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To my wife, Joan –

The best cocktail companion a guy could ever have.


“POUR” RICHARD’S ALMANAC:
OBSERVATIONS BY THE AUTHOR

If there were no cocktail hour, we would have to invent one.

An evening without a cocktail is like an evening without a cocktail.

One toast to many is better than one toast too many.

The secret to an enjoyable life is not only being able to survive, but being able to survive in style. Therefore, even if you don’t drink much, drink only the best.

One of the saddest refrains in the English language is “Last Call.”


Unless otherwise credited, the majority of photographs in this book were taken by the author.


PREFACE

In spite of its title, this is not a book about drinking. That’s the easy part, and if practice makes perfect, chances are you’re already perfect at it. Just open your lips, bring up the glass, and swallow.
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Nor is this a book about imbibing to excess; that experience never seems worth it, and besides, moderation is the mantra, although, as the late Dean Martin observed, “You’re not drunk if you can lie on the floor without holding on.”

No, this is a book about how to drink, and also about what to drink, because you will discover, in going through the chapters, which describe practically every distilled spirit in the world, that there will be some you like more than others. And some that you may not like at all. That’s one of the reasons I wrote this book—to let you know what is out there in the spiritual world.

This is also a book that will help you appreciate what you’re drinking by explaining the differences of these spirits, including how they’re made, how they taste, and even how to taste them. It will also clear up a lot of ongoing confusion that exists in the drinking world, such as the distinction between single malts and blended scotch, why a Tennessee whiskey is not a bourbon, and even how to stock a home bar.

It will also make you a more stimulating conversationalist when it comes to discussing distilled spirits with friends and business associates and may—just may—get them to buy you a drink at the next social gathering, in awestruck recognition of your newfound drinking knowledge.

So set ’em up, and let’s start delving into one of life’s most pleasurable pastimes. After all, as Frank Sinatra once said, “I feel sorry for people who don’t drink. When they wake up in the morning, that’s as good as they’re going to feel all day.”

Cheers, Slange Var, À Votre Santé, Salud, Kampai, Prost, Skaal!

—RCH


Chapter 1

How to Taste Spirits like a Pro

There’s a difference between drinking a spirit and actually tasting it. That is, going beyond saying, “Gee, that’s good, I like it,” and mentally analyzing the aroma and trying to separate the various flavors within the spirit, because if you really want to venture into this realm, it’s important to know why you like—or don’t like—a particular spirit. This is what professional tasters do when sampling spirits at a distillery or judging spirits competitions. It’s a skill you can learn.
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A study in concentration. At the San Francisco World Spirits Competition, the author carefully notes his impressions of a bourbon flight in this acclaimed international blind tasting competition. Photo credit: David Wondrich

For example, as one of the judges at the San Francisco World Spirits Competition—the most prestigious “blind” tasting event in America (where glasses are numbered and we have no idea what the brands are)—we judge more than 2,000 spirits during this annual three-day event. Of course, when I tell this to people, they roll their eyes and say something like, “Man, I’d be on the table after the first hour.”

But it doesn’t work like that because, just as in wine tasting competitions I’ve judged, we don’t swallow the liquid. We spit it out into a “dump bucket.” Otherwise, with whiskey’s high alcoholic content, which ranges from 80 percent to double-digit cask strength proof, we’d not only be on the table, we’d be under it. Even so, there is always a minuscule amount of alcohol that permeates the mouth’s membranes—less than one half of 1 percent—but enough to make your tongue start to burn after a few hours. The best way to prevent this is to take a sip of bottled plain or sparkling water (Pellegrino is my preference) after every five or six tastings. Never use tap water, for the same reason you don’t want to make ice cubes with it: too many impurities to interfere with the spirit’s flavors. It also helps to eat a small piece of cheese or bread occasionally to clear your palate. A few of my fellow judges prefer beer to sparkling water, but personally, I don’t want to ingest any more alcohol than I have to, even if it is only 5 percent. Another trick is to sniff your hand every so often. People may stare at you, but it is a familiar smell for your senses and actually acts like a reset key on your internal computer.

But if you’re not giving out gold, silver, or bronze medals and just want to decipher a whiskey to determine what components make up its flavor, your task becomes less demanding and, I’ll admit, more enjoyable, because there is no pressure. But you still use the same techniques.

It all starts with the glass. When tasting (as opposed to drinking), it’s best to have a glass that narrows near the top, so the spirit’s aromas will be condensed. Fill the glass about a third full with your spirit of choice and tip it slightly in your hand. Notice how the liquid clings to the sides. You may also see some thick “legs” (that’s what they’re called) starting to run down the inside of the glass. Usually, with brown spirits at least, the thicker and slower moving the legs, the older and sweeter the whisk(e)y or brandy.

