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INTRODUCTION
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Ten Cocktails is not an exhaustive recipe book. Nor is it a definitive history of the cocktail. It’s a distillation of the best stories, people, places and recipes that I’ve unearthed in ten years of writing about the hard stuff: the ice block that drew crowds in Victorian London; the hidden bars of Tokyo; the whisky distillery with the finest view on Islay; and the seventeenth-century punch that caused a riot. The kind of stories, in other words, I might tell if I was mixing you a cocktail in my own kitchen.

It’s also a crash course in cocktail making. Because mixing a drink is not nearly as difficult as people like to make out (as a wise soul once said: mixing cocktails is easy – it’s being a good bartender that’s hard). If you can just master the ten recipes in this book, you will have acquired almost every technique you need to make any drink that matters. What’s more, you’ll be armed with a repertoire of classic cocktails that are delicious, and versatile, enough to last a lifetime.

I realize there will be a few pedants ready to argue that some of the drinks in this book aren’t strictly speaking cocktails at all, as they don’t conform to the oft-quoted formula of spirits, sugar, water and bitters which first appeared in a newspaper more than 200 years ago (a definition we’ll return to later on in the book). But I think the rest of us know what we mean by a ‘cocktail’, and that’s a mixed drink made from hard liquor.

The thing that really defines a cocktail, though, is not the list of ingredients in my opinion – it’s the ceremony that goes into its creation. Whether that’s the brandishing of a shaker, or simply the crack of an ice tray at six o’clock, it’s a seduction that begins long before the glass reaches your lips.

And it’s one that can continue for a long time after too, particularly once you start exploring the panoply of wonderful spirits that the world is now producing. To that end, I’ve lots of suggestions for spirit brands to try – and distilleries to visit, and bars to drink in – along the way.

Of course, I was never really going to succeed in sticking to just ten cocktails – there are far too many good drinks out there for that. You’ll find a few extra recipes tucked away at the end of each chapter, based on a vaguely similar theme. And who knows, by the time you finish this book you may feel inspired to invent a few new drinks yourself …
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50ml GIN

150ml TONIC WATER

 

 

 

 

Combine the ingredients in an ice-filled highball or rocks glass. Garnish with a lemon or lime wedge.

 

 






 

I’ve had a lot of poor drinks in my time, but there is still nothing that drives me quite as crazy as a badly made gin & tonic.

Insufficient gin, flat tonic, warm tonic, not enough ice, melting ice, smelly ice, stingy glass, warm glass, stale lemon sliced so thin you could cut your tongue on it – these are just some of the offences that have reduced me to silent tears at six o’clock.

I’m sure a lot of people think, because they make them all the time, that they know how to make a G&T. And when you look at the recipe, it’s understandable – I mean, it’s only got two ingredients. It’s barely even a cocktail. How could it possibly go wrong?

Yet, nightly, it does. I have friends with PhDs in paediatrics and degrees in law, who code computers for a living and possess an intimate knowledge of Wagner’s Ring Cycle, who can bake more than a dozen types of bread and will happily walk miles to buy an organic onion, who still, wilfully, cock this drink up on a regular basis.

For that reason, I’ve decided to hold off on the Negroni Sbagliatos and Corpse Revivers for a minute and begin this book by tackling a classic so familiar it’s almost mundane. Because the truth is: if you can get a G&T right, you’re well on the way to mastering everything you need to know about mixology.

[image: image]

The first mistake people make with the G&T is they get all het up about the type of gin and the brand of tonic they’re using, without first observing the most fundamental tenet of the mixed drink, which is: it must be really, really cold. If you can’t get this right, then all the other ingredients are as good as irrelevant.

The most important ingredient in a G&T, therefore, is ice. A couple of melty little cubes won’t cut it – you need to fill the glass all the way up and then, once the tonic is in, add another cube, two if possible, until the drink resembles a teetering glacier.

