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INTRODUCTION



A good cocktail isn’t just a booze delivery system, it should be far more than the sum of its parts. Sharp-sweet fruit, fresh ice, hints of spice, fulsome bitterness and complex botanicals. Then there’s the pleasing range of textures, be they smooth, frothy, effervescent, or viscous with cold. When you think about the cocktail experience, it’s about so much more than a drink. There’s the sense of occasion, the glassware, the garnishes, and the company you share it with. This was something we were very keen not to lose in reconsidering cocktails as an alcohol-free experience.


Approaching the recipes almost like a gustatory game of pick-up-sticks or Jenga, we wanted to remove the alcohol from some of our favourite cocktail recipes while leaving the structure standing unbowed.


We’ve used syrups, herbs, spices and vinegars to give support and build intensity, leaving the core profile of the cocktails otherwise intact. If you’ve enjoyed some of the original versions, you won’t miss their alcoholic spine; and if you’ve never tried them, then this will give you access to some previously off-limits classics.


There’s a certain amount of theatre in cocktails, so don’t be tempted to scrimp just because there’s no alcohol – you deserve a drink that’s been taken seriously. While a sturdy jar will stand in, treat yourself to a decent shaker if you can. Don’t skimp on the right glassware if you have it, and try to keep a surfeit of ice ready in the freezer.


Ice


Ice is vital in drinks-making, so don’t treat it as an afterthought. It really is a key ingredient in its own right, giving you control over temperature and dilution. If you’ve got an event coming up, make up a decent surplus, as it disappears quickly. On a related note, try not to keep ice hanging around too long, as it will slowly pick up stale flavours from the other inhabitants of your freezer.


We’d recommend getting silicone trays, as the ease of turning out the ice cubes is liberating after the rigid plastic or metal trays of our youth. We have a couple of moulds that give us 2cm cubes, which suit us well for stirring, shaking and building up in the glass. When it comes to crushed ice, we recommend getting a smaller mould, ideally less than 1cm square or pea-sized. Novelty-shape trays are often quite good for this, as the ice cubes produced are usually fairly thin. The smaller size reduces the elbow grease required if you have a hand crusher, and also lessens the risk of damaging a blender, which is not unknown when breaking down bigger cubes. Lastly, if you see a good golf ball-sized mould, we find them excellent for slow sippers, as the lower surface area keeps them going for longer without watering down the drink unduly.
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Measures


You’ll also need measures – we use a double jigger that’s 25ml one side and 50ml the other, but we also have a little 50ml glass one with 5ml increments (chef’s measuring spoons fulfil the same purpose for dealing with fiddlier quantities). A good 500ml measuring jug from the kitchen will be useful, too, for the recipes involving larger quantities.


Mixing


For drinks where you’re directed to stir, the ideal mixing set-up is a bar spoon and a mixing glass. Stirring down a drink involves simply mixing it with ice using a long-handled spoon until you’re happy with how chilled and diluted it is. You can buy specialised mixing glasses – they’re a bit like a heavier-duty pint glass but with a spout. If that seems an unwarranted expense, you can also use the main tin of a cocktail shaker or a measuring jug, as you prefer.


For shaken drinks, cocktail shakers are not all made equal. Try to find one you are comfortable with, and do practise a few times, even if just with water and ice, to get a feel for it. Miriam prefers a cobbler, the three-piece shaker most home bars use (a tin, a top with an inbuilt strainer and a small cap for the strainer), while Richard prefers shaker tins, which are an all-metal variant of the Boston shaker espoused by many professionals (a Boston consists of a reinforced pint glass and a larger tin, knocked together to form a seal and then shaken vigorously). Boston shakers, shaker tins and French/Parisian shakers have a slightly steeper learning curve than cobblers, but are simpler once you’re used to them. A cobbler, however, doesn’t require a separate strainer and is less likely to spray drink everywhere if you aren’t paying attention.


If you’re not very confident about using a cocktail shaker, we’d also recommend having a stick blender handy – they’re so useful for getting the perfect foam on cocktails using egg white: ideal if you’re as big a fan of a sour as we are.
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Strainers


Most drinks will say to strain into the glass – this is so that you can hold back the ice, fruit and any other detritus to ensure the drink is in impeccable condition for its recipient. If you have a Boston, then this is done with a Hawthorne strainer, held to the lip of the tin, whereas a cobbler has the integral strainer. Where we say ‘double-strain’, we mean that you need to pass it through both this normal stage and then a second small sieve (a tea strainer is good), to remove any very fine pieces such as fruit pips or spices. Straining in two stages prevents larger ice shards and fruit pulp blocking the finer mesh of the second sieve.
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