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To those like me who shied away from their creativity: let it loose! 
—Matt
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INTRODUCTION

At its core, cocktail culture is about relaxing, sipping on something delicious, and having a bit of fun. That spirit guides our interpretation of healthy in this book, too: combining the goodness of less-processed, lower-calorie, and more nutritionally dense ingredients with both classic and experimental styles of beverage to take the edge off without compromising any New Year’s resolutions or fitness goals. To me, having control over every part of the cocktail—from choosing quality liquor to mastering flavorful infusions, tinctures, and syrups—is the best way to maximize taste without sacrificing flavor and enjoyment.

I don’t wish a life of vodka-sodas on anyone, but I do appreciate the simplicity of that drink. That’s why the recipes in this book are unfussy and easy to whip up for either a solo tipple or a group gathering. They also emphasize freshness in the form of juices or whole fruits and vegetables. I’ve also taken refined sugar out of the equation by making syrups from natural alternatives like monk fruit or xylitol (derived from birch trees), removing premade mixers, and shying away from high-sugar liqueurs and amaros. In some instances, I’ve removed the alcohol altogether in favor of zero-proof mocktails that are still multilayered and flavorful but contain few to no calories. This does require a little bit of extra effort, but I think it’s well worth it in delicious liquid results.

Living a healthy life necessitates a sustainable lifestyle, and these cocktails aim to find that balance of allowing some indulgences without causing you to guiltily reflect back on a night’s fun. I hope you enjoy the heck out of each beverage, knowing you don’t need to count calories, and learn some novel new techniques and tricks along the way. Ultimately, these recipes are meant to set a foundation for healthy cocktails, and I leave it up to you to imbue them with your own whims and personality, whether you choose a more seasonally appropriate fruit for a smash or switch up a spice for a syrup. The possibilities are endless, which is why I’ve concocted this useful flavor profile and cocktail-style matrix to help categorize the recipes of this book and serve as a jumping-off point for your own future creations.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK
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MARATHONS & MIXOLOGY 
About the Mixologist

The first time I ever served a cocktail to anyone besides myself and my then-girlfriend, now-wife, Jenny, was at our inaugural pop-up dinner. That was back in 2014, many moons and hundreds of events ago, when the two of us first had the (slightly harebrained) idea to start hosting food- and drink-centric events. We started first out of our home, gathering small groups of people who wanted something deeper and more thoughtful than the regular ol’ weather-and-subway conversation, then slowly migrated into venues across the world (some of my personal favorites include an island hotel in Nicaragua, an abandoned warehouse in San Francisco, and a multi-floor museum in NYC). You could say it was the ultimate trial by fire; not only was this an exercise in vulnerability and openness for me—I was doing something I was actively interested in but completely new to sharing with others—but it was also a learning curve to see if and how Jenny and I could work together to build something to bring out both our creative sides.

I still remember what I made: two cocktails, one called Cloak & Swagger, the other Oriental, both from the secret recipe book of mixologist Greg Best (then of Atlanta’s Holeman and Finch Public House). Until I had met him a year or so prior, I only considered myself a good drinker—not particularly discerning, nor particularly interested in knowing more. When I wandered into his bar, right around the corner from where I lived, his obvious love for craft cocktails and deep knowledge of the space pulled me in immediately. When you ordered any drink, he would tell you its origin story, how he made every single ingredient—bitters, syrups, infusions—and why it made sense for the ethos of his bar. That was a clear delineation for me, learning the rich and complex history behind the alcohols I enjoyed and realizing the enjoyment of drinking isn’t at all about maximizing the volume of alcohol being consumed. I found myself at Greg’s bar at least a few times a week just listening, watching, absorbing. As I was leaving the city to move up north, he gifted me with a recipe book containing dozens of his and other mixologists’ tried-and-true recipes as a way to help me muster up the courage to make and serve drinks to others.

Even with his book, my first cocktail service did not go so well. I followed every recipe to a T, yet they just didn’t taste the way I remembered. Everything was too boozy, and the balance was just wrong somehow. I felt open and exposed, bringing a tray of these cocktails-in-progress to new people who could certainly judge me. But I’d be damned if I let that fear, that pressure, dampen something I could feel had grabbed me. So I got to work, researching everything I could about cocktails: first liquors; then liqueurs, amaros, and other odd ingredients; styles of drinks; the golden ratio and when to break it. I made every single one of the recipes in the book until I struck a rhythm between pours, stirs, and shakes as the balance of each cocktail slowly became muscle memory and not a strain. I was able to wean off riffing on others’ recipes to creating my own for the last four or so years now (there’s a story about that later in the book too), and after making tens of thousands of drinks, I can say definitively there have been some great ones and some terrible ones, but all of them have been part of the most fun ride I could’ve ever dreamed up for a formerly self-described “noncreative type.”