But hold on, I can hear you say – isn’t that just a way of short-changing me on the gin? Not in the least. Going heavy on the ice actually means you’ll get a better drink in the long run, as the ice stays colder for longer, chilling the drink down while keeping dilution to a minimum. And the bigger those cubes are, the more efficient this process will be.

If you are stingy with the ice, all you’ll end up with is a drink that very quickly goes tepid, flat and watery. (I realize there are G&T drinkers of a certain generation who claim they like it like that – but with all due respect they don’t know what they’re talking about.)

The English in particular have a shamefully casual attitude towards ice. Open any freezer in the land and I can virtually guarantee that the ice stocks will amount to one half-filled ice tray in some over-frosted recess of the freezer, tucked snugly in alongside the mince (or, if you’re my family, tucked snugly in alongside a frozen adder found under the wheels of the car). This means not only that there’s never enough ice to make a round of drinks, but also that every G&T ends up tasting faintly of shepherd’s pie. I once even heard of a G&T that came complete with a frozen pea.

A few years ago I became so frustrated by the parlous state of the ice in my parents’ house that I bought everyone in my family a set of proper ice trays for Christmas. By ‘proper’ I simply mean something flexible and stackable (it goes without saying you need more than one) with the largest cube size possible. I’m not talking about fancy gear here – this is the sort of thing you can get from a good department store for less than a fiver. All those trays that feature novelty shapes, quick-release handles, metal casing that bonds to your fingers and detachable cubes are a snare and a delusion designed by people who have clearly never made a cocktail in their life.

Yet my gifts remain unused. Quite why, I’m not sure, but I have a hunch it’s down to the same kind of thinking that prevents my parents getting a combi boiler – having enough hot water to confidently run a bath, or enough ice to make a round of drinks, would simply be indulgent.

This very English mistrust of ice is nothing new. During the reign of Charles II, a passing fad for icing drinks à la française was regarded as a crowning example of the country’s decadent decline. It didn’t matter that this home-grown ice was far from luxurious, riddled with straw, mud and bits of dead sheep – the whole notion of using ice for pleasure was From Foreign and that was just not on.

Even on the more permissive Continent, ice remained a hard-won luxury. According to Gavin Weightman, author of The Frozen Water Trade, Europeans wanting the potable stuff used to have it brought down from the snow-capped mountains around the Mediterranean by donkey.

The man who changed all this was an American called Frederic Tudor. As early as 1806, Tudor was harvesting great blocks of ice from the lakes of New England and shipping them as far afield as New Orleans, Calcutta and the West Indies – all without the aid of refrigeration. He was regarded as some kind of madman at first, but by the time Tudor died he had made a fortune, and bred a new generation of Americans addicted to ice-laden cocktails such as juleps, cobblers and frappés.

One English visitor who marvelled at the American taste for ice was Charles Dickens. A discerning drinker himself, Dickens wrote in detail about the cocktails he encountered during tours of the US, and while he wasn’t always complimentary about the liquor itself, the ice had him bewitched, as he makes plain in this sonorous extract from his travelogue American Notes (1842): ‘Hark! to the clinking sound of hammers breaking lumps of ice, and to the cool gurgling of the pounded bits, as, in the process of mixing, they are poured from glass to glass.’

Read it aloud – you can almost hear the drinks being made.

And it was dazzling stuff, this crystal-clear ice from New England. When a single 12 × 18-inch block went on display in a London shop window on the Strand in 1845, it caused a sensation. ‘The Londoners look upon it in amazement,’ wrote New Englander Henry Colman in his book European Life and Manners (1849). ‘I am told they sometimes go into the shop after gazing through the window, and put their hands on it, to be sure that it is not glass.’

The first city in England to clap eyes on this ice would have been the port where it arrived: Liverpool. And that is why Liverpool, rather than London, can lay claim to the country’s first bar specializing in American-style cocktails. Announcing itself in 1844, the bar at the Brunswick Hotel proudly advertised a bill of sherry cobblers, mint juleps and other glacial, stateside delights, facilitated by an icehouse ‘peculiarly adapted for immediate supply’.

