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This book is dedicated 
to everyone in need of 
deliciousness
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INTRODUCTION
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WHO AM I?


In case you skipped over the cover of this book, my name is John deBary. People also call me “JdB,” and if you write my name with a capital “D,” I will correct you every single time. My career as a bartender began at the New York City cocktail bar Please Don’t Tell, perhaps better known as PDT, where I spent about five and a half years behind the bar. Following that, I worked for the Momofuku restaurant group, first as a bartender at the East Village restaurant Momofuku Ssäm Bar, then later as the group’s corporate bar director. During my tenure with Momofuku, I helped open about ten restaurants all over the country, designing the physical bars, creating distinctive menus, and training expert staff.


Eventually I came out from behind the bar and began writing about what I knew best. In 2012, my boss from PDT and longtime mentor, Jim Meehan, brought me on to help him edit Food & Wine’s annual cocktail book, which I had the honor of participating in for the next three years. While the magazine no longer issues this small paperback, it featured recipes contributed by some of the country’s top bartenders. I oversaw testing them alongside the Food & Wine test kitchen team. One year—around 2014—I thought it would be fun to “convert” some of the recipes into nonalcoholic cocktails, and for that year’s issue we included a separate chapter dedicated to my re-creations.


That chapter was my first experience seriously engaging with how to concoct nonalcoholic drinks that tasted as interesting and delicious as “regular” cocktails, and it taught me that nonalcoholic cocktails are as challenging as they are rewarding. And that is basically what this book is all about.


But before we get to that, it’s worth mentioning that my career in the drinks and hospitality industry has led me to some other pretty cool places, too. I have been the resident drinks expert for Food52, where I made a very enjoyable series of drinks videos that you can find on YouTube (like and subscribe!). And I’ve had the pleasure and honor of writing for such storied publications as PUNCH, Bon Appétit, New York magazine, Food Network, and Full Pour, among others.


Oh, and I also started my own nonalcoholic drinks company, Proteau. In 2018, after leaving Momofuku, I partnered up with a strategic investor who helped me secure funding to launch a line of nonalcoholic aperitifs, which were on the market for about two years before the impacts of COVID-19, along with the standard challenges that befall startups, caught up with me and I pulled the plug. The process was fascinating for many reasons, but most relevant to this book, I learned how to take all the experience I had making delicious nonalcoholic cocktails and bottle it—literally.


My first cocktail book, Drink What You Want: The Subjective Guide to Making Objectively Delicious Cocktails, was published in June 2020 (which was kind of an interesting time to publish a cocktail book, but hey). I wanted to empower readers with the idea that what tastes good to one person might be revolting to another, and neither of those people is wrong—no one’s subjective experience of drinking a cocktail matters more than anyone else’s. To help the reader understand why a certain cocktail might be more preferable to another, I described a number of objective balance points that cocktails can hit, including sweetness, acidity, temperature, dilution, and bitterness. More on those in a minute—they’re important here, too (see here).


Then I wrote Saved by the Bellini & Other ’90s-Inspired Cocktails in 2023, which swapped cocktail philosophizing for a manic pop culture tour through the decade during which I spent my formative years. The book was mostly a way for me to cleverly connect ’90s iconography to cocktails by doing things like creating a nonalcoholic large-format drink for Kevin McCallister to drink by himself because his entire family went to Paris without him and they didn’t have cell phones. I was also lucky enough to have Tiffani Thiessen, aka Kelly Kapowski from the iconic sitcom Saved by the Bell, write the foreword to the book. She is hands down one of the most genuinely nice people I have ever met—and she has some great cookbooks, too—so that was fun.


But as my career in the drinks industry barreled toward the middle of its second decade, I became more and more convinced that nonalcoholic drinks were a fascinating territory to explore. This was encouraged in no small part by my choice to become a “non-drinker” when I turned forty. I don’t call myself sober, because, well… you can guess why; I just don’t drink alcohol. It really works for me—especially now that I’m what some might call “old.” I’m not an evangelist for teetotalism; you do you. But I’ve also found that many people who regularly consume alcohol are delighted to encounter nonalcoholic drink options, and I live to serve; that’s why I’ve written this book.


