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INTRODUCTION





When I joined the team of a popular Manhattan cocktail bar in 2015, I was ecstatic. It was at the start of my bartending journey. I didn’t know then that I would eventually dedicate my whole career to spirits and cocktails, but I was so excited to be welcomed into this elite group of cocktail bartenders. During my second shift, I learned that not only was I the lone female bartender on staff, but I was also the very first female bartender. The bar had already been open for five years. When I asked the (male) managers why this was the case, I got a variety of responses like, “it just happened that way,” or “not a lot of qualified women applied,” or “it wasn’t intentional, we just hired the best people for the job.” Don’t get me wrong, I loved working at that bar. Every one of my coworkers was amazing, and I consider my time there as foundational to my career. But yeah, I dealt with my fair share of sexism. I was once asked by a male guest why I wore a vest and tie like the guys instead of a skimpy black dress like the servers, all of whom were, of course, women. Just the fact that the uniform for bartenders was a vest and tie says it all! Me being behind that bar shaking up cocktails was a radical thing, even in 2015.


Not that many decades earlier, there was Goesaert v. Cleary, a 1948 Supreme Court ruling that upheld a Michigan law prohibiting women from tending bar unless her father or husband owned the establishment. Other similar laws popped up around the country, laws that banned women not only from tending bar, but from sitting at bars or even setting foot in them. This decision was overruled in 1976, but it was only two years prior that a woman could even open her own bar tab without a man’s approval, when the ratification of the Equal Credit Opportunity Act meant a single woman could get a credit card in her own name. By that time, the Beatles had already broken up. There was already a second remake of A Star Is Born. Man had walked on the moon, and Woman couldn’t open a freakin’ bar tab.
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Humans have been consuming alcohol basically since the dawn of time. Women have been drinking alcohol since it was invented, but they’ve also been making it and serving it since then, too. There were women who brewed beer in the Middle Ages, women who ran dramshops throughout London’s gin craze, female bootleggers who made a killing during Prohibition. Women have been involved in every part of the alcohol industry going back to ancient civilization. In fact, a woman named Maria Hebrea (also known as Mary the Jewess) invented the first piece of distilling technology, all the way back in 100 CE!


And yet, the world of spirits and alcohol is still thought of as masculine. Men drink serious liquor, like whiskey, while women drink cosmos. Men are bartenders, women are cocktail servers. There are real, historical reasons as to why these stereotypes came to be, and some people still believe these worn-out clichés. The purpose of this book is to help debunk those entrenched, misogynist ideas by celebrating women who have spent their careers shattering these outdated notions, women who have made delicious contributions to the drink space, women who pulled up a stool at the bar and made room for others to feel welcome.


Olivia and I are cocktail people, through and through. We love drinking cocktails, we love making cocktails, and we believe that cocktails are a vehicle for telling stories. Every woman in this book has a story worth sharing. This is not a history book, but rather a collection of profiles of modern-day women currently working in spirits, with each profile accompanied by an original cocktail recipe. The more stories we hear about women kicking ass in this industry, the more customary it will be to hear about female bar owners, bartenders, distillers, blenders, founders of liquor brands, CEOs of major alcohol companies. Hopefully soon, we won’t have to put the qualifier of “woman” or “female” before any job description. But in the grand scheme of things, it is still revolutionary to be a woman in spirits.


For this book, we spoke with fifty-five women around the world, operating in all different facets of the industry. We worked to diversify the group of women over a broad range of job titles, spirit categories, and geographic locations. There’s a master distiller of shochu in Japan; a founder of a witchcraft-inspired vodka brand in New York; owners of a queer bar in Chicago; generations of women making grappa in Italy; an entrepreneur reclaiming a regional Nigerian spirit and bringing it to the global stage. We wanted to showcase women across every aspect of this business, whom we separated into three categories: Makers, women who are directly involved with making the liquid itself; Shakers, women who are doing their part to shake up the industry, primarily through cocktails or in bars; and Trailblazers, women who have founded their own companies or otherwise are creating new spaces in the world of spirits. Each profile is paired with an original cocktail recipe that echoes the woman’s story and showcases their spirit, in every sense of the word.