America may have brought ice to the masses, but Japan turned it into an art form. Tokyo bartenders possess a reverence for the cold stuff that you won’t find anywhere else in the world.

Finding cocktail bars in Tokyo can be tricky, as many of the best ones are hidden away, several floors up in tower blocks without so much as a sign or a doorbell to tell you they exist. Even if you do find the anonymous lift to take you there, you may still have to negotiate a windowless corridor that leaves you blundering, dream-like, through a series of unmarked doors concealing geisha girls having their hair done and drunken businessmen singing karaoke. They are so discreet, these places, that they make a New York speakeasy look like a floodlit TGI Friday’s.

They are also tiny – often no more than eight or a dozen seats, serried along a single, spotlit slice of mahogany. It’s not an arrangement designed to put a clodhopping westerner at their ease, but then you don’t go to a bar like this to kick back – you go for the performance. And the star of that performance is the single large ice block that sits glistening on the bar top, ready to be carved into a succession of glittering cocktail centrepieces.

The most celebrated practitioner of ice-carving in Tokyo is High Five’s Hidetsugu Ueno. Kitted out in a spiffy uniform of suit, braces and just a hint of a teddy boy quiff, this diminutive bartender draws fans from all over the world, intent on seeing ice spheres, diamonds and cubes rendered with the skill of a samurai.

Before the main event, the overture: hot towels, exquisite canapés and paper-thin slices of Serrano ham are proffered as Ueno San arrays the bottles on the bar top, labels facing out, for the guests’ inspection. Next, a hair-raising armoury of snaggle-toothed saws, ice picks, maple-handled hammers and cleavers is arranged with menacing precision on a spotless linen cloth. Yet the tool that Ueno San most often reaches for is simply a plain little paring knife, worn to a stump after years of use. And from here every action flows as, with lightning dexterity, he transforms a block the size of a man’s fist into a gem fit to grace a giant’s engagement ring. The knowledge that this little artwork will soon melt seamlessly into your Negroni just serves to enhance its luxury.

‘Ice in my time, ice was jewelry; none but the rich could wear it,’ wrote Mark Twain in 1883. ‘But anybody and everybody can have it now.’

Try remembering that next time you stuff your ice tray back in the freezer half-empty.
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Are we all clear on the importance of ice? Then we are now free to proceed to the fun part of the G&T: the gin.

Whether it’s delicate and floral, fresh and citrusy, or raspingly dry, every gin has one ingredient in common and that’s the juniper berry. Just a bit larger than a peppercorn and inky blue-black when ripe, this resinous little berry (which strictly speaking is not a berry at all but a small fleshy cone) is responsible for imparting gin’s signature notes of pine, citrus, lavender and pepper. Simply crushing one of these in your hand is enough to leave you climbing the walls for a G&T.

People have been using juniper to flavour drinks and make medicines for thousands of years and yet no one has so far managed to cultivate the plant Juniperus communis with any real success, which means, amazingly, that all the juniper used to make gin today is still hand-picked in the wild – principally from the hills of Umbria.

There, under a blazing sun, on rough terrain studded with rose hips, oak saplings and pines, small gangs of Italian pensioners known as battitori or ‘beaters’ set about the bushes armed with nothing more than a stick, a basket for catching the berries and a thick pair of gloves. You need the gloves because, as you quickly and painfully learn, these angry little plants are as prickly as hell – in fact one local told me that their version of ‘We’re up shit creek’ is ‘Siamo in un ginepraio’ or ‘We’re in a juniper bush.’

A similar sentiment passed through my mind several summers ago as I clung to a rain-hammered rock face in the Lake District after a failed attempt to forage some juniper berries I’d spotted growing on the fells. This was before I discovered that British juniper is under threat, a fact which is occasionally reported in the press accompanied by lots of panicky headlines heralding the demise of the gin industry. Well, I’d like to take this opportunity to reassure you: the shortage of British juniper may be very bad as far as the environment is concerned, but it poses no threat to gin producers, who get just about all their juniper from elsewhere. It does mean I won’t be doing any more foraging, though, which is probably no bad thing.