Next, gently swirl the spirit in the glass to aerate it, which releases more of the aromas. Place your nose near the opening of the glass and open your mouth slightly. This will cut the alcoholic “sting” to your nostrils. Try it both ways and you’ll see what I mean. Now breathe in gently and concentrate on what you’re experiencing. “Smells like bourbon,” you might say at first, but there’s more to it than that. Just like smelling a sea breeze, try to pick out the elements. You could be getting salt. Honey, cherries, or flowers are common elements in bourbon, ryes, and single malts.
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Having the proper tasting glasses is a key factor in being able to get the most character out of your spirit. These two are used in the San Francisco World Spirits Competition: (l.) the mouth-blown crystal NEAT (Naturally Engineered Aroma Technology) tasting glass cuts the nasal sting of high alcoholic drinks such as bourbons and single malts, while (r.) the hand-blown crystal Riedel copita glass is practical for analyzing delicate white spirits such as vodkas and gins.
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These are two of the newest tasting glasses: (l.) the Norlan whisky glass, with its faceted base and double-walled design (it is shaped differently inside from outside), aerates the liquid and focuses aroma at the same time; (r.) the D&L whisky glass combines the traditional snifter with the classic tumbler, offering the best attributes of both (large volume and channeling aroma).
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Commissioned by the makers of Ballantine’s blended scotch and designed for sipping in the zero gravity of outer space, where liquid would normally float around as shapeless globules, this Ballantine’s Space Glass ensures that even astronauts can enjoy cocktail hour. Constructed of specially engineered plastic, a reservoir in the bottom of the glass is filled via a nozzle and channels the whisky through a spiral tube that leads to a mouthpiece. Due to its properties that do not affect a whisky’s taste, rose gold is used throughout. Unfortunately, this glass is not yet available to earthbound tipplers, even those who sign on for one of the proposed Space X moon tours.
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The crystal Glencairn tasting glass is the preeminent choice at many Scottish distilleries and is the official glass of the Universal Whisky Experience, the Nth. Notice how its wide base showcases the color of this 40 Year Old Glenfiddich, while the narrow opening channels its aroma.

Now take a sip and gently “chew” the liquid, trying to mentally separate the different components. Vanilla? That could come from the oak barrels. A trace of smoke could be present if charred barrels were used, or if the malted barley had been dried over a fire. Now swallow the whisk(e)y, breathe out slowly, and try to decipher what you’re getting through your nose, which has many more receptors than your mouth.
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To fully capture a spirit’s aroma, crystal glasses should be washed in extremely hot water to alleviate any trace of detergent. And they should always be hand washed, as crystal scratches (and breaks!) in machine washers.
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In a true blind tasting, the glasses are covered (to capture and protect the aroma until the liquid is ready to be judged), and the spirits are only identified by a letter or number, nothing else.

The biggest challenge all of us encounter when tasting a spirit is trying to interpret what the various flavor components are. Don’t worry about it. Go with your experience. It could be gun oil, leather, or musty grass. I once described a sip of 100 proof Knob Creek bourbon as “like a slap across the face.”

[image: images]

Attending professional side-by-side spirits tastings, often hosted by a brand ambassador, is an excellent way to discover the differences in various expressions. In these cases, it is important to know the make and age or type of spirit, as you are tasting, not judging.
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At a side-by-side tasting of three different vintages of The Glenrothes single malts, variations in flavors and colors become readily apparent.

The best part about tasting at home or with friends (where you can compare notes) is that in the end, you will be able to do something the spirits competition judges can’t. You can swallow the whisk(e)y as much as you like.
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For me, the senses seemed heightened when checking the color—or lack thereof—in a tasting glass of clear, new-made cognac distillate at the House of Hennessy. Perhaps it was being right next to the stills that had produced this eau-de-vie. (Yes, it was cold in there, as the stills are shut down in late winter.)


Chapter 2

Apéritifs: A Prelude to the Evening

While many of us prefer a cocktail or perhaps a straight pour over ice to get the evening rolling, sometimes we really don’t want that heavy an alcoholic hit before we’ve even bit into our first hors d’oeuvre. That’s where apéritifs can play such an important role in relaxing our psyches and jump-starting conversation and appetites. Generally, apéritifs are slightly lower in alcoholic proof than, for example, whiskey or gin, which often makes them preferable for what may become a long evening ahead. Some of the most common apéritifs are amaros, vermouths, and dry sherries, but typically, they are more popular in Europe than in America.