Of course, sexism isn’t just a thing of the past. Women continue to face discrimination in the spirits business (and every business, for that matter). Some women chose to talk to us about their fight against sexism; others didn’t, or felt they hadn’t dealt with hardships due to gender. Yet, when speaking with each person, we specifically did not ask, “what is it like to be a woman in this industry?” Answering that question is exhausting, and frankly, there are more compelling questions to ask, like “what communities have uplifted you and your work?” or “what have been some of the biggest challenges in your career?” or “what excites you most about the future of the spirits industry?”


A project of this scale wasn’t without its difficulties. Olivia and I are based in New York and had to conduct most of our interviews via Zoom or over the phone. We were limited to highlighting spirits that are available in the American market, as most of our readers are in the United States. We (sadly) are only fluent in English, so we had to find people who either spoke the same language or had access to a translator. We also only had about a year and a half to do all of this.


But even with these limitations, it was a challenge to narrow down the list. It was an embarrassment of riches! With each interview we conducted, we learned about other amazing women doing astounding work in this industry. There are so many women triumphing in this business today that we couldn’t possibly include them all. And we just stuck to spirits! This doesn’t include any of the badass ladies working in beer, wine, or other arenas in the beverage space.


The women you’ll meet in this book are distillers, blenders, spirits experts, bartenders, founders, owners of small businesses, leaders of large companies. They are authors, educators, mothers, humanitarians, executives, advocates, historians, musicians, directors, designers, storytellers. They are thoughtful, inquisitive, courageous, kind, funny, brilliant, generous, hardworking. We hope you are inspired by their stories, make a few cocktails, and raise your glass in honor of these incredible Spirited Women.
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COCKTAIL BASICS





Before we meet all these amazing women, here are some cocktail fundamentals you’ll need to know in order to make the drinks in this book.
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VODKA: A neutral grain spirit that can be made from any fermentable plant or fruit, but most commonly wheat, potatoes, or corn.


GIN: A neutral grain spirit distilled with juniper and other botanicals. Typically piney and citrusy, gin varies in flavor based on what botanicals were used in the distillation.


RUM: A spirit made from sugarcane or its by-products. It can be aged or unaged, and made anywhere in the world in a wide variety of styles, so it’s an enormously diverse spirit category.


AGAVE: Tequila and mezcal are made from the agave plant, and as a category are collectively known as agave spirits. Both must be made in Mexico; they can be aged or unaged, in categories called blanco (unaged), reposado (aged two to twelve months), and añejo (aged one to three years).


WHISK(E)Y: Another broad spirit category. All whiskeys are distilled from grain and aged in barrels. The most common types are bourbon whiskey, which is made in America from at least 51 percent corn and tends to be sweet; rye whiskey, which is made from at least 51 percent rye grain and tends to be spicy; and Scotch whisky, which is made in Scotland and tends to be smoky.


BRANDY: A spirit distilled from fermented fruit juice, most commonly grapes or apples. It can be aged or unaged. There are many different types and styles of brandy.


ABSINTHE: An overproof spirit that tastes of wormwood and anise. It’s usually used sparingly in cocktails because it’s pretty intense, both in flavor and in alcohol content.


FORTIFIED WINES: These are wines that have distilled spirits added to them to increase their alcohol content and shelf life. Vermouth is the most well-known fortified wine, and is fortified with a neutral spirit, then flavored with herbs and spices. The most common categories are dry vermouth, sweet vermouth, and blanc vermouth. Sherry is made in the Jerez region of Spain and comes in dry styles (such as fino), semidry styles (such as amontillado), and sweet styles (such as Pedro Ximénez). Always store fortified wines in the fridge once they’ve been opened!