From a legal point of view, the only botanical a gin must contain is juniper. Most contain a few more, though, usually somewhere between four and twelve (there is one gin from the Black Forest, though, which contains forty-seven). A longer list of botanicals doesn’t necessarily result in a better gin, however; sometimes quite the reverse.

Other common gin botanicals include coriander seed (citrus and cedar notes), liquorice (rootsy and intensely sweet), fresh or dried citrus peels (variously sweet and juicy, bitter or marmaladey), angelica (musky forest floors) and orris (powdery and slightly floral). These last two also perform an important role as ‘fixatives’ for the other flavours and aromas, and orris in particular is used by perfumers for the same reason – I remember the master distiller at Plymouth, Sean Harrison, once complaining that Chanel had just bought up a great haul of orris, sending prices through the roof.

Some low-grade gins are only flavoured with a dose of juniper essence, but the majority get their botanical hit through distillation. The most traditional method, used by gins including Beefeater and Tanqueray, sees botanicals steeped for between a few hours and a couple of days in neutral spirit to produce a mixture which is then boiled up in a great big copper pot still (rather like a kettle) to produce vapours which are then recondensed into an intensely flavoured distillate. Different botanicals come over at different points in the timeline – the spirit coming off the still may smell citrusy one minute, and more resinous or earthy the next – and it’s up to the distiller to determine exactly when the ‘cut’ should be made to ensure that only the best notes are kept.

Less common is the vapour infusion method, where the botanicals are put in a big basket that’s hung inside the still so that the rising alcohol vapours pass through, taking the aromatics with them, a technique that its proponents claim results in a lighter, more delicate gin – one brand that does this is Bombay Sapphire.

More recently, it’s also become trendy to distill under vacuum – the thinking here is that the lower boiling point created by the vacuum results in botanical notes that are fresher and less ‘cooked’. This is a method generally found only among micro-distillers, as it’s hard to replicate on a grand scale.

Sometimes the distiller may add some extra flavouring after distillation – a nice example is Hendrick’s, which embellishes a traditional gin flavour profile with cucumber and rose essences.

All these techniques have their merits: whether they stand or fall is all down to the raw materials and the expertise of the master distiller.

Modern-day dry gin is descended from the Dutch spirit genever, a mixture of malt wine (essentially unaged whisky) and juniper spirit, which has been produced in Holland for more than 400 years. Traditionally, genever is served neat in a nip-waisted liqueur glass that’s filled all the way to the brim, forcing you to slurp the first sip before you dare pick it up (a good place to give this a go is the wonky little Wynand Fockink bar in Amsterdam, a one-room cubbyhole that has changed little since it opened in 1679). But genever also has a long track record of being used in punches and cocktails – a fine example is the nineteenth-century recipe for Holland Gin Punch on here.

The English got their first taste of genever during the Thirty Years War when they were fighting alongside the Dutch – the phrase ‘Dutch courage’ is thought to come from the juniper sharpeners they downed before going into battle.

But it was the accession in 1689 of the Dutch king, William of Orange, that really transformed England from a nation of brandy drinkers into a country blessed, and ultimately blighted, by gin. Almost as soon as he took the throne, William placed a ban on imports of French brandy, clearing the way for Dutch-style juniper spirits to become fashionable. Then, in 1690, he introduced a Distilling Act which placed a low excise duty on home-grown spirits and made it easy for anyone to turn their hand to distilling. His intention was to boost tax revenues and help the agricultural economy, but the result was a boom in unregulated gin production which saw the country embark on an alcoholic bender that lasted well into the eighteenth century.

And the city that bore the brunt of it was London: by 1725 a quarter of all houses in the capital were gin shops, dives in the vein of ‘shooting galleries’, where clients downed the necessaries before sleeping the effects off on a filthy pile of straw on the floor. By the 1740s Londoners were consuming ten gallons of gin a year for every man, woman and child – and that was just the legal stuff.