[image: images]

At the Mario Batali-and-Joe-Bastianich-owned Carnevino restaurant at the Venetian in Las Vegas, you can find a number of seldom-encountered amari, such as Bràulio, which originated in 1875 and is created with a blend of thirteen botanicals, including gentian, juniper, wormwood, and yarrow. Many of the ingredients remain a secret, but their infusion of plants, herbs, and roots is known as “Alpine-styled,” which means its flavors are more pronounced.

Although the first written mention of an apéritif was by a fifth-century Greek known as Saint Diadochos of Photiki, one of the first apéritifs in relatively modern times was Carpano Antica Formula vermouth, a reddish-brown liquid invented by an Italian named Antonio Benedetto Carpano in 1786 and that is still available today. In fact, with its rich flavors of ethereal tannins, subtle root beer, almonds, and herbal spice, it has become one of the most sought-after vermouths by many mixologists seeking to make the perfect Manhattan. It’s also quite refreshing by itself over ice.

Next up, in 1884 Auguste Maurin founded a distillery in southeastern France, and today his original recipes have been re-created in the forms of Maurin Dry Vermouth, White Vermouth, and Red Vermouth, all of which are now imported into the US by Anchor Distilling. But undoubtedly more universally recognizable, in 1846 a French chemist named Joseph Dubonnet introduced his namesake apéritif, which started out as a cure for malaria (echoing the earlier origins of gin) but ended up being infused with herbs and spices to the point that his wife began serving it to their guests at dinner parties. Today, Dubonnet French Vermouth exists as Rouge and Blanc, the latter of which Queen Elizabeth II has enjoyed in her gin. Another historic brand, Boissiere, originated in France but is now made in Italy. After all, unlike tequila and cognac, for example, vermouth is not legally limited by geography. Thus, we are now seeing the emergence of American vermouths, such as Vya from Madera, California, Uncouth Vermouth from Brooklyn, New York, and Atsby from Mattituck, New York. With the exception of Gallo Sweet and their Extra Dry, US vermouths are primarily mall batch, artisanal endeavors.
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Martini’s recently released Riserva Speciale is made in both a Rubino and Ambrato style that reflect the old Torino craftsmanship of their first master herbalist. The full-bodied, bitter-rich, and woody Rubino lends depth to an Americano cocktail, while the lighter floral and slightly honeyed Ambrato is perfect with soda or Prosecco.
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Ricard Pastis is extremely popular in France, where it was created in 1932 by Paul Ricard. It is traditionally served in a highball glass with ice and water, which will make it transform from clear to milky white.

Indeed, vermouth forms one of the largest categories of apéritifs, and it is quite common in Europe to see diners at restaurants and cafés enjoying a premeal glass of chilled vermouth. For example, when I dined under the thirteenth-century vaulted stone ceilings of the Cellier et Morel restaurant in Montpellier, France, I was served Noilly Prat Original Dry over ice, with a few drops from a lemon slice, which was then dropped into the glass rimmed with lemon zest. And in Pessione, Italy, the home of Martini (formerly Martini & Rossi), I discovered the Martini Royale, which was created in 2012. Simple to make, it consists of equal parts of Martini Blanco vermouth and Prosecco poured into an ice-filled glass with a fresh lime wedge, and garnished with a sprig of mint. Of course, Cinzano Rosso has been around since 1786 and has since been joined by Cinzano Extra Dry and Cinzano Bianco, although these latter two are primarily used as cocktail ingredients. Montenegro, created by Herbalist Stanislao Cobianchi and distilled in Bologna, Italy, since 1885, is made with more than forty herbs and spices, using a secret formula involving boiling, maceration, distillation, and purified water from the Apennine Mountains. It is among the gentlest of all amari, and one of the most popular in Italy.
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Cointreau Triple Sec, Pernod Pastis, and Lillet Blanc (a sémillon-focused aromatized wine) are three popular French apéritifs that can be enjoyed by themselves or as ingredients in cocktails.
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Limited-edition anniversary bottles of Noilly Prat Ambré and Martini Gran Lusso flank a bottle of Antica Formula vermouth. All three are prized by serious mixologists.

Many vermouths, such as Dubonnet, are made from “secret” family recipes, which tends to be a bit off-putting to mixologists and others who like to know what they’re pouring. But in reality, most vermouths are made from wines infused or macerated with botanicals, then fortified with brandy and aged. This, of course, is a generality because Noilly Prat Original Dry, for example, which created the dry vermouth category in 1813, is made by aging and infusing a sweet white wine plus additional wines from the regional varietals Picpoul and Clairette Blanche. These are then combined with an herbal blend that includes Roman chamomile and gentians from France, nutmeg from Indonesia, and bitter orange from Tunisia.

