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Praise for Michael Ruhlman



“Michael Ruhlman is a genius cook and teacher. I love his voice, his recipes, his tips, and the way he makes great cooking totally accessible.”

—Ina Garten, author of the Barefoot Contessa cookbooks and cooking show host

“He’s like a good friend joining you in the kitchen, and this book will certainly become the home cook’s trusted companion.”

—Thomas Keller, chef/proprietor, The French Laundry



Advance Praise for The Book of Cocktail Ratios



“Once again, Michael Ruhlman brings order and reason to a culinary realm once ruled by confusion and madness. The Book of Cocktail Ratios is the cocktail book most of us never knew we needed.”

—Alton Brown, author of Good Eats

“If memorizing dozens of cocktail recipes seems a daunting task, do not fear! In The Book of Cocktail Ratios, Michael Ruhlman distills dozens of classic drinks to their basics and shows us that by learning five simple formulas and a few techniques, you can simultaneously simplify your thinking of cocktails while vastly expanding your repertoire. It’s as essential to the home bartender as his book Ratio was to home cooks.”

—J. Kenji López-Alt, author of The Food Lab

“Michael Ruhlman is wickedly smart, engaging, and eternally curious, sure in his opinions but not too dogmatic to learn. The same holds true for this book: it’s so pleasantly conversational, so easy to get sucked into, that it almost makes you forget how unfailingly useful and instructive it is.”

—David Wondrich, editor in chief, The Oxford Companion to Spirits & Cocktails
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This book is dedicated to the barkeeps who move the craft forward.






Introduction
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This river that is the taker-away of pain,

And the giver-back of beauty!

—From “Lethe,” by Edna St. Vincent Millay
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The Power of Ratios
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For the past couple of years I’ve been experimenting with mixing cocktails in a series of Instagram posts that I call “The Friday Cocktail Hour.” Early on, the interrelated nature of cocktails became clear. I’m hardly the first person to realize that a Gimlet, a Daiquiri, and a Whiskey Sour are essentially the same cocktail using different spirits (gin, rum, and bourbon). The Cosmopolitan, Margarita, and Sidecar are likewise nearly identical in structure, using, in order, vodka, tequila, and brandy, with an orange liqueur and citrus. A Boulevardier is a Negroni made with whiskey rather than gin or, if you prefer, a Negroni is a Boulevardier made with gin rather than whiskey.

Most cocktail recipes, even more than food recipes, are fundamentally defined by their ratios, rather than by a unique combination of ingredients. A Manhattan is 2 parts spirit (American whiskey), 1 part sweet vermouth, and bitters. A Rob Roy is 2 parts spirit (Scotch), 1 part sweet vermouth, and bitters. A 2:1 ratio. (I don’t include bitters in these ratios because the volume is so small and amounts are discretionary.) A Negroni is traditionally 1:1:1, equal parts gin, sweet vermouth, and Campari. As an organizing principle in this book, I identify five primary ratios, or cocktail families, along with some miscellaneous cocktails that don’t fit neatly into a ratio but are worth ordering or mixing.

This book is for everyone who loves cocktails and wants to make them at home. If you think you know how to mix a good cocktail, you’re probably right. I’m hoping this book broadens your horizons exponentially, in terms of how you think about a cocktail and knowing why a cocktail works. It will also serve as a handy reference for our most beloved classics—and expand your awareness of how to vary and enhance those classics.

I also hope it is a provocative reference for professional mixologists (all of whom have their own variations on even the most straightforward cocktails). There are few finer companions than bartenders debating cocktails, over cocktails. I bow to those who have elevated tending bar to the deserved craft it has become, and rejoice in the embrace of the cocktail that mirrors our country’s increasing fascination with cooking and a focus on quality of ingredients. But this book is not about craft cocktails, for which I have an abiding love. My intent here is to simplify and demystify.