WHO ARE YOU?


Identity is complicated, and you certainly don’t need to have yourself all figured out in order to find this book useful. But what I do mean when I ask this question is more about why you might be interested in this book. Regardless of what substances you do or do not consume, if you’re interested in drinks—and in cocktails specifically—this book is for you. You do not need to be a teetotaler or a sober person or anything else in particular in order to enjoy the beverages you’ll find here.


I’m not an expert on sobriety or substance abuse disorders. This book does not contain any anti-alcohol propaganda, and you can use it 365 days of the year—it’s not just for Dry January or Sober October or whatever else you can make kind-of rhyme! I believe all intoxicants have their time and place; some people can consume them their entire lives without causing significant harm, while others can’t. I also believe viable nonalcoholic drink options, such as those in this book, do help people drink less, simply by providing more options. You can find plenty of books, podcasts, YouTube channels, and credentialed professionals devoted to the topic of examining one’s relationship to alcohol, so I will not be offering any guidance on the topic here.


Simply put, no matter who you are or how much alcohol you do or do not drink, this book is for you!


And speaking of you, thank you for reading.


WHY NONALCOHOLIC COCKTAILS?


In recent years, the drinks industry has seen an explosion of interest in nonalcoholic drinks. In my view, this is the natural progression of the cocktail renaissance that began in the mid-to-late 2000s. As more people learned about cocktails, they naturally wanted to explore as many ways of making them as possible. Nonalcoholic cocktails represented an undiscovered country for people like me who spent most of their careers leveraging their creativity to devise novel drinks that kept their customers coming back. For me, this arena represented a “what’s next” after admittedly getting a little bored trying to come up with the next big daiquiri variation. This territory answers the question of how we can deploy our extensive expertise in truly new ways.


It also allows us to reach people who have previously been left out of the fancy cocktail conversation. As a hospitality professional, my goal is to welcome as many people as possible and give them as many options as possible. If you are welcoming people into your space, whether it’s a commercial bar or your own home, you want to be able to serve something all your guests can enjoy. There are many, many reasons why someone might want to skip the alcohol in their drinks, so being able to serve a beverage that has the same level of thought, care, and deliciousness as one with alcohol is vitally important. Nonalcoholic cocktails are inclusive and accessible—key tenets of hospitality.


Nonalcoholic cocktails are also about providing options. When given the choice between a mediocre glass of wine or a sugary soda, most people would choose the wine even if they’re not particularly interested in the alcohol contained in the wine. Even a mid glass of wine is more interesting than ice water or a can of Diet Coke. I’ve heard from enthusiastic alcohol consumers—who, according to beverage analysts, make up about 80 percent of consumers of nonalcoholic drinks—that they relish the chance to choose a delicious drink without alcohol when they feel like it. I think this is thanks to the fact that drinks with alcohol tend to be more interesting from a flavor perspective. Let’s get into that now…




What Does “Nonalcoholic” Actually Mean?


It is not unreasonable to assume the word “nonalcoholic” means “zero alcohol.” But according to US laws, products labeled this way can contain up to 0.5% alcohol by volume (ABV). To put this in perspective, most beers are 3% to 5% ABV, and spirits are generally 40% ABV, sometimes higher. In order for a product to be labeled “zero alcohol,” it needs to contain literally zero alcohol. Many beverages contain trace amounts of alcohol because the extracts used to give flavor are ethanol-based. Vinegar is made from re-fermented wine and can contain small amounts of leftover alcohol. Even raw fruits like bananas have small amounts of alcohol in them!


Most people—including many people who do not drink alcohol—consider trace amounts of alcohol to be acceptable. If you need to avoid alcohol entirely, be sure to carefully check the label of whatever you’re buying.


