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INTRODUCTION



I STILL REMEMBER THAT DARK ’N STORMY COCKTAIL FROM 2008. IT WAS LIKE NOTHING I’D EVER TASTED BEFORE.

With a complex ginger kick and a mild rum funk, it was a perfectly balanced drink that I kept thinking about on the taxi ride home from the newly opened Clover Club bar in Brooklyn. I was in my early twenties and suddenly found myself in the heart of a New York City cocktail renaissance, which planted the seed for my love of craft cocktails. After moving to the East Village in Manhattan and frequenting legendary downtown cocktail bars like Death & Co, PDT, and Pegu Club, I was hooked.

I continued my quest after moving to San Francisco, but these cocktails weren’t easy on the wallet. I started to wonder if one could recreate those fifteen-dollar Old Fashioneds at home, and with a little trial and error, I was able to hack together a passable replica. Then a gift from my partner, Rishita, changed everything. It was a “Cocktails 101” class at a famous local speakeasy called Bourbon and Branch. I’ll never forget showing up solo to an event that was clearly designed for couples on a date.

I awkwardly took my seat for one at the bar, surrounded by couples making small talk, meaning the bartender instructor then had 100 percent of my attention. In that class I learned some key fundamentals of cocktail making: how to balance a drink with sugar and acid, the importance of fresh ingredients, and that there are really only a few foundational cocktail templates to learn.

Once I mastered the basics, I moved on to more elaborate experiments, often involving manipulation of ice. My “ice ball cocktail” (see page 147) was a ridiculous trick I created where I inject a cocktail into a hollow ice ball shell then smash it open for guests. After enough requests to explain how to make it, I filmed a low-budget video of the process on my smartphone and posted it to YouTube. Somehow that video took off, and Cocktail Chemistry was born in my kitchen!

Playing around with cocktails developed into a passion, which evolved into a YouTube channel, which resulted in the book you’re holding today. I’ve never worked as a professional bartender, but through rigorous home experimentation, studying the science of flavor and balance, and no shortage of immediate (and often harsh) feedback from an online audience of hundreds of thousands of cocktail enthusiasts, I’ve developed a unique perspective on home bartending.

We home bartenders are growing in numbers every day, and with so many quality spirits, ingredients, and bar tools now on the market, there’s never been a better time to go beyond your whiskey on the rocks or gin and tonic.

My YouTube channel has been designed for the home bartender and to meet you where you are in your cocktail journey, from classic recipes to advanced techniques. But I believe cocktails should also be about having fun, and that inspired the structure of the channel. In that spirit I started recreating drinks from pop culture as a fun callback to iconic drinks, such as the Vesper martini from Casino Royale or butterbeer from Harry Potter, also improving on the original versions when needed (which is very often!).
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This book follows the same format. Each section starts with a cocktail I recreate from pop culture. From there we explore related recipes and techniques, like how to make the ultimate martini or how to infuse bourbon with brown butter. These pages represent the culmination of the knowledge I’ve gained, both learning and teaching the craft of cocktails, and I couldn’t be more excited to share it with you here.

Cheers,

Nick







BAR TOOLS

FOR THOSE JUST GETTING STARTED, HERE’S A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF STANDARD HOME BAR EQUIPMENT AND HOW IT IS USED.




1 BOSTON SHAKER


My preferred type of shaker; it either comes as two metal shaker tins or a combination of one tin and one pint glass. The latter version is heavier but tends to separate more easily after shaking. Shake drinks in a Boston shaker with four ice cubes to mix, chill, dilute, and aerate your cocktail, typically one with citrus juice. To learn more about how to shake a cocktail, see Shaken or Stirred? The Science of Dilution.


2 HAWTHORNE STRAINER


Use this coiled strainer with a Boston shaker to strain out large chunks of ice or other solids, such as fruit. After shaking the cocktail, hold the Hawthorne strainer firmly on top of the larger shaker tin when pouring the cocktail into your glass.


3 FINE-MESH STRAINER


This is a tool that allows you to “double strain” your cocktail by catching any finer bits from the shaker tin, such as citrus pulp or small shards of ice. Pour the cocktail through a Hawthorne strainer over the fine-mesh strainer directly into the serving glass.


4 COBBLER SHAKER


A common beginner’s shaker, this three-piece set consists of a single tin with a cap on top and a built-in strainer that fits snugly on the shaker tin. The cap also doubles as a small jigger for measuring liquid ingredients. While the cobbler shaker might seem like an elegant all-in-one tool, the cap often sticks after shaking and the parts can be harder to clean than the ones in a Boston shaker.


5 MIXING GLASS


An optional tool for stirred cocktails, a mixing glass is typically used to make spirit-forward drinks with no citrus juice. While you can get away with just using a pint glass, I’d recommend investing in a proper mixing glass if you plan to make multiple stirred cocktails at a time. To learn more about how to stir a cocktail, see Shaken or Stirred? The Science of Dilution.


6 JULEP STRAINER

Originally designed to hold back ice from your mustached face as you sip your juleps and cobblers, today this strainer that looks like a large, perforated spoon is often cast aside in favor of the coiled Hawthorne strainer. I tend to use the julep strainer for stirred drinks in my larger mixing glass, but that’s just a personal preference.
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7 JIGGER


Essential for measuring liquid ingredients, jiggers come in all shapes and sizes and have different uses. Double-sided jiggers are efficient for bartending as they let you quickly pour to the surface of either the small or large end and dump the liquid into your mixing vessel.