Exploring recipes for one of the most popular cocktails, the Margarita, you will confront a different recipe from virtually every available source. If you google “Margarita,” the first recipe that appears is from the largest digital cocktail site, Liquor.com:


	2 ounces blanco tequila

	½ ounce orange liqueur

	
1 ounce lime juice, freshly squeezed

	½ ounce agave syrup



Respected cocktail journalist Simon Difford offers a “straight up” Margarita, which hews to a straightforward sour ratio of 2 parts spirit to 1 part lime to 1 part orange liqueur (after all, the Margarita is essentially a Tequila Sour):


	1 ½ ounces blanco tequila

	¾ ounce triple sec

	¾ ounce lime juice

	⅙ ounce (1 teaspoon) agave syrup



In their book Cocktail Codex, the good folks at the famed East Village bar Death & Co (co-owners David Kaplan and Alex Day, and Brooklyn-based food writer Nick Fauchald), feature a Margarita that also stays close to a straightforward sour and, like Difford’s, includes additional sweetening:


	2 ounces Siembra Azul blanco tequila

	¾ ounce lime juice

	¾ ounce Cointreau

	¼ ounce simple syrup



And Mittie Hellmich’s The Ultimate Bar Book, boasting fifteen hundred recipes, instructs equal parts tequila and lime:


	1 ½ ounces tequila

	1 ½ ounces lime juice

	1 ounce Cointreau



I have tried each of the above and more. They are all very good, and each has slight distinctions defined by the ratio of the three main ingredients, as well as by whether they are sweetened with orange liqueur alone or via an additional form of sugar.

Where do you go from here, given countless variations? Back to the ratio 2:1:1 (see the Margarita).



While most books today, and certainly all those created out of the craft cocktail movement, are defined by their own subtle differences, this book aims to do the opposite, to identify the classic ratios of our great cocktails and move forward from there with meaningful and delicious variations. I want to remove the complexities from our fundamental and beloved cocktails and offer a convenient reference for them.

Ever since writing my first book about food and cooking, The Making of a Chef, about becoming a chef at the Culinary Institute of America, I’ve attempted to pare down recipes to their essence. It was at the CIA that Uwe Hestnar, a chef-instructor at the school, planted the seed of my compulsion to distill recipes down to their absolute fundamentals in order to understand how they work.

Hestnar oversaw all the Skills classes, the first kitchens students experience. After my Skills class, I asked if I could interview him. We met in his small office and talked about the fundamentals of cooking, which is what I was learning—how to make a stock, how to make a sauce, how to hold a knife properly, how to mince and dice. We would cook dishes out of the CIA’s massive text, The New Professional Chef. When the subject of recipes came up, Chef Hestnar gestured grandly at his shelves. They buckled from the weight of hundreds of cookbooks. He said, “The contents of all of these books? I can show you in two pages. Would you like to see?”

“Um, yeah.”

He pulled two pages from a file cabinet, actually one and a half pages, a spreadsheet-like configuration. Across the top were the numbers, 1, 2, 4, 6, 18, and down the left side, preparations such as “Aspic,” “Court Bouillon,” “Crêpes”—twenty-seven in all—and ending with “Velouté.”

These pieces of paper enthralled me. One line of the spreadsheet read “Hollandaise: 3 yolks, 1 pound butter.” Seriously? What about lemon juice, the main flavoring agent of this classic sauce? What about salt? Let alone a more complex vinegar reduction? But, I reflected, was it still hollandaise without the lemon juice, without the salt? Well, I guess. It would be bland, but you could have a sauce. Was it hollandaise without the butter? Without the emulsifying yolks? No.

Hestnar had reduced the complex emulsified butter sauce, famed for topping poached eggs and asparagus, down to its two fundamental ingredients.

I became obsessed with his ratios to the point where I asked an artistic friend to re-create his sheet in her elegant cursive. I asked her to title it “Kitchen Ratios: A History of Cooking,” because that’s what it amounted to, a condensation of hundreds of years of kitchen craft. I framed it and hung it above the sink in my kitchen. I would stare at it as I washed dishes. Pasta dough: 1 pound flour, 12 ounces egg. Sabayon: 1 quart wine, 4 cups sugar, 18 yolks. Year after year I pondered that chart, as I wrote other books. Ultimately, I realized—a dozen years after leaving the Culinary Institute—that any idea that had obsessed me for so long needed to be explored in a book.

The result, Ratio: The Simple Codes Behind the Craft of Everyday Cooking, breaks down all of cooking into twenty-three ratios—proportions of ingredients that give us stock and cake and biscuits, pasta and sausage and chocolate sauce. Recipes may look just like a list of ingredients, but what they really are is a description of the relationship between the ingredients, expressed as a ratio—not just how many eggs, say, but how many eggs relative to how much milk and flour. More milk and you’ve got crêpes. More flour and you’ve got cake.