The drinks in this book adhere to US labeling laws, meaning some of them might contain trace amounts far under the legal 0.5% threshold. Many products used in these recipes, such as nonalcoholic beers and nonalcoholic wines, do contain trace amounts of alcohol. I also like to use cocktail bitters like Angostura and Peychaud’s, which have a similar ABV to regular spirits like gin or whiskey, though the quantity in which they’re used—just a few dashes—does not increase a cocktail’s ABV beyond 0.5%. You can find nonalcoholic alternatives to bitters if you prefer, or you can omit them entirely (the drinks will lack a certain something, but they will probably be at least decent).





WHAT MAKES A COCKTAIL A COCKTAIL?


When I was a teenager, I took apart just about every piece of electronics in my possession. I was usually able to put them back together again (though not always… sorry, Mom!), but the reason I did this was because I was curious about how they worked. This same curiosity is what drives my interest in nonalcoholic cocktails. Taking things apart and putting them back together is one of the best ways to figure out how something works, and nonalcoholic cocktails represent a “taking apart” of traditional cocktails and reconstructing them using different ingredients. By doing so you achieve structurally similar results while also learning how ingredients function on a structural level to come together as a delicious mixed beverage.


Nonalcoholic cocktails are also a superior way to help you learn about your own taste preferences: unlike alcohol-based cocktails, which can be enjoyable simply because they contain alcohol, nonalcoholic cocktails are all about flavor. The objective characteristics that determine the success or failure of a drink can be measured and quantified:




	
TEMPERATURE is extremely important when it comes to cocktails. The proper temperature for most cocktails is super cold, which is why you’ll frequently shake with ice and/or serve over ice—but others taste better at room temperature and others still are best served hot.


	
ACIDITY gives cocktails vibrancy and a refreshing quality, but that acidity must be properly balanced. A margarita with too much lime juice is probably too intense for some people, and the puckering, mouthwatering sensation will overpower the other elements in the drink.


	
SWEETNESS is often the counterbalance to acidity. Sticking with our friend the margarita, too much sweetener will create a drink that tastes cloying and syrupy. Acidity and sweetness work in opposition to each other. If a cocktail tastes too sweet, add something with acidity, and vice versa. Not all cocktails contain significant acidity, and in those cocktails sweetness is balanced out by other elements in the drink such as dilution, bitterness, and in the case of alcohol-based drinks, alcohol. (Sweetness and acidity are also affected by temperature, but that’s too science-y and I don’t want to get sidetracked more than I already have.)


	
DILUTION refers to the amount of water a cocktail contains. Even a cocktail like a Manhattan that is essentially all spirits needs to be chilled and diluted down a bit in order to taste balanced. Ice absorbs heat and melts into water, which is why ice is so important to cocktails. With nonalcoholic cocktails, however, dilution is usually the enemy—so we need to think more about preserving concentration rather than trying to space it out.


	
BITTERNESS is our only taste sense that helps us detect poison in our food. It’s a warning! (And no wonder most kids hate coffee…) Bitterness usually comes from alkaloids such as caffeine—and, obviously, not everything that’s bitter will kill you. In drinks, bitterness makes for an interesting and complex taste. It’s often applied at levels low enough that the cocktail does not taste noticeably bitter while still leveraging the interestingness-enhancing properties of bitter ingredients.


	
AROMATIC BALANCE is extremely difficult to quantify, but it can be measured by our olfactory bulbs. The olfactory bulb is a little piece of our brain that juts out on the roof of our sinuses and allows us to smell things. Aromas can approach our olfactory bulb from the front, via our noses, and from the back up the top of our throats. I could go on and on about olfaction and flavor, but the key goal to keep in mind with aromatics is that the best cocktails should taste somewhat of each individual ingredient and at the same time taste like something entirely new—more than the sum of their parts.