LIQUEURS: These are essentially distilled spirits with added flavorings and sweeteners. A few important ones are triple sec (orange liqueur; one of the most popular brands is Cointreau), Campari (bitter orange), Chartreuse (herbal liqueur that comes in both green and yellow varieties), and St-Germain (elderflower liqueur).


AMARI: The plural of amaro, these are bittersweet liqueurs made of herbs, roots, and spices that come mainly from Italy but can be produced anywhere in the world.


BITTERS: High-proof spirits with added herbs, barks, spices, and roots used as a flavoring agent in cocktails, usually measured in dashes or drops. The most common bitters are Angostura bitters (a secret recipe with a distinct, herbal flavor), orange bitters, and Peychaud’s bitters (tastes of anise and cherry).


NONALCOHOLIC INGREDIENTS: Also very important when making cocktails are juices. Please squeeze your own citrus! Lemons, limes, grapefruits—fresh juice will be so much better than the bottled stuff, I promise. With other juices like pineapple or pomegranate, feel free to use store-bought. Sweeteners, such as simple syrup, should also be homemade. Seltzer is good to have on hand, as is tonic water. Always have plenty of ice in your freezer, both smaller cubes and big ice cubes (you can buy silicone molds for these). For crushed ice, just break up some small cubes into even smaller pieces.












TOOLS
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SHAKER TINS: A two-piece set made up of one larger tin and one smaller tin.
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STRAINERS: A Hawthorne or coil strainer, for shaken drinks. A julep strainer, for stirred drinks. A fine strainer, for double straining drinks.
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MIXING GLASS: Any glass vessel that can hold liquid and ice, ideally with a spout.


[image: ]


JIGGER: A measuring device that has 2-ounce, 1-ounce, ¾-ounce, ½-ounce, and ¼-ounce markings.
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BARSPOON: A long-handled spoon used to stir cocktails.
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MUDDLER: Used to break up any solid ingredients, like fruits, herbs, or sugar cubes.
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JUICER: Handheld juicer or citrus press. Make sure to strain out all the seeds and pulp before using the juice.
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Y-PEELER: For making citrus twists for garnish.












TECHNIQUES



SHAKING: Add your ingredients to one of your shaker tins, then fill it with ice. Place the other tin on top to close, then shake vigorously for 10 to 20 seconds. Whack the side of the tin near the seal to release.


DRY SHAKING: Shake your cocktail without ice first, then add ice and shake vigorously. Used primarily for drinks containing egg white to add frothiness.


STIRRING: Add your ingredients to the mixing glass, then fill with ice. Gently stir the ice and ingredients in the glass for 20 to 30 seconds.


MUDDLING: Press down firmly on harder ingredients, like sugar cubes, to adequately break them up. Press down gently on herbs to release their oils (this also avoids making them unpleasantly bitter).


DOUBLE-STRAINING: Used to smooth out your cocktail and rid it of any ice chips or bits of muddled fruit. With your non-pouring hand, hold the fine strainer over your glass, then pour the cocktail through the strainer into the glass.


RINSING: Used to impart the taste and smell of an intensely aromatic ingredient (such as absinthe) without overpowering the cocktail. Add a small amount of the ingredient to the glass, rotate the glass to coat the inside with the ingredient, then dump it out.


RIMMING A GLASS: Place a granulated ingredient (such as salt or sugar) on a small plate. Wet the rim of the glass with water or a citrus wedge, then gently roll the rim in the granulated ingredient to coat. This must be done before straining your cocktail into the glass.


MAKING AND EXPRESSING A CITRUS TWIST: Use a Y-peeler to get a swath of citrus peel, without slicing into the pith or fruit. Express the oils by holding the peel, pith-side facing you, and squeezing it over the top of your glass.
















MAKERS





The history of women distilling alcohol may not be very well-known, but women have had a hand in making spirits every step of the way. The alembic still was invented by a woman in ancient Alexandria. A woman was responsible for first adding hops to beer in the early Middle Ages. The Champagne industry was revolutionized by a woman in the nineteenth century, and in the same era, women in Ireland and Scotland helped build some of the most successful whiskey distilleries of their time.