In a simple-yet-complicated process, the sweet wines are aged by Noilly Prat for one year in huge nineteenth-century Canadian oak casks in the original cellars built by Louis Noilly in 1850. Meanwhile, the picpoul and clairette wines are oxidized—not aged, they are adamant in telling you—in well-used, bland oaken barrels outside, in the vast Noilly Prat courtyard, where a year’s worth of weather reduces and intensifies the contents dramatically. The indoor and outdoor wines are then blended and placed in huge barrels with a combination of twenty herbs and spices. There they are macerated in a vast cellar—which is substantially larger than a Costco warehouse, to give you an idea—called La Salle des Secrets (The Room of Secrets). After being stirred and monitored at regular intervals, the vermouth is filtered, aged for an additional six weeks, and finally bottled. Noilly Prat Rouge, which is also made with local white wines, uses a different combination of herbs and spices, which include saffron from Greece, cloves from Madagascar, and cocoa beans from Venezuela. The rest of the ingredients, of course, are “secret.”
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Founded in 1811 by John Blandy, this celebrated apéritif is still family owned and is the world’s leading producer of premium Madeira wines. The limited edition (just 300 bottles) Malmsey 1988 has been aged in oak barrels for twenty-five years, while the 5 Year Old Alvada is medium-bodied and refreshingly reminiscent of figs and dates.
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An early nineteenth-century Noilly Prat still.
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These huge casks, aging in cellars built by Louis Prat in 1850, are used for maturing mistelle sweet wine. Canadian oak was selected for the 100-year-old barrels because it was easy to bend into the large shapes, rather than for any flavoring qualities of the wood.
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The picpoul and clairette wines used in Noilly Prat vermouth are oxidized—not aged—in well-used, neutral oak barrels that are stored outside, in the vast Noilly Prat courtyard, where a year’s worth of weather reduces and intensifies the contents.
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The clairette wine in this glass was drawn directly from one of the barrels in L’Enclos courtyard at La Maison Noilly Prat. Although it will eventually be blended with picpoul wines, the wine by itself was refreshingly acidic and fruity enough to be enjoyed—at this point—on its own.
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After a year of oxidation, the wines used in Noilly Prat vermouth are blended and placed in these huge barrels and macerated with a mixture of twenty ground herbs and spices. After maceration, the vermouth is filtered and bottled. However, the Original Dry version is aged for an additional six weeks before being bottled.
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Noilly Prat Extra Dry (l.) is exclusive to the US market and is made with clairette wine only, while their Original Dry (r.) which, of course, has a drier taste, is available internationally and is made with both clairette and picpoul wines, which accounts for its slight yellowish hue.
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These small barrels are used to age Martini’s 150th anniversary limited edition Gran Lusso, the only Martini vermouth that is aged in wood.
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The barrels resting in L’Enclos at La Maison Noilly Prat are periodically watered down to keep them from cracking during fluctuating weather changes.
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Certain dry vermouths, such as Noilly Prat Original Dry, are a perfect accompaniment to fresh shellfish, as shown here off the coast of Marseillan at Port Rive Gauche, in Southern France.
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One of the classic copper pot stills used in the making of Martini vermouth.

Martini, on the other hand, undergoes a dramatically different process that involves the maceration of herbs in a hydroalcoholic solution that results in a concentrated liquid that is pot distilled and then aged in stainless-steel tanks. Although most vermouths use white wine as their base, Carpano Antica Formula starts out with red wine, which, based upon Carpano’s original 1786 recipe, creates one of the richest vermouths you can pour. Like most vermouths, its unique flavor is most apparent when poured over ice. No vodka, no gin, just vermouth.
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Some of the vast stainless-steel holding tanks for Martini vermouth.
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This is the way to drink vermouth in Italy:over ice with a slice of lemon.
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In 2015 Martini created a one-time offering of Gran Lusso, a 1904 recipe using Barbera and Trebbiano wines and aged eight years in oak. In the background is the relaunched Martini Bitter Aperitivo, which their master herbalist Ivano Tonutti created from the distillery's 1872 recipe.