The social fallout of the Gin Craze was famously documented by William Hogarth in his 1751 drawing ‘Gin Lane’, a hellish scene showing the drunken populace in disarray: in one corner, a body swings from the rafters, in another a desperate couple pawn their last possessions for another hit of gin. Crowds brawl, people starve, lunatics run riot – one even impaling an infant on a spike – and in the centre of it all sprawls a prostitute, riddled with syphilitic sores, so drunk she doesn’t even notice the baby tumbling from her arms.

By the end of the 1750s, the Craze had begun to abate (historians disagree as to whether this was thanks to new legislation, or simply because gin production had become less profitable). Yet gin drinking remained a low-life activity for many decades after, until a new sort of establishment arrived to imbue it with a fresh kind of razzle-dazzle: the gin palace.

Kitted out with glittering engraved glass, gas lighting and ostentatious fixtures, the gin palaces drew working-class Londoners like moths to a flame. As Charles Dickens recounted in Sketches by Boz (1836):

All is light and brilliancy. The hum of many voices issues from that splendid gin-shop which forms the commencement of the two streets opposite; and the gay building with the fantastically ornamented parapet, the illuminated clock, the plate-glass windows surrounded by stucco rosettes, and its profusion of gas-lights in richly-gilt burners, is perfectly dazzling when contrasted with the darkness and dirt we have just left. The interior is even gayer than the exterior. A bar of French-polished mahogany, elegantly carved, extends the whole width of the place; and there are two side-aisles of great casks, painted green and gold, enclosed within a light brass rail, and bearing such inscriptions, as ‘Old Tom, 549;’ ‘Young Tom, 360;’ ‘Samson, 1421’.

The final sentence highlights the fact that the choice of juniper spirits had expanded considerably by this time – as well as genever and Old Tom (a type of gin sweetened with either sugar or liquorice, now undergoing a revival), there were such oddities as cream gin and gin cordials flavoured with ginger, cloves and peppermint, together with a new style that would eventually become popular the world over: London Dry gin.

Pioneered by the likes of Beefeater, Tanqueray and Hayman’s, this cleaner style of gin was made possible by the invention of the column still, which allowed people to distil spirit that was purer than ever before. With the heavy-handed flavourings of the past no longer necessary, distillers were freed up to create botanical recipes that exhibited a new degree of refinement. And what’s any right-minded person going to do with gin that’s this good? Make cocktails, of course. Which brings us to the next question: what gin should you buy?
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Ideally, every cocktail cabinet should contain at least three gins: a bracing all-rounder for G&Ts, a softer-style gin for cocktails and something a little more left-field for high days and holidays. And they should all be 40% abv, absolute minimum – any weaker and that botanical complexity quickly becomes very two-dimensional.

If you only buy one gin, make it a classic London Dry – that clean, juniper-heavy style will see you right whether you’re mixing a G&T, a punch or a Negroni.

Despite the name, London Dry gins don’t have to be made in London; they can be made anywhere in the world. What ‘London Dry’ (or sometimes just ‘London Gin’) indicates is that the gin has met certain rules in the way it’s made, most of which are far too geeky to go into here. The most important stipulation is that no flavourings can be added apart from those natural botanicals that go into the still (which means that Hendrick’s, for example, doesn’t qualify as a London Dry as the cucumber and rose essences are added after distillation). There are good London Drys and bad London Drys, but usually they all keep that juniper note to the fore.

The two London Drys I swear by will no doubt be very familiar to you. The first is Beefeater, which is actually distilled in London, just near the Oval cricket ground, and the second is Tanqueray, which is now distilled in Scotland. Beefeater has a bit of a dusty reputation, which is completely undeserved. It is a bold but beautifully balanced gin with a distinctly citrusy style that makes it a big favourite with bartenders. It also delivers a great bang for your buck.

