were slopping out of tankards (like a stein) throughout Britain and her myriad colonies.


Once the taste of alcohol had become appealing to humankind, the palate took a shine to its various incarnations. Initially, the only alcoholic drink anyone imbibed was limited to whatever foul brew that was developed by crude fermentation. As time marched on, this process became more sophisticated; the cactus gave up its nectar to produce Tequila, grains were transformed into beer, and the Greeks turned grapes into wine (which the Romans later perfected).


Alcohol became a habit, an integral part of a day in the life of anyone with access to a still or the contents thereof. And, as author and drinker F. Scott Fitzgerald noted in his book, My Lost City: “The hangover became a part of the day as well allowed for as the Spanish siesta.”


WHAT IS A HANGOVER?


While writing this book, I spent many hours wondering who first woke with a splitting headache, an upset stomach, and a mouth like the bottom of a dead parrot’s cage to utter those immortal words: “God, I’ve got a hangover.” We shall never know, but at least we can trace the history of the term itself.


The word “hangover” came into common usage at the turn of the twentieth century in the United States. Of course, other countries have their own versions. In Spain, you’d need to whisper resaca (originally “malady”) to get help; in Italy, malassere dopo una sbornia (“malady after a night of too much alcohol”). In Sweden, it’s baksmalla (after-effect); in Germany, they talk of having a Katzenjammer (literally, “the wailing of cats”); in France, it’s gueule de bois (“wooden throat”), while in the Netherlands, their word of choice is kater (“cat”).


Whatever the language, “hangover” has become the accepted term for any illness that is caused by too much drink. Physical symptoms include headache, nausea, thirst, fatigue, and sickness, plus an increased sensitivity to light and sound, bloodshot eyes, muscle aches, vomiting, and sleep disturbance. Blood pressure can be raised, and a rapid heartbeat, tremor, and sweating might also develop. Mental signs include dizziness, a sense of the room spinning, and mood disturbances, especially depression, anxiety, and irritability. These symptoms are universal, and they appear in both male and female sexes. Luckily, not all are present every time you overindulge, and their intensity usually manifests itself in proportion to the amount and type of drink consumed.
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