	
SUBJECTIVE SUCCESS for a cocktail is way more complicated than each of these individual characteristics, but the explanation is shorter: The person drinking the cocktail has to like it. I’m repeating myself here because it is important: Cocktails must work on both an objective level and subjective level to be truly great. Each person might have innate preferences that apply no matter what, such as liking sweeter drinks or hating the flavor of blueberries. Those preferences are informed by genetics, memory, culture, and especially the setting in which those drinks are consumed. The same person might have wildly different preferences depending on their current situation—even the most die-hard eggnog lover is most likely not going to want to chug a glassful after running six miles in ninety-degree weather.
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THE SCIENCE OF NONALCOHOLIC DRINK-MAKING


Even the most mediocre bartender can throw together some rum, lime juice, and sugar and make a drinkable daiquiri. When you remove rum from the equation, the job gets much harder. This is for two main reasons: the fact that there are so many interesting alcohol-based products to work with, and the physical properties ethanol (the alcohol we can drink) contains.


Regarding the plethora of products, there’s not much to say other than drink-makers have a huge amount of options when choosing ingredients. Although the number of fancy nonalcoholic spirits is growing, the alcohol industry has had a few centuries’ head start. Nonalcoholic spirits may never catch up, and this is for one immutable reason rooted in the chemistry of these drinks: Ethanol is not water. (More on ingredients here.)


I’m not going to pretend to know enough about the physical sciences to explain why, but there are a few crucial differences between ethanol and water that help to contextualize any discussion of nonalcoholic cocktails: Ethanol and water have different boiling points, different freezing points, and different densities, and ethanol is a much stronger solvent than water. All of this adds up to mean that ethanol feels very different on the palate than plain water—and it also means that ethanol is a much more efficient vehicle for flavors than water alone. A good demonstration of how deeply different they are is to compare equal amounts of vodka and water, both at room temperature. Place a tea bag into each and watch how quickly the tea infuses into the vodka after just ten minutes. The vodka will be mostly tea-colored while the water might be subtly discolored. There is no way around the simple physical fact that ethanol soaks up more flavor, but understanding that is key to both managing expectations around and figuring out how to make the most satisfying nonalcoholic cocktails possible.



Sidebar on the Word “Mocktail”


Many people in the drinks industry think the word “mocktail” should be retired—and I used to be one of them. Mocktail is seen as a less-than-ideal label for nonalcoholic cocktails because the word “mock” implies derision and lesser status. And, like, sure, it’s not great to mock people, but we all seem fine with the term “mock trial.” Also, words mean what we want them to mean. Their meanings shift and change over time and even region.


Regardless, I like the term “nonalcoholic cocktails,” but I have no problem if you want to call them mocktails. It’s not my favorite word, but its meaning is widely understood. Plus, “nonalcoholic cocktail” is a mouthful. We have other things to worry about.





And then there’s the fact that ethanol is a powerful psychoactive drug. Ethanol can alter our mood and relieve pain, both facts contributing to why people drink it. Many times people just want something that will relax them and maybe take their minds off the stresses of their daily lives—and this is completely fine. How many times have you finished off a shitty glass of wine or a poorly mixed cocktail because, hey, it’s a drink? But when considering nonalcoholic cocktails, we only have the flavor experience to rely on, so we have to pay that much more attention to it.


To repeat a key difference between the structure of nonalcoholic cocktails and alcohol-based cocktails: Dilution is generally always beneficial to an alcohol-based cocktail, while the opposite is true for nonalcoholic cocktails. One of the most common ways nonalcoholic cocktails fall short is they lack the flavor density needed to make the drink satisfying. I will help you avoid this flaw by teaching you to identify and maximize every opportunity to cram flavor into your drinks.


There is really no way around the fact that to make a nonalcoholic cocktail on the same level of complexity and deliciousness as traditional cocktails, you’ll have to put in a bit more work. But there is nothing quite like the joy of bringing a nonalcoholic cocktail to your lips and realizing you’re tasting something delicious and interesting that just happens to not contain alcohol.


LET’S TALK ABOUT THE COCKTAILS IN THIS BOOK


Okay, sorry. That was a lot of jargon for someone who feels bartenders often overthink their cocktails. Regardless of your comfort level with the science or the jargon, you don’t necessarily need to understand why drinks taste good in order to make them—although it does help.