While Beefeater includes bitter orange and lemon peels in its botanical make-up, Tanqueray has no citrus at all, just juniper, coriander seed, liquorice and angelica, giving it a more earthy, peppery character that’s as dry as a bone. A Martini made with this is guaranteed to sort you out.

Another gin I’d consider essential is Plymouth.

Tucked away down a cobbled lane just near the Plymouth docks, the Black Friars Distillery, where Plymouth gin is made, has a long and venerable history of supplying gin to the Royal Navy, and it still produces a high-strength Plymouth Navy Gin that is excellent if you want something to blow your socks off. The variety I’d really recommend for cocktails, though, is the standard Plymouth Gin, which comes in a beautiful glass bottle tinted the colour of the sea. Made with sweet rather than bitter orange peel and a botanical recipe that favours softer, more rootsy tones, it has a gentle, sparkling character that lends itself very well to mixing (it’s even name-checked in the iconic Savoy Cocktail Book of 1930).

Built on the site of a medieval monastery, the Black Friars Distillery is also interesting to visit as it’s steeped in history – after you’ve admired the 150-year-old still, make sure you stop for a Gimlet in the bar, which is housed in the remains of the vaulted refectory. If possible, try and visit in August, when the port echoes to the boom of the British Firework Championships.

Once you’ve got your classic gins in place, it might be nice to augment your selection with something from the new generation of micro-distillers out there.

Best known of the London brigade is probably Sipsmith, who kick-started the city’s micro-distilling scene when, in 2009, they fired up the city’s first new copper pot still for 200 years. Based in west London, they make a classy range of gins including Sipsmith VJOP, which uses a number of different distillation techniques to capture juniper’s many different facets – just a sniff of this and I’m immediately back in the hills of Umbria.

Another London micro-distillery I have a soft spot for is Sacred, which operates out of a north London house in the street where I grew up. Established by former City headhunter Ian Hart, this tiny operation uses a high-tech vacuum still to produce a fabulous gin with exotic notes of cardamom, angelica, nutmeg and frankincense which are superb in a Martini. They also do a very good red vermouth made with English wine.

From the other side of the Thames comes Dodd’s Gin, made by the London Distilling Company, a hip young outfit nestled among a cluster of neon-signed start-ups in an old dairy by Battersea Bridge. Based on a botanical recipe that includes bay, lime peel and London honey, this powerful spirit unfolds like an aromatic walk in a pine forest.

Two other gins from outside London which I love are Anno, a gin from the Kentish coast made with locally grown botanicals including lavender, hops and samphire, and Elephant Gin, a really compelling gin from Germany spiked with the sagey, slightly bitter notes of wormwood.

America is also doing a great job of shaking up traditional ideas of what a gin should be. An example of the less-is-more maxim is Death’s Door, a craft gin from Wisconsin which has just three botanicals in its make-up: fennel, coriander seed and juniper foraged locally on Washington Island. Cool, crunchy and fresh, this is one gin you could drink on the rocks.
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Even the best gin in the world won’t save a G&T if it’s made with tonic that’s warm and flat. So it’s vitally important to exercise some discipline with your mixers too.

This means buying tonic in little bottles or cans rather than by the litre – that way you can be sure it will always be at its peak, fizzy freshest however often you hit the gin. It may cost a little more upfront, but this will be offset by the fact that you don’t end up throwing half the contents away after they’ve gone flat in the back of the drinks cupboard. Like bin bags, tomatoes and loo roll, tonic is worth spending money on.

The benefits of tiny tonic cans aren’t just gustatory, they’re auditory too. Nothing makes me fall off the wagon faster than the sound of someone lifting one of those ring pulls, followed by the hiss and crack of bubbles meeting ice. By contrast, the defeated sigh emitted by a lukewarm, half-empty litre bottle of Schweppes must be one of the saddest sounds I know.

It is also critical that you store your tonic in the fridge. Not in the vegetable trolley among the onions. Or in the cupboard under the stairs. In. The. Fridge.