All that notwithstanding, in America we have a hard time coming to grips with the fact that vermouth isn’t just for martinis or Manhattans. Thus, it is one of our least appreciated and most misinterpreted wine-based drinks. In reality, it is a refreshing, low alcoholic apéritif that is especially suitable for spring and summer. Perhaps it might help to think of vermouth as an operatic sonata sung by a soprano or a tenor, but certainly not a contralto or a baritone. That would be too heavy. But in the context of an opera, it is sophisticated, historic, and can be either feminine or masculine in character.
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An easy summertime apéritif to make is the Martini Royale, introduced in Pessione, Italy, in 2012 and consisting of equal amounts of Martini Blanco vermouth and soda, plus a slice of lime, ice, and a mint garnish.
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The rich color of Noilly Prat Ambré is indicative of its equally rich taste. Here it is being enjoyed chilled, with no ice to dilute its combination of forty-five spices and herbs, including cardamom, cinnamon, and lavender. A limited edition, it was previously only available in Marseillan, France, historic home of the Noilly Prat distillery.
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The ultimate way to chill a shot of Martini Blanco vermouth: pour it through a block of ice directly into a glass. This photo was taken by the author during Martini’s 150th anniversary celebration in Italy.

However, one of the few valid aversions to vermouth is that, especially when ordering it in restaurants and bars, customers do not always get a fresh pour. That is because, like any wine, once opened, the bottle’s contents start to oxidize and will only last, for all practical purposes, for about a month. After that, the vermouth starts losing its vitality and its flavors become muted, although keeping the bottle chilled will preserve it longer. And I have to admit, after pumping the air out of the bottle with a device such as the Vacu-Vin (been around for years; you can find them on the Internet and in practically any well-stocked wine shop), and keeping the vermouth in the fridge, I’ve kept opened bottles for six months to a year.

Another popular apéritif category is amaro, or in its plural form, amari, which may look and sound a little strange. Either way, it is the Italian word for “bitter,” which is certainly an underlying characteristic of most amari. But many of these libations are overtly sweet and thus are often thought of as digestifs, or after-dinner drinks. However, I prefer to end my meal with a cognac, port, or single malt, so I am classifying amaro as an apéritif, as that is usually the only time I and many others drink them—before a meal.

One of the most popular amari is Campari, which, along with equal measures of gin and sweet vermouth, plus an orange peel, is the very heart and soul of the Negroni, which is definitely a before-the-meal libation. In fact, invented by Gaspare Campari in 1860 and originally intended as a digestif, by 1880 it had switched sides of the meal and has forevermore been considered an apéritif.

Aperol is another amaro that has gained in popularity, thanks to its slightly bittersweet orange flavor, low 11 percent alcoholic content, and a pleasant affinity for soda or Prosecco (a low-alcoholic sparkling Italian wine). It is also used as a bitter in cocktails and has found a new home on aperol carts in many Italian-themed restaurants. Originally invented in 1919 by brothers Silvio and Luigi Barbieri, Aperol, coincidently enough, is now owned by Gruppo Campari, which has become a major player in the spirits world, with brands like Skyy vodka, Wild Turkey bourbon, and Appleton Estate rum. But those are spirits for other chapters.

Fernet-Branca has been making noticeable inroads into the amaro category in recent years, primarily due to its unique bitter-herbal flavor combined with its relatively stout 78 proof, which makes it one of the headiest of the amaro tipples. Extremely popular in such diverse geographic regions as San Francisco and Italy (where much of it is consumed as a digestif), Fernet-Branca should not be confused with just plain Fernet, which is actually a distinct category of amaro, to which Fernet-Branca belongs. Hence its name. First made in 1845 and still family owned, Fernet-Branca is made with twenty-seven different herbs and spices and the recipe, like so many amari, is a “secret” that only the company president, Niccolò Branca, knows. And he ain’t talkin’.

Another amaro with a secret recipe—this one dating from 1525—is Disaronno, or more properly, Disaronno Originale, to distinguish it as the original amaro, although it is sometimes referred to as a liqueur. It is certainly thick and sweet enough, but not overly so, as its bittersweet almond flavors are sufficiently seductive to beg for repeated sippings, either straight or on the rocks. As told to me in Italy while visiting the Reina family, who own the brand (among their many other holdings), in 1525 Bernardino Luini, one of Leonardo da Vinci’s pupils, was commissioned to paint a fresco of the Madonna for a church in the northern Italian town of Saronno. The local woman he selected to be his model was so honored that she presented the artist with a flask of a flavorful almond-and-herb-infused liqueur she had distilled for her own use, as was the custom at that time. Around 1600, her recipe was acquired by Giovanni Reina, a member of a prominent Saronno family, who began producing the liqueur for family and friends. Soon its tantalizing flavors became widespread, until today it is one of the most popular amari in the world. The closely guarded recipe continues to be been passed down, from generation to generation, within the Reina family.