All you need to do is follow the hopefully-very-clear (at least my editor said so) instructions in this book, starting here, where I talk you through all of the tools, glassware, and ingredients you need to be successful in your endeavors. I’m sure you’ll recognize a lot of what we’re using, and some things might be obvious, but I find it’s always helpful to start from the ground up when teaching people to make successful cocktails. But what might not be familiar to you are the ingredients specific to nonalcoholic cocktail–making. When working with exclusively nonalcoholic ingredients, there are two resource-related challenges: the breadth of nonalcoholic spirits is nowhere near that of their traditional counterparts, and many ingredients need refrigeration in order to stay fresh and usable.


While you’ll be able to rely on some grab-and-go ingredients, you’re also going to want to build up your back bar. In a typical bar, there are shelves on the wall behind the bar lined with all manner of spirits, hence the name (surely you’ve seen this), from which bartenders can easily pull ingredients as they mix. Here, I’ve developed the Back Bar of the Nonalcoholic Bar, fifteen core recipes for syrups and infusions that are used extensively throughout the book. Most, but not all, of the drink recipes in these pages employ elements from the Back Bar.


That said, every ingredient in this book was chosen specifically for its ability to help make up for what you “lose” by mixing cocktails without alcohol. These recipes exploit ingredients to their full potential so you’ll make nonalcoholic cocktails that are great on their own rather than for their attempt to trick you into thinking you’re drinking a traditional cocktail.


The drink recipes are arranged according to their general flavor profiles and the way we all tend to think and talk about drinks: Herbal, Tart, Fruity, Earthy, Bitter, Smoky, and Velvety. When I’m working service in a bar or restaurant, I often help guide guests toward a cocktail choice by asking what type of drink they’re in the mood for. You can do the same thing here: Do you have a hankering for a moody, smoky drink on a chilly night? Or do you want something with refreshing fruit flavors for a fun vibe? Each chapter begins with an explanation of the star adjective, including where you might have found examples of it in traditional cocktails. To me, the most salient feature of any cocktail is the subjective experience of drinking it, which is why I like to categorize drinks with the end result in mind.


If you’re just dipping your toes into the nonalcoholic water, you’ll find plenty of recipes that echo familiar favorites, or at least familiar drinks you’ve heard of, like Corpse Reviver Reviver (here), Berry Michelada (here), Dirty Old Fashioned (here), and A Definitive Nonalcoholic Gin & Tonic (here). Others, like Vetiver Blush (here), Digestivo Shots (here), and Ethereal Angel (here), are expressions of drinks containing ingredients I’m loving right now and also show how I (sometimes) like to get weird behind the bar.


I’ve also ranked each recipe according to its difficulty level. I know this is an extremely white-guy-who-grew-up-in-Greenwich-Connecticut thing to reference, but you know when you go to a ski area and what they consider to be a difficult course varies wildly from place to place? Well, it’s kind of the same for cocktails: What one person might consider easy to make could be very, very difficult for someone else. Over the years, I have learned a lot about what people are willing and able to do at home in order to make a drink—and more important, what they are not.


It’s impossible for me to step out of my own bias, but I have tried to make even the “hard” cocktails here relatively easy. Long story short, I’m cribbing the universal ski resort system to give you a four-tiered effort rubric for the drinks in this book:




[image: ] GREEN CIRCLE: You will not need to track down items from a specialty store, and the only advanced prep you might need to do is juicing a lemon or lime. The steps used to create each drink are standard: shaking, stirring, and building in the glass.


[image: ] BLUE SQUARE: These drinks use, at most, one recipe from The Back Bar and may require a juiced citrus. The ingredients might be mildly off the beaten path but should be easily findable online. Equipment-wise you might need to employ a standard kitchen device such as a blender.


[image: ] BLACK DIAMOND: Requiring up to two recipes from The Back Bar and maybe also a fresh juice or two, these drinks are a fairly substantial project, but mere mortals should not be too intimidated.


[image: ] DOUBLE BLACK DIAMOND: These drinks call for three (or more) recipes from The Back Bar and might also ask you to bust out an extra kitchen appliance, or plan a little further ahead. I would characterize these drinks more as “projects,” but they are well worth the extra effort.
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