This is not me being a fusspot. It’s a scientific fact that tonic tastes better this way, because coldness helps to preserve carbonation, and carbonation is good for two reasons:

1.   CO2 bubbles suppress sweetness and emphasize sourness. In other words, tonic that’s cold and fizzy will taste citrusy and dry, while tonic that’s warm and flat will taste syrupy and sweet.

2.   CO2 bubbles make you feel nice. That prickle on your tongue – technically known as a ‘trigeminal sensation’ – triggers a release of endorphins, giving you a rush of pleasure. And you thought it was just the gin working.

I have to say I think a lot of the more expensive tonic brands are overrated. After conducting numerous blind-tastings, it’s clear to me that I’m a Schweppes girl, and no amount of horror stories about saccharine and artificial flavourings is going to change that.

Diet tonic, however, is another matter entirely. I used to regard all diet tonics as the devil’s work, but more recently I’ve acquired a taste for the upmarket Fever Tree Light Tonic, which has a clean, dry flavour that bears no resemblance to the sickly stuff. In fact, I like it so much I sometimes drink it without gin, you know, for fun, tarted up with a big squeeze of lemon and a dash of Angostura Bitters.

The recent trend for flavoured tonics is one that leaves me cold – I’ve tasted cardamom, lemongrass, even chocolate and mint tonic, and all of them were abominable. The only exception I can think of is Fever Tree Elderflower Tonic, which is pretty nice (although you could create a similar effect by just adding a teensy bit of elderflower cordial to your usual G&T).

If you’ve ever had a G&T in a nightclub you may have noticed it glows in the dark. That’s because quinine, the substance which gives tonic its bitter flavour, fluoresces under UV light. My husband and I put this to theatrical use at a party once, when we served a tower of G&T jellies by the glow of a black light bulb. Accompanied by that ghostly violin bit in Bartók’s ‘Romanian Folk Dances’, the overall effect was a spooky, wobbly, boozy Stonehenge. You can find the recipe in Cocktails by gastro mad-scientists Bompas & Parr.

Technically speaking, the G&T is a highball (the fancy name for a spirit-and-mixer drink) and should therefore be served in a long, tall highball or collins glass (I believe the tallness is meant to showcase the bubbles on their flight to the top, a bit like a champagne flute). But I prefer something a bit more chunky and squat, preferably with some weight to it.

In Spain, they like to drink their G&Ts out of goblets the size of a large grapefruit, stuffed with masses of crushed ice so it ends up being quite dilute. Perfect for a boiling-hot day in Barcelona perhaps, but possibly a little too flamboyant for the average Englishman.

There are some gins that like to hang their hat on unusual garnishes, but in the words of one of my favourite bartenders, Brian Silva, ‘Nothing beats a well-cut wedge.’ If you are tiring of the traditional lemon or lime, how about a slice of pink grapefruit? I also once had a very nice G&T made with Gin Mare – a Mediterranean gin flavoured with rosemary and olives – topped with orange and a sprig of thyme. Either way, your fruit should always be spanking fresh – no eau de fridge please – and prepared to order.

Alternatively, a wheel of cucumber adds a lovely, melon-scented freshness to a G&T, while a bruised stick of lemongrass can double as an aromatic stirrer. Or how about infusing your gin with some Earl Grey tea leaves to give it a touch of bergamot? And don’t forget about cocktail bitters – spicy Angostura for a more approachable take on the classic Pink Gin, or Bitter Truth Celery Bitters for a G&T so crunchy and savoury it could almost be mistaken for healthy.
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What’s the first alcoholic drink you can remember tasting? For me, it was a swig of leftover Pimm’s at a family party. The ice had probably melted away and the cucumber gone flabby, but I remember thinking it was jolly nice even then. I’m rather less prone to minesweeping these days, but the smell of an icy glass of Pimm’s, scattered with cucumber and mint, still never fails to trigger happy memories of summer.
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