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Introduction



I had an uncle—a more or less constantly drunk uncle—who once confessed to me, “I don’t drink for the taste. I drink for the effects.” He was, unsurprisingly, very drunk when he said this. To hear it properly in your mind’s ear you’ve got to imagine his words being slurred: I doan drink for duh taysh. I drink for duh effeksh.


Well, Uncle, don’t we all—drink for the effeksh, that is? But there are those among us for whom the buzz of alcohol and the palliative care it so kindly delivers define only part of the appeal of drinking. For us, the taste—meaning the thousands of intriguing flavors that liquors possess, alone or in combination—matters enormously. That doesn’t mean an affinity for alcoholic beverages isn’t something people often have to work at acquiring, or that we don’t all have our personal likes and dislikes. It just means that the sense of taste (and its more powerful partner, smell) is an essential contributor to the drinking experience.


But beyond the effects and the taste of booze, there’s a third facet of drinking that I’d also identify as essential—what I’ll call the art of drinking. Here, the term art covers a lot of territory and it bundles together very different sorts of non-gustatory pleasure. That includes the homey comfort—or the glitzy dazzle—of the places you like to go to drink. It includes the lore of drinking, which stretches prehistorically back past the Mesopotamian city-states and the Old Kingdom of ancient Egypt. It includes all the rigamarole—glassware and barware and hard-to-come-by ingredients—that sophisticated drinkers like to use, and, in some cases, to collect. It includes the friendships that commence with or grow deeper over drinks. And, of course, it embraces the mixological art itself—whether practiced by you as you make yourself a Manhattan or performed by a master bartender whose skills are mesmerizing to behold.


This art—this fine art of drinking—is what this book’s about. Note, please, that the art doesn’t have to be all fancy-schmancy. It can be as plainly pleasurable as sitting on a porch with a close friend, sipping Tom Collinses as a summer evening closes in. Or it can be as dramatic and thrilling as a glamorous cocktail party whose hosts have knocked themselves out on the food, drink, and décor—and whose guests are all beautiful, dressed to the nines, and excellent conversationalists besides. (Granted, all that may be a tad much to hope for.) These are the kinds of experiences—humble or exalted, but engaging all the senses—that Todd Casey’s still lifes and Christine Sismondo’s reflections evoke and celebrate.
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Besides occasionally writing about drinks I also work as a freelance editor and for the past dozen or more years I’ve often edited art-instruction books. That’s how I met Todd Casey—working with him on his first book, The Art of Still Life (Monacelli Studio, 2020).


To be frank, I’m sort of an art snob. I look at an awful lot of stuff and most of the stuff I look at fails the test of my discriminating—or, if you prefer, cranky—eye. A painting might be technically super-proficient—as so many artworks produced by contemporary classically trained realist painters are—while also feeling soulless, just a robotic exercise in fashioning an image that most people will automatically find “pretty” or even “beautiful.” I don’t have much patience for art of that sort, even if I admire the artist’s skill. I want a work of art to teach my eye something it didn’t know or to deepen my understanding of color, line, shape, composition—or representation itself. If, besides informing my eye, an artwork also moves me emotionally, so much the better.


Todd’s work does all this for me, and I think it’s the same for a lot of other people, as well. His sales figures would certainly indicate that he’s doing something right. Of course, there’s often a big difference between being a successful painter and being a good painter, but I don’t see that distinction at work in Todd’s case. I think people buy his paintings because they are moved by them. Yes, they look nice on the wall. But they also reward the viewer in a deeper way—and, in fact, telling a story in a way that imparts a mood or powerful feeling is part of Todd’s intention as a painter.


Working with Todd on The Art of Still Life also showed me two other things, the first being hard to miss: A great deal of Todd’s work focuses on alcoholic beverages and all the ceremonial paraphernalia involved in the making of cocktails. He likes painting drinks and he’s especially adept at painting the transparent glass and shiny surfaces that appear in any realistically rendered picture of cocktails, wine, or beer.


The second: Todd is easy and fun to work with. So, given my experience in writing about drinks and Todd’s interest in the subject and his talent and affability, it wasn’t long before it occurred to me that he and I might work together on a book specifically about drinking—a picture-book of cocktail still lifes along with some text (not too much) to frame the visual presentation. It turned out that Todd had been thinking along the same lines and when we first discussed the idea we were both excited by the prospect of working together.