Cocktail ratios are even more powerful than culinary ratios; the latter can vary depending on the desired result and required technique, but cocktails are 99 percent ratio, and the ingredients are simply mixed. Culinary ratios are affected by all manner of situational differences. Bread dough, for instance, is 5 parts flour to 3 parts water. The quality of the bread of course depends on this ratio, but even more so on room temperature and humidity, mixing and proof times. But a Manhattan—2 parts bourbon, 1 part sweet vermouth, plus bitters—is pretty much the same no matter who’s doing the mixing (no kneading, fermenting, proofing, shaping, or baking required).

I guess you could say this is a generalist’s cocktail book. Back to basics, which is where the real craft always lies.



The craft cocktail movement was started by two men, legendary restaurateur Joe Baum and bartender Dale DeGroff in 1987. Baum was about to open the Rainbow Room on the sixty-fifth floor of 30 Rockefeller Plaza, renovated to look as it had during its heyday in the 1930s. To go with the decor and menu, Baum asked DeGroff to create a cocktail menu to reflect the same style. This sent DeGroff off to explore the cocktails of that era and earlier. The success of the Rainbow Room’s bar program, along with DeGroff’s mentorship skills, set the “craft cocktail” in motion.

I would define craft cocktails as highly individuated drink recipes, typically combining a high-end spirit with other specific flavoring devices, whether a vermouth, an amaro, a bitter, a citrus juice, a flavored simple syrup, or a liqueur. Mixologists, during this renaissance, have explored cocktail history and resuscitated drinks that had gone out of fashion. Craft cocktails are defined (if not created) by the bartender or mixologist, who each have their own take on even the most classic of cocktails. For example, a Manhattan is 2 parts whiskey to 1 part vermouth. One of the best iterations of the Manhattan I’ve tasted is at the restaurant Dante, in New York City. It includes two whiskeys (Woodford rye, Woodford bourbon), two sweet vermouths (Cocchi di Torino, Mancino Chinato), Nocino walnut liqueur, and chocolate bitters.

One of the first craft cocktail bars, as we think of them today, was Angel’s Share, which opened in 1994 in New York’s East Village. And I’m proud to mention that in 1996, in my beloved hometown of Cleveland, a man named Paulius Nasvytis opened the Velvet Tango Room, where the bartenders weighed cocktail ingredients on a scale, years before some of the best-known craft cocktail bars began to make headlines. Most notably: Milk and Honey (2000), the Flatiron Lounge (2004), Pegu Club (2005), and Death & Co (2006)—all of them in Manhattan. The Violet Hour in Chicago and Clyde Common in Portland, Oregon, opened in 2007 as the movement spread beyond New York.

Craft cocktails are best suited to the bars that serve them, rather than the home bar. They often contain small amounts of expensive liqueurs or homemade cordials. I’m lucky to be able to wander down Hudson Street, a few blocks from my apartment in the West Village, and order an Aviation at the cocktail bar Employees Only. I know I’m never going to use enough crème de violette at home to warrant a purchase of this liqueur. Craft cocktail bars are set up to serve exactly these kinds of cocktails. I guarantee you, if I forked over thirty-five bucks for a bottle of Bénédictine, the herb-infused liqueur, just so I could try my hand at making a classic Vieux Carré at home, you would find that same bottle, all but full and covered in dust in the back of my liquor cabinet ten years later.

A cocktail, as most will agree, must contain at least three ingredients, not including the garnish. As Robert Simonson, author of 3-Ingredient Cocktails, notes, “One ingredient and you have a nice dram. Two, you’ve got a highball. Get three things to marry together, you’ve likely got a cocktail on your hands.”

The scores of cocktails in this book are all practical and attainable for the home mixologist. Once we have grafted a ratio into our bones, a thousand variations—and variations on variations—on that ratio become possible. O blissful sight!



I had my first taste of a Martini at age eight. My dad was an ad man who loved Martinis; if not quite the model of Don Draper, he was a ringer for the actor who played him. He took a sip of his drink and I asked what he was drinking.

“A Martini,” he said. As I continued to scrutinize it, he said. “Want to taste it? Go ahead.”

I did. It was revolting. “How can you drink that?” I asked, handing the drink back to him.