When alcohol distillation first caught on in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, women were responsible for making the bulk of distilled spirits across the world. (They weren’t always respected for it, as you might’ve guessed. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, somewhere between fifty thousand and eighty thousand female distillers were charged with witchcraft and burned at the stake.) Yet ever since the Industrial Revolution, when distilling moved out of the home and into the factory, the business of making alcohol has been considered “men’s work.”


Today, the world of distilling is still dominated by men. There’s not a lot of data on the subject, but as of 2022, only 8 percent of distilleries in America were owned and operated by women. That figure dwindles to a mere 1 percent when looking at it on a global level. It’s a small but mighty contingent, and women are finally taking back their rightful place at the helm of the craft spirits world. So let’s toast to these women who are carrying on the legacy of all the female spirit makers before them, and pour their hard work into our glasses.
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LESLEY GRACIE







[image: ]


Some say that the launch of Hendrick’s Gin in the late 1990s was the start of the gin revival, or the “ginaissance,” if you will. What few people know is that it’s all thanks to a woman named Lesley Gracie. But Lesley didn’t set out to create one of the most iconic gin brands in the world. “I never thought I wanted to be a distiller. It was just something that happened. It’s good fun.”


Originally from Yorkshire, England, and a chemist by trade, Lesley first started in flavor development at a pharmaceutical company, working to make medicinal drugs more palatable. “Some of the new things we were developing were really quite horrible,” she says, so in 1988 she and her husband moved to Scotland and she joined the technical team at the William Grant & Sons distillery. In the late nineties, the former president of William Grant, Charles Grant Gordon, tapped Lesley to create a new gin. “Gin wasn’t popular then, so it was a big surprise to us,” she says. “Charles wanted something with depth and complexity, something really different to what was available in the gin market at the time.” It was up to Lesley to create the gin, but her boss had a few guidelines: He wanted to use two antiquated kinds of stills, it had to contain cucumber and rose, and it was to be named after the Grant family gardener, Hendrick. “Gin still had quite English connotations to it, and what is more English than rose gardens and cucumber sandwiches?” says Lesley.


The use of the two special stills provides two totally different distillates, which helps give Hendrick’s some of its uniqueness. One of the stills is a Bennett copper pot still, built in 1860. Charles Gordon bought it at auction in 1966, but really, it belongs to Lesley. “I say to everybody that when I retire, ‘I’m taking that one with me, she’s mine,’” she says. “So I reckon that when it does disappear, it’s not theft, is it?” The other still is a Carter-Head, built in 1948. “Unfortunately, it’s too big for my garage, so I’m gonna have to leave her here.”


It’s not surprising that Lesley ended up creating one of the most floral gins on the market, as she’s always had an affinity for flowers and gardening. When she was growing up, she had her own section in her family’s garden and would conduct experiments with her plants. “I would pull flowers off different plants and supposedly make my mom some perfume,” she recalls. In adulthood, Lesley upgraded to a large garden and filled a room in her home entirely with plants. “It’s actually a bit more of a greenhouse rather than a front room, because I’ve got about sixty-four orchids in there.”


When thinking about new products, smell is the most important element to Lesley. “You smell something and it brings back memories,” she says. “As soon as I smell lavender, I’m immediately back in my nana’s house.” A lot of her time is spent in the Hendrick’s lab, but Lesley gets inspiration from sitting in her garden and going on long walks with her golden retriever, Jock. “He loves the countryside, he loves the beach, so you get all sorts of different environments just by walking the dog.” Walks with Jock have inspired different expressions of Hendrick’s, such as the Neptunia, which captures the essence of the sea, and the Flora Adora, influenced by the wildflower meadows of the Scottish countryside.