The book Todd and I envisioned wanted to come into being. And Todd had to be the artist—his paintings were the book’s raison d’être. But I was having some health problems at the time and was reluctant to take on a sizable project. Then it dawned on me that the author didn’t have to be me—or not me alone—and this realization cleared the path for the book you’re reading now.


Christine Sismondo was the obvious choice for author. (She ended up writing most of the book and I basically served as her editor.) She and I had known each other for well over a decade—we’d met at the Tales of the Cocktail Festival in New Orleans in 2006, less than a year after Hurricane Katrina, when the city was still very much in recovery mode. Christine is a respected historian who’s published a history of taverns in America from colonial times forward (America Walks into a Bar: A Spirited History of Taverns and Saloons, Speakeasies and Grog Shops [Oxford University Press, 2011]), as well as a journalist and lifestyle columnist with a fantastic sense of humor. And she knows an awful lot about booze without being at all pious about cocktail culture. (There are, unfortunately, a number of cocktalians out there who treat their hobby like a rigidly dogmatic religion, with infallible rules about how drinks are to be made, and served, and drunk. These people are not much fun.)


Christine is fun. She and I really like each other. We’ve gotten pleasantly inebriated together on a number of occasions. I especially recall one summertime get-together that started with lunch and drinks at a little bar/restaurant on lower Fifth Avenue in Manhattan and stretched far into the evening, ending at… well, I don’t remember when or where we said goodnight. She and I had even talked once before about possibly working on a book together—though nothing had come of that vague project. And, finally, I totally expected that she and Todd would get along well—which indeed turned out to be the case.


So I asked her and she said yes and the rest was gravy.
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Gravy with very few lumps. Our extraordinary agent, Martha Hopkins—who took one look at Todd’s paintings and decided that, yes, she did want to represent us on this project—found us a great publisher in no time flat and Christine and Todd worked like hell to complete the text and paintings within a reasonable proximity of their deadlines.


The only “problems”—enjoyable to solve!—concerned how to organize the book, which drinks to depict, the subject matter of the sidebars that would be scattered throughout the text, and the like. Having considered several other options (type of liquor, season of the year), we landed on “occasions for drinking” as the book’s organizing principle. And within each of the book’s five parts we aimed for as much variety as possible—not just diversity regarding the types of liquor used in the drinks and the drinks’ places of origin, but also visual variety: What colors are the drinks? What kinds of glasses are they usually served in? What sorts of interesting props might appear in the pictures? In other words, we wanted the book to be as visually entertaining as possible, as well as amusing and informative. We think we’ve achieved that, but you, our readers, will have the final say.


James Waller 
Baltimore















Where Inspiration Often Begins



When Frida Kahlo drank tequila, it was an act of rebellion—which fit in perfectly with the rest of her life. At the time, “authentic” Mexico wasn’t in fashion. Mexicans who could afford it ate French and drank that way, too. That’s changed, obviously, thanks in part to a long line of gringos who fell so deeply in love with the rustic beauty of agave spirits that they decided to get into the tequila business themselves. George Clooney comes to mind, of course, but he was hardly the first. That honor belongs to “White Christmas” crooner Bing Crosby, who in the 1950s started importing Tequila Herradura—the only 100 percent agave tequila available to Americans for decades.


Even though it’s big business now and no longer truly a rebel’s drink, tequila’s still got a little street cred. It’s for those of us who flirt with drinking on the wild side and appreciate its magical sparkle and raw, earthy essence—where inspiration often begins.
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Part One



Daytime Drinking


Ever since the three-martini lunch fell out of fashion, day drinking has been on the wane. That’s probably for the best, but it’s worth noting that hoisting a glass before the sun goes down hasn’t always been frowned upon. Most Puritans, for example, would have started their day with some hearty breakfast ale. Of course, they didn’t have to operate as much heavy machinery as we do.


Although it’s no longer a part of daily life, having a cheeky drink during the daylight hours once in a while is a distinct pleasure. Whether we’re on vacation or have carved out a little free time to spend with friends on a patio, it’s the perfect way to steal back some of the concessions we’ve made to modernity, which has all but banished day drinking from our lives.
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