Alongside my journey as a mixologist has also been my growth as a marathon runner. While being active and healthy has always been part of my DNA—growing up, I was always outside playing basketball, then I went through an era of mixed martial arts and weight lifting—things really fell into place when I started running. I was fresh out of college and looking for an exercise outlet when a colleague of mine mentioned she was running a half marathon. Being the (slight) extremist that I am, I figured why not go for the full one? That was ten years ago. My first full marathon was Nashville, the next Savannah, then New Orleans. It didn’t take long to fully integrate races into my life, which naturally led me to set a goal for myself to complete the 51 in 50 (50 marathons in 50 states, plus Washington, DC).

I’m now nineteen marathons in, and I’ll be honest: juggling these two particular passions of mine has not come easily. When Jenny and I were “doing research” by going to cocktail bars, I often felt frustrated because I couldn’t imbibe more freely due to my marathon schedule and diet. The high amount of sugars in certain cocktail ingredients—especially amaros and liqueurs—became a pain point for me as I contemplated having another at the bar. As a result, I began working on a subset of feel-good, better-for-you cocktails I could shake up when I was training for my next race that wouldn’t physically—and mentally—come bite me later. With that, my cocktail style had organically evolved to include more esoteric alcohols and ingredients, with a proclivity toward drawing out savory, surprising, and umami flavors in a drink, especially when in complement or contrast to the flavors of Jenny’s food. The element of surprise in a drink is the ultimate goal for me. I love to watch guests’ reactions as they sip something with certain expectations in mind but are led in a completely new direction by the flavor or texture. Some of my favorite experiments are with specialty syrups or vermouths I make from scratch, or obscure amaros and liqueurs I seek out for that certain je ne sais pas.
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Nothing in life comes for free, and there are always trade-offs to making something “healthier.” For me, the cocktails in this book are about keeping as much of the essence of a cocktail or the spirit of relaxing with a drink alive—but with subtle changes like reducing the alcohol an ounce, finding better sugar alternatives, mirroring complexity with natural flavorings instead of a prepackaged bottle. Living a healthy lifestyle is also about how the mind feels, and sometimes that means I do want to (and should) have that extra drink and gleefully order a dessert, too. Marathons and mixology are both part of my life, but neither one nor the other are my life—my “healthy” routine is as subject to ebbs and flows as is anyone else’s, which may be fundamentally what makes us healthy and human. That’s why I also incorporated some “Cheat Day” recipes in this book, because all things aside, I’m here to celebrate the spirit of what cocktail culture means to me: the joy of drinking something delicious, the candidness of interpersonal connection, and the enthusiasm to always be learning something new.
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COCKTAILS 101

The jargon around cocktails was one of the first things I had to become comfortable with as a self-taught mixologist. I won’t lie and say it was easy and that I picked things up seamlessly. There was absolutely a “ramp up” process, but as in any profession, building a foundation of knowledge is far more rewarding and useful in the long term than trying to “hack” your way into the cocktail world learning things piecemeal, or only one recipe at a time. Trust me, I tried the latter first—and I found I couldn’t make any new drinks, only copy others, because I fundamentally didn’t understand the why behind what I was doing. This chapter is a crash course in words, techniques, tools, and theories you should know before getting into making drinks. I believe once you’re very comfortable being able to make high-quality, well-balanced regular-calorie cocktails, figuring out ways to “health-ify” them becomes a lot easier.

TOOLS

Shaker: An enclosed metal container with a base and a lid used to shake liquid cocktail ingredients, typically with ice and sometimes without (a dry shake). There are several types of shakers, notably, the cobbler shaker, a three-piece shaker that contains a base, lid with built-in strainer, and a cap that fits over the lid, and the Boston shaker, a two-part shaker with a metal base and a glass pint glass that fit tightly together (and that requires the use of a separate strainer).

Mixing Glass: Usually a glass beaker, but sometimes also a metal or container of a different material, that is used for stirred drinks. Ice is added to the mixing glass, alongside the cocktail ingredients, and the drink is stirred with a barspoon.

Jigger: An hourglass-shaped metal device that measures liquid cocktail ingredients. One side typically has a larger capacity than the other. Jiggers come in a variety of measurements, but I prefer jiggers that have a 1.5-ounce capacity on the large side and a 1-ounce capacity on the small side.

Strainers: There are three main types of strainers. The Hawthorne, often referred to simply as a cocktail strainer, has a metal spring that coils around a flat, perforated circular disc attached to a metal handle. The metal spring fits easily into standard cocktail shakers and mixing glasses and filters out the ice used for shaking the cocktail and other large particles. A julep strainer is a perforated concave metal disc with a handle. When inserted properly—at a slight angle—this fits snugly into shakers and mixing glasses to filter out ice and particles. A chinois or fine-mesh strainer is a cone-shaped strainer that is much finer in texture and that is often used as a second strainer for cocktails that require double straining through a Hawthorne and a fine mesh to remove smaller ice pieces or solid particles.
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