He chuckled, the light turned green, and we headed up Cedar Boulevard in his 1972 yellow Mustang convertible. It was a Saturday summer evening and we were picking up the babysitter.

Times and attitudes change. Twenty years later, my father would never think of making a cocktail for a car ride. Nor would he have countenanced a Martini made with anything other than gin.

Vodka represented a seismic shift in the country’s drinking life. Virtually unheard-of in the US in the 1940s, vodka would, twenty years later, steamroll the cocktail landscape via a brilliant marketing campaign by the Smirnoff company and become America’s most popular spirit. The vodka Martini (technically a Kangaroo, though no one calls it that) came into vogue in 1962 with the popularity of James Bond in Dr. No. Little could slow vodka’s marketing-driven popularity. Gimmicky cocktails like the Slippery Nipple and Sex on the Beach began to appear in the 1980s. But I, like Dad, became a gin Martini man, stirred, never shaken. (James Bond has not been good for cocktails.) Still, one cannot deny the popularity of vodka. I confess to appreciating the vodka-and-juice family of drinks (vodka and tangerine juice especially). But they’re not a family that can help us explore cocktails. They are in the category we call the N drink.

I only recently became aware of this category, N, when my wife, Ann, and I walked into a bar in New Orleans’s garden district. We asked for two Negronis.

The bartender said, “I don’t know what that is. We serve N drinks here.” To our puzzled faces he said, “You know, vodka ’n’ tonic, Scotch ’n’ soda, bourbon ’n’ ginger.” I was glad to know about this new category of drink. (I wish I’d thought to ask him for a Dark ’n’ Stormy.)

In addition to the five main cocktail families in this book—the Manhattan, the Negroni, the Daiquiri, the Margarita, and the Martini—I also include a chapter devoted to the vodka ’n’ juice category (such as the Madras, Seabreeze, and Greyhound) as well as another category of highball, those that use some form of carbonated beverage (the Paloma, for instance). Finally, you will find a miscellaneous category for cocktails that are truly unique and cannot be ratio-based but are worthy of our attention and respect. The Mai Tai, for example, is underappreciated, but its mixture of rums, juices, and almond syrup deserves discussion. And the Brandy Alexander provides a reason to explore the use of dairy in cocktails.



Life can be hard, sometimes terribly so. Life can also be grand. But most of the time, life is, happily, routine. Sometimes we are exhausted by it, sometimes energized. But no matter what, we want and need to talk and listen to our friends and beloveds as we move through our days and weeks.

The need to tell and hear stories, my mentor Reynolds Price told our writing class, is fundamental to our species. No human exists without story. Story is second in importance only to food and water; it is more important than love or shelter, which too many live without. We don’t exist without story. We even tell ourselves stories while we sleep.

The cocktail hour is actually story hour. It is a time to come together, whether with friends or the people we live with, with your neighborhood bartender or the surprise of convivial strangers at a bar, and offer good news or rejoice in the news of others, console and be consoled, advise and be advised, or simply share stories. Part of the greatness of the cocktail and the cocktail hour, for those who imbibe, is its reliability. There are few things in this world you can rely on absolutely. One of them is the cocktail and its endless capacity to ease the pressure of our day, to lift the weight of our daily toil, if only temporarily, in an endless variety of occasions.

I know of few greater pleasures than to meet a fellow cocktail nerd at Long Island Bar in Brooklyn and ask Phil Ward for a Division Bell or an Improved Whiskey Cocktail. I love just sitting at a bar—I love both the aesthetics of it, and the fact that a seat at the bar is a mixture of public and private space.

I couldn’t have been more thrilled to have a Martini with the editor of my very first book—wasn’t this the apotheosis of literary life in Manhattan? I will likewise never forget the first Mezcal Margaritas Ann and I had upon our arrival in Oaxaca, or the whiskey with a large ice cube we had at a New York City restaurant the night we fell in love.

And going out for cocktail hour is the best time to explore new cocktails, to order a Vieux Carré with its expensive Bénédictine or an Aviation with its uncommon crème de violette.

At home Ann and I make all kinds of cocktails and love the many things we can easily mix—a Mezcal Margarita, Whiskey Sour, Gimlet, Daiquiri, Boulevardier, Negroni, or Sidecar. The variety itself is a delight.