For Lesley, gin is the perfect vehicle to showcase different botanicals. “I like gin because you can go in so many flavor directions,” she says. “You can do herbal, citrus, fruity, floral. Your possibilities are endless.”
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A WALK WITH JOCK


Lesley’s ideal cocktail is when “you get the herbal and floral together.” I wanted to honor that and create a drink that evokes sitting in Lesley’s garden. Taking inspiration from a Bee’s Knees (a classic cocktail of gin, lemon, and honey), I added both thyme and lavender to the honey in order to make it herbaceous and even more aromatic and to pay homage to Lesley’s nana. Elderflower happens to be one of Lesley’s favorite flavors, so I upped the florality even more by adding St-Germain, a quintessential elderflower liqueur that blends perfectly with the cucumber and rose notes in Hendrick’s. Hopefully Lesley (and Jock) will approve.


Makes 1 drink


2 ounces Hendrick’s Gin


¾ ounce fresh lemon juice


¾ ounce Lavender-Thyme-Honey Syrup (recipe follows)


½ ounce St-Germain elderflower liqueur


1 dried lavender sprig, for garnish


Combine the gin, lemon juice, syrup, and St-Germain in a shaker tin filled with ice. Shake until chilled, then double strain into a coupe. Garnish with the lavender sprig and serve.






LAVENDER-THYME-HONEY SYRUP


Makes about ²⁄₃ cup


½ cup honey


2 tablespoons dried lavender buds


1 tablespoon fresh thyme leaves


In a small saucepan, bring ½ cup water to a low boil over medium heat. Add the honey and stir until dissolved. Remove from the heat, then stir in the lavender buds. Let stand for 20 minutes, then fine strain. While the honey syrup is still warm, add the thyme and use a blender or an immersion blender to blend until incorporated. Fine strain through cheesecloth into a nonreactive airtight container and cover. Store in the refrigerator for up to 3 weeks.
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VICTORIA EADY BUTLER
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Whiskey runs through Victoria Eady Butler’s veins. She is a fifth-generation descendant of America’s first Black master distiller, and almost 165 years later, she followed in her great-great-grandfather’s footsteps, becoming the first female African American master blender of a major spirits brand. Victoria is a strong and decisive woman, oozing Southern charm and hospitality without any fluff or pretense. After a decades-long career in law enforcement, Victoria stepped into her boozy birthright with commitment and dedication, almost like taking an oath. “I have fully accepted, acknowledged, and embraced that whiskey is in my blood,” she says.


Nathan “Nearest” Green was the godfather of Tennessee whiskey. If you’re not familiar with him, you’ve probably heard of his protégé: Jasper “Jack” Daniel. Nearest and Jack lived and worked on the same farm in the 1850s, where Nearest was enslaved and Jack was a young orphan. The two became friends, and Nearest taught Jack how to distill whiskey. After the Civil War ended, Jack hired Nearest, now a free man, as the inaugural head distiller of Jack Daniel’s. What gives Tennessee whiskey its unique sweetness is the use of maple charcoal filtering, known as the Lincoln County process. Nearest perfected this filtering method and taught it to Jack, ultimately making Tennessee whiskey what it is today.


Despite being the brains behind the operation of what would become one of the world’s biggest spirits brands, Nearest and his story remained in the shadows. That changed in 2017, when Fawn Weaver brought his legacy to light by founding Nearest Green Distillery in Lynchburg, Tennessee. In just a few short years, Uncle Nearest Premium Whiskey was being sold in all fifty states and over a dozen countries. It became the fastest-growing independent American whiskey brand. Ever.