The growing allure of amaro in America has led to a number of restaurateurs, such as Chef Mario Carbone, to feature amaro carts (which also present grappas, but that’s another chapter) to be wheeled up to diners at his Carbone restaurants in New York and Las Vegas. Other food and wine celebrities such as Mario Batali and Joe Bastianich stock a number of rare and unusual amari (in addition to those listed on the menu) at their Carnevino restaurant at the Venetian in Las Vegas. It has also inspired the relaunch of older amari, such as Zucca Rabarbaro, a bittersweet dark amber liqueur that dates from 1845. Once poured for such luminaries as Verdi and Toscanini at Café Zucca under Milan’s glass-domed Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II, Zucca Rabarbaro had its origins in 1845, when a doctor’s recipe for a potion to alleviate the indigestion of one of his patients, Tilde Zucca, was modified by her husband, Ettore, as a drink for his dinner guests. To this infusion of rhubarb (rabarbaro in Italian, but specifically the roots of Chinese rhubarb, which only grows in the mountainous regions of the Kansu Province) and medicinal herbs plus orange zest and cardamom seeds, Ettore Zucca added enough alcohol to bring the proof to 60 percent, thus inspiring the joviality of his guests and creating a popular drink that could be served as either an apéritif or digestif. Today, after having returned to its original formula and packaging, Zucca’s sweet herbal and slightly smoky, earthy-grassy overtones are a bit too intense to my tastes for drinking straight. As a mixture, or with a splash of soda water and a drop of fresh citrus, it makes a great prelude to a meal.

And of course, how can we ignore sherry, which can only come from Jerez (pronounced by the Spanish as “hare-ETH”), Spain. To be even more specific, all sherry is produced in what is known as “The Sherry Triangle,” which encompasses the towns of Jerez de la Frontera, El Puerto de Santa Maria, and Sanlucar de Barrameda, all of which are located in the southwestern part of the country.
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Family-owned Amaro Lucano dates from 1894, is made with more than thirty herbs and essential oils, and is brimming with floral and citrus flavors; Disaronno Originale, also family owned, is known for its bittersweet almond flavors and originated in the small Italian town of Saronno; Zucca, sweet, herbal, and slightly smoky, was once poured for such luminaries as Verdi and Toscanini at Café Zucca in Milan.

Like some amari, heavier versions of sherries, such as the dark Amontillado and Oloroso, which have been allowed to age longer in barrels and consequently have more pronounced tastes, can qualify as digestifs. But there are other sherries, specifically Finos and Manzanillas, which are ideally suited for apéritifs, as these two are both light, and dry. Properly chilled, they are a refreshing preamble to lunch or dinner and are a perfect match with seafood or vegetable appetizers. I once spent an enjoyable sun-baked afternoon in Jerez with some friends under the shade of an umbrella at a patio café while consuming copious amounts of roasted green peppers and tapas while dutifully hydrating ourselves with bottles of Tio Pepe Fino (cool, crisp, with notes of cucumbers and lemon and a slight spicy bite in the finish), which kept getting replenished in our tableside bucket of ice. Tio Pepe, by the way, translates into “Uncle Joe,” and besides being the best-selling sherry in the world and the flagship brand of family-owned sherry and wine producer González Byass, it was named as a tribute to the uncle and mentor of Manuel María González Ángel, who founded the company in 1835.
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(From l. to r.:) Lillet Blanc, which originally dates from 1872, was reformulated in the 1980s to take out the quinine-like bitterness. Today, it is primarily made with sémillon wine and fruit liqueurs; Lillet Rosé also incorporates sémillon, adding natural liqueurs handcrafted in Podensac, France, from sweet and bitter oranges and berries; and Lillet Rouge, which uses merlot to provide a softly robust and fruity flavor. People think they are vermouths, but they are actually a style of fortified wines.
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Lillet, tonic water, a fresh strawberry, a cucumber slice, and a sprig of mint make a refreshing warm-weather Lillet Spritz apéritif cocktail.

Historical trivia and pleasant Spanish memories aside, the fact is that sherry remains a hard sell in America in spite of its widespread popularity in Europe. Part of the reason for its being shunned on our shores is that many unknowing individuals serve it at room temperature. In reality, sherry should be served chilled. Also, in spite of the fact that sherry is made from grapes (specifically Palomino, Moscatel, and Pedro Ximenez, using the solera system, which gradually adds older vintages to younger ones to achieve a balanced taste), and then aged in barrels, most people do not think of sherry as a wine, which it is, although it is fortified with a small percentage of brandy, much like port—which is also a wine.