But more often than not, we, like most people, are comforted by our usuals. Meaning that for Ann, I will mix a Manhattan at the end of the day. For myself, a Martini. I will set out a ramekin of Pepperidge Farm Goldfish or some almonds, perhaps ready the cribbage board or turn on the news. We will sit, clink glass to glass, and talk and listen.

Ultimately, this book is a paean to that reliable time of day when we can take a breath, mix a cocktail, and, with gathering ease, tell the story of our day to those we love and listen to theirs.
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our desire roots us to each other,

our ankles like anchors, your coined eyes

on my Willendorf figure, my freckles

like splashes of sweet vermouth

—From “The First Bird,” My Infinity, by Didi Jackson
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A Brief History of the Cocktail

The cocktail is an American creation. According to David Wondrich in his book Imbibe! and his Oxford Companion to Spirits and Cocktails, the very first cocktail was a Dutch-style gin mixed with sugar and bitters, along with water or ice. Bitters have been around since at least the seventeenth century, primarily used for medicinal purposes. Wondrich tells us that the idea of combining a spirit with sugar and bitters was an English idea, but it was the newly minted United States of America that created a drinking culture. So we can say that what we now call the Old-Fashioned—whiskey, sugar, and bitters—is truly our foundational cocktail, and it remains one of the most popular cocktails we drink today.

“Between [the cocktail’s] debut in the years after the American Revolution and the 1830s,” Wondrich writes in the Oxford Companion, “when it became popular enough to become a symbol of the strange things Americans did with drinks, it changed very little.” By the 1840s, a cocktail was defined as brandy, sugar, absinthe, and bitters, with ice. But a cocktail was considered by most Americans to be, Wondrich writes, “a vulgar drink that was consumed by louche and outlandish men in disreputable circumstances.”

Not until after the Civil War did the cocktail begin to take on greater popularity. But these cocktails were essentially straight spirits, flavored with a liqueur such as curaçao or absinthe, and therefore very strong.

Enter vermouth, first documented in the United States in the late 1860s. The first vermouths were sweet and originated in the eighteenth century in Italy. By the nineteenth century in France, Joseph Noilly began to produce what was considered a radically different style of vermouth, a white, dry vermouth, and began exporting it to the United States. According to Dale “King Cocktail” DeGroff, those dry French vermouths arrived through the port of New Orleans, but it wasn’t until the 1880s or ’90s that they made their way north, where barkeeps had already been using primarily sweet Italian vermouth.

“There have been only a handful of seismic shifts in the evolution of the cocktail,” writes Robert Simonson in 3-Ingredient Cocktails. “But the arrival of vermouth on the American scene in the late nineteenth century is surely one of them.” There is no Manhattan, no Martini, no Negroni without vermouth. About one-third of the cocktails in this book call for vermouth.

With the introduction of vermouth, American cocktails really took off. Not only could they be variously flavored, they were also less alcoholic, so you could have more than one without ill effects. Most vermouth cocktails of the late nineteenth century were heavy on the vermouth relative to what we’re used to today, equal parts vermouth and spirit if not 2 parts vermouth. The father of modern bartending, Jerry Thomas, published his seminal volume, How to Mix Drinks, or the Bon-Vivant’s Companion, in 1862, and Harry Johnson published his Bartender’s Manual in 1869; both include recipes for cocktails that are at least equal parts spirit and vermouth.

By the early 1900s, American cocktails had become so popular, bars calling themselves “American” denoted the style of drinks they served. The Savoy Hotel in London (led by César Ritz and Auguste Escoffier) opened its American Bar in 1903. Harry’s New York Bar opened in Paris in 1911. Both are still going strong more than a century later.

With the Bronx cocktail (gin, sweet and dry vermouths, orange juice) and the Daiquiri (rum, lime juice, sugar) becoming popular in the first decade of the twentieth century, the notion that citrus juices could be included in a cocktail opened the door still wider. Cubans had been combining lime juice, sugar, and rum for centuries, but the Daiquiri didn’t make the leap from Cuba to America until the early 1900s. Add to these Italian aperitifs, known collectively as amari, a cocktail innovation that has only recently taken hold, and the cocktail world opens up further.

Ultimately, it was the popularity and wide availability of vermouths that allowed American bartenders to create the families of cocktails we know today. And families are what this book explores.
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