Fawn wanted to involve Nearest’s descendants in her distillery, a lot of whom still lived in Tennessee, including Victoria. “I couldn’t pass on the opportunity to help be a part of the team to ensure Nearest Green’s legacy is cemented in history,” Victoria says. As CEO, Fawn also put together an all-female executive team, a first in the whiskey industry. In 2019, Fawn asked Victoria to blend the first batch of Uncle Nearest 1884, named for the last year Nearest put whiskey in a barrel. At the time, Victoria wasn’t much of a whiskey drinker, let alone a whiskey blender. But when she blended her first batch, she “just seemed to come alive.” When Uncle Nearest 1884 hit the market later that year, it immediately started winning awards in spirits competitions and Victoria was soon appointed master blender of Uncle Nearest. Since then, she has been showered with praise for her work, including being named Master Blender of the Year four times over by Whisky Magazine. (She was also the first person of color to be awarded this prestigious title, and the first person ever to win in back-to-back years.) Even though Victoria had never worked in whiskey before joining Uncle Nearest, she obviously had a knack for it.
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Victoria always knew she had an innate understanding of flavors and a keen ability for putting them together. She was the resident mixologist in her family and has always enjoyed cooking, learning from her aunts and grandmother. “There were never recipes. It was a pinch of this and a half a teaspoon of that. That’s how I learned to cook,” she explains. “I apply that same method when I’m blending.” Victoria is Uncle Nearest’s only blender, so she personally tastes every batch of whiskey that goes through the distillery. She tastes and blends at barrel-proof, which means she tastes the spirit right from the cask, without adding any water to it. Most blenders don’t sample like this, because cask-strength whiskey is strong. If a typical bottled whiskey is around 45% ABV, barrel-strength whiskey is usually about 60% ABV. Only a true badass like Victoria could spend her whole workday tasting barrel-proof whiskey.


Victoria is hugely responsible for Uncle Nearest’s success, but her relationship with Fawn is the backbone of the company. “In a nutshell, I’m pretty crazy about the gal,” says Victoria. “If it had not been for her and the dedication that she puts in, day in and day out, we wouldn’t be where we are.” Additionly, Fawn and Victoria have launched several initiatives aimed to involve more people of color in distilling and invest in minority-founded and -owned spirits brands. “We’ll continue to grow and support others who are in the spirits industry, who are BIPOC and who are in need of a leg up,” Victoria says. “We will continue to be our brother’s keeper and fill in the gaps where we can and where we see a need.”
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It’s amazing to think that Nearest Green’s story, almost lost to history, has been revived by his great-great-granddaughter, whose signature is on every bottle of his namesake whiskey. It may have taken her until the age of fifty-eight to tap into her whiskey-making destiny, but Victoria has embraced her heritage with full force. “Things happen right when they’re supposed to,” she says. “I’m just getting started.”



CARRY THE TORCH


Victoria is a woman who knows what she likes, and she enjoys her cocktails in a particular way: “If I’m sitting outside and we have the firepit going and there’s good conversation, it’s a perfect evening.” This drink is a take on a whiskey sour that really highlights Uncle Nearest 1884, Victoria’s first whiskey blend and the company’s signature expression. Pineapple and cinnamon, two of her favorite cocktail ingredients, play off the whiskey’s sweet and spicy notes. Smoking the glass with cinnamon sticks evokes sitting around a campfire and brings toasty aromatics to the cocktail. The final touch is a torched cinnamon stick, reminiscent of the cigar Victoria loves to enjoy alongside Uncle Nearest whiskey. (Did I mention she’s a badass?)


Makes 1 drink


2 or 3 small cinnamon sticks, for smoking the glass, plus 1 large cinnamon stick, for garnish


2 ounces Uncle Nearest 1884 small batch whiskey


½ ounce pineapple juice


½ ounce cinnamon syrup


¼ ounce fresh lemon juice


Break up the small cinnamon sticks and arrange them in a little pile on a flameproof surface like a baking sheet. Light the cinnamon sticks with a lighter, match, or butane torch and quickly cover it with a rocks glass. Combine the whiskey, pineapple juice, cinnamon syrup, and lemon juice in a shaker tin. Fill the tin with ice and shake. Remove the smoked rocks glass from the cinnamon stick pile, add a big ice cube, and strain the cocktail into the glass. Carefully light the end of the large cinnamon stick so it gets a little charred. Garnish the cocktail with the charred cinnamon stick and serve.
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