“I normally drink sherry in a white wine glass,” says Mauricio Gonzáles-Gordon, fifth generation of the founding family and Chairman of González Byass. “For a restaurant, that makes it easier to serve sherries, because they always have white wine glasses (as opposed to smaller sherry glasses) and that also sends a message to the consumer that it’s a wine. After all, it’s the same degree of alcohol with which we drink a lot of our wines today, and if you leave it in an open bottle it’s going to oxidize. In other words, it’s going to behave just like any white wine. For that reason we now show bottling dates on the back of the label, to help people understand that they should consume it before a certain time.

“But sherry is an acquired taste, to some extent,” Gonzáles admits, “although through cocktails, it’s an easy way to discover sherry. We’re also seeing a lot of interest in the drier styles right now. We’ve been trying to be quite innovative and creative over the last few years with sherries such as the Tio Pepe en Rama, for instance, a limited edition—unfiltered, unfined, just as if you take it straight from the cask.”

Because port, like sherry, is also a fortified wine, this might be a good place to mention that I often drink a chilled glass of Warre’s Warrior, Taylor Fladgate Late Bottled Vintage, or Sandeman Founder’s Reserve as an apéritif. I often do this on those evenings when I don’t want to consume a large amount of alcohol because I’ll be writing into the wee small hours, or I want to remember how the movie I’m watching ends. I’ll go into more detail in the chapter on port, but in choosing an apéritif, it’s simply a matter of taste and preference. In France, they favor the anise-flavored pastis, which eventually replaced absinthe after it was banned. Apple cider-like Calvados is popular in other parts of Europe, while ouzo—which is very close to a pastis in taste and temperament—reigns supreme in Greece. However, ouzo is one apéritif that could just as easily be relegated to the digestif category, as I have found it can pretty much destroy the palate if enjoyed before a meal. I recall, years ago, while attending an annual meeting of the Académie Internationale de la Pipe, the Greek ambassador gave each of us a bottle of ouzo. Of course the European members did not want to bring it back across the borders to their respective countries because, at that time, they would have been taxed for it. And I didn’t want to transport it by plane to America and risk landing with ouzo-infused luggage. So a few of us gathered in my hotel room the night before we left and consumed as much of our respective bottles as we could. And that explains why I have listed ouzo in the apéritif chapter, because I don’t think any of us ever made it to dinner.

[image: images]

Vermouth has no geographical boundaries, as shown by (l. to r.): Sacred, an exclusive small batch vermouth made for Dukes in London; Atsby Amberthorn is from New York; Cinzano Extra Dry is from Italy; and Maurin Rouge originated in France.


Chapter 3

Vodka—They’re Not All the Same

According to the US Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives, vodka is defined as “… neutral spirits so distilled or so treated after distillation with charcoal or other materials, as to be without distinctive character, aroma, taste, or color.”

Boy, did they ever get it wrong. It is evident that some of the folks at ATF haven’t been going to the right bars, as anyone who has ever had two different vodka martinis side by side can tell you. Just take a look at the back bar of any decent cocktail lounge. There’s a reason for all those bottles. In fact, it is because of the sometimes slight—but always noticeable—variations in vodkas that connoisseurs of this crystal spirit often order it by brand. And it’s also because of these differences in aroma and taste that vodka is usually first up at many blind spirits tastings, as it takes quite a bit more concentration—and a clear palate—to be able to discern some of the oh-so-subtle differences.
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These three vodkas may all look the same, but each comes from a different producer.
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Ketel One Oranje (made from Valencia and Mandarin oranges) and Citroen (infused with the essence of four types of lemons and two types of limes) use Ketel One pot-distilled vodka as a base.

[image: images]

The many flavors of Grey Goose. All are sourced by Maître de Chai François Thibault, who developed the original recipe for this vodka, which is made in Cognac.

[image: images]

Vodkas can be made anywhere, as evidenced by (l. to r.) Jean-Marc XO (France), Boru (Ireland), and Absolut’s Level (Sweden). All are best enjoyed served chilled and straight up.

Of course, we’re not talking about flavored vodkas, a whole different category that, frankly, has committed suicide by overindulging itself, with the exception of certain stalwarts such as Ketel One and Charbay, which use natural ingredients and fruits. We’re referring to the unadulterated distillation that is best enjoyed chilled, straight up, and requires no aging—which explains its ongoing proliferation. After all, in spite of all the other spirits in this book, vodka continues to be the Number One Pour in the United States.

Although Russia and Poland both claim to be the birthplace of vodka, most evidence seems to point to the Slavic Viatika monks, who first created a distillate resembling vodka back in the twelfth century; Polish vodka did not make its appearance until 200 years later. Today, vodka is distilled throughout the world, from Tito’s in Texas to Somboyo in Mongolia, and can be made from practically anything that grows. However, it is most commonly made from wheat, corn, rye, or potatoes, although there are some exceptions, such as the Armenian Oghi (sometimes referred to as Arak), which is distilled from fruit. The choice, of course, will influence its taste, from the delicate spice of Finland’s six-row barley used in Finlandia, to the four different types of wheat used for the herbaceous Jean-Marc XO in France, to the Idaho russet potatoes for the gently muscular Blue Ice in America. Also notable is the delicacy of organically grown Illinois corn for Kentucky’s Rain and the silky smoothness of viognier grapes for Hanger One in Northern California. And perhaps signaling a new trend in vodka production, Michelin-starred chef Alain Ducasse has teamed up with Grey Goose creator and cellar master François Thibault to create Grey Goose Interpreted By Ducasse, which is distilled from three different toasting styles of French winter wheat to create a vodka with a unique spicy depth.

The type of water used in the distillation process also plays an important role in vodka’s makeup. In fact, vodka’s name comes from the Slavic word voda, meaning water. The importance of this ingredient, which comprises 60 percent of vodka’s composition, was dramatically showcased a few years ago by Stolichnaya Elit’s Pristine Water Series. Over a period of three years, the Pristine Water Series introduced very limited-edition bottles of prestige vodkas that had been made with some of the purest waters in the world, specifically from rock-filtered snowmelt waters in the Himalayas, the Blue Spring of New Zealand, and the Agua Clara Spring in the Andes Mountains of Chile. At $3,000 a bottle, they all sold out, with a portion of each sale donated to the Oceana conservation charity. Which doesn’t make the price of Grey Goose—the first vodka to break the $30 price barrier—seem so unrealistic.

[image: images]

Named after the Belvedere Palace in Poland, which is depicted on its frosty bottle, Belvedere vodka is distilled four times from Dankowskie Gold Rye. The fruits used in their flavored vodkas are macerated in order to preserve their natural flavors.
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Vodka is an ideal spirit for infusing with fruits and berries. Normally fruits such as blueberries and cherries (shown here) should be infused or soaked in premium vodka for a forty-five-day period. Keep in the fridge and serve chilled. Afterwards, the fruits can be used in cocktails.

No matter the price, water—and where it is sourced from—is a major contributor to vodka’s varying flavors. The natural purity of the Arctic’s rain and glacier water translates into Finlandia’s crispness. A slightly rounder flavor is derived from Rocky Mountain snowcaps for Blue Ice. Limestone-filtered water flowing through the Cognac region in France gives Grey Goose its sharp, stiletto-like characteristic, while in Iceland, Reyka’s crisp, flavor-laden taste comes from naturally demineralized glacier water trickling into Grabrok Spring, one of the world’s purest water sources.

Another factor shaping vodka’s characteristics is the distillation technique and the number of times and types of filtration, a process that affects vodka’s crispness and clarity. To create vodka, yeast is added to the water and organic material to start the fermentation that converts starches into sugar. In the case of column distillation—the most commonly used in vodka making—this mixture, called “wort,” is heated in long, cylindrical column stills. Because alcohol boils at a lower temperature (172 degrees F.) than water (212 degrees F.), the alcoholic vapors rise and condense on metal plates within the columns and are redistilled multiple times.
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This unique combination copper pot still (foreground) and column still (background) is used by the Nolet distillery for making their vodkas and gins.
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At the Nolet Distillery in Schiedam, Holland, the author tries his hand at firing up the original pot still, Distilleerketel No. 1, which is still used to this day.

A few vodkas, such as Jean Marc XO and Ketel One, are produced using the older, more labor-intensive pot still method. A bulbous copper pot still boils the distillate to produce the alcoholic vapors, which are condensed in the still’s neck and then redistilled in a smaller copper alembic still, much like single malt whisky. The flavors of copper-pot-distilled vodkas are usually more pronounced than spirits produced in column stills.

Continuing on in the process, a vodka’s character is also influenced by filtration, which is often interpreted as a symbol of quality but is more a matter of style; filtration influences the spirit’s taste and, hence, its mouth feel. For example, Finlandia, the second-best-selling vodka in the world, is not filtered at all, while Skyy 90—made from the purest distillate of any vodka (the Pristine Water Series notwithstanding)—is only filtered once. At the other extreme, Jean-Marc XO, which boasts an extremely long finish, is filtered nine times, while Smirnoff is triple filtered, which gives it a middle-of-the-road balance that has made it the world’s best-selling vodka.
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