8 BARSPOON


A long-handled spoon used primarily for stirring cocktails, the barspoon’s thin and threaded shaft makes it easier to grip and manipulate than a conventional spoon. Recipes sometimes call for a barspoon of liquid, and while barspoons may vary in size the capacity of the spoon is typically about a teaspoon or 5 milliliters.


9 PEELER


A vegetable peeler is often used to shave a wide strip of zest from citrus fruit to create a “twist” for garnishing a drink. I prefer a Y-shaped peeler, occasionally trimming the twist with a knife to make the edges straight if I’m feeling fancy.


10 HAND Juicer


One of the most important tools for making sour cocktails with fresh citrus juice, a two-handled hand juicer is the easiest way to squeeze juice from lemons or limes. Invest in a high-quality durable juicer if you plan to make a lot of shaken cocktails.


11 METAL SPOON STRAW


Completely optional, but I love serving highballs or drinks in a Collins glass with this utensil. The bowl at the end of the straw makes it easy to mix the drink, and it’s a more sustainable alternative to disposable plastic straws, which don’t hold up nearly as well.


12 MUDDLER


A muddler is helpful for getting out all your pent-up rage as you extract juices or essential oils from fruits, vegetables, or herbs in your cocktail shaker. You can find a cheap wooden muddler or invest in a plastic-tipped metal version that’s easier to clean.


13 SILICONE ICE CUBE TRAY (1.25-INCH CUBES)


While you can certainly use whatever ice cubes you have in your home freezer, I prefer making 1.25-inch cubes of ice in a silicone tray. They present better than those half-moon-shaped ice cubes from a plastic tray. I also use these cubes for shaking and stirring cocktails to achieve consistent chilling and dilution. Just be aware that over time the silicone can take on some freezer-burn taste that requires you to wash it.


14 SILICONE ICE CUBE TRAY FOR LARGE ICE CUBES (2-INCH CUBES)


This tray creates ice cubes that are large enough to be used for cocktails served in rocks glasses. Compared to multiple smaller cubes, large cubes have less surface area that won’t dilute your drink as much. To learn how to make beautiful, perfectly clear ice cubes, see Clear Ice.


15 ICE BALL MOLDS (2.5-INCH)


These molds yield large ice balls that are perfectly spherical. Ice balls serve a similar purpose to large ice cubes (less dilution in your cocktail), but they are spheres.
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GLASSWARE

COCKTAIL GLASSES VARY BY CAPACITY AND SHAPE, MAKING EACH OPTIMAL FOR CERTAIN TYPES OF DRINKS, BUT AT THE END OF THE DAY IT LARGELY COMES DOWN TO PERSONAL PREFERENCE. WANT TO DRINK YOUR OLD FASHIONED OUT OF A SOLO CUP? HAVE AT IT. HERE ARE SOME OF THE MORE COMMON TYPES OF COCKTAIL GLASSWARE AND WHAT TO SERVE IN THEM.
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1 OLD FASHIONED GLASS


Sometimes called a “rocks glass,” it’s short and wide and often used for cocktails served, you guessed it, “on the rocks” (meaning over ice). You’ll use it all the time for spirit-forward or sour cocktails. The capacity of Old Fashioned glasses can vary slightly, but it’s likely around 6 to 10 ounces (180 to 300 milliliters).
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2 DOUBLE OLD FASHIONED GLASS (DOF)


Just a larger version of your Old Fashioned glass with a capacity typically closer to 15 ounces (450 milliliters). It’s often used for drinks with either a lot of liquid, a lot of ice, or both. DOFs are great for tiki drinks if you aren’t into or don’t have tiki mugs.
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3 V-SHAPED MARTINI GLASS


Most see this as the iconic cocktail glass, designed for cocktails served “up” (meaning without ice). The long stem allows you to grip the glass without warming the cocktail with your hand, and the wide mouth is ideal for aromatic cocktails or big garnishes. Recently this glass has fallen out of favor in the cocktail world as its top-heavy design and oversized capacity makes it easy to spill drinks. I never use one, instead opting for a coupe.
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4 COUPE


Sometimes called a “Champagne coupe,” today this shallow, stemmed, bowl-shaped glass has largely replaced the martini glass for cocktails served up, and is also often utilized for Champagne cocktails. I use a 5.5-ounce (160-milliliter) capacity coupe for most of my sour cocktails, though you can find larger coupes that are ideal for egg-white cocktails or other drinks with more volume.
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5 NICK & NORA GLASS


Somewhere between a stemmed wineglass and a coupe is the Nick & Nora, named after The Thin Man series characters Nick and Nora Charles, who made frequent use of this drinkware. This glass has a similar capacity to a coupe and can be used interchangeably; it’s really just a matter of preference and style. I tend to use it for stirred cocktails served up, like the Manhattan.
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6 CHAMPAGNE FLUTE


Whether stemmed or stemless, the Champagne flute is often tapered inward toward the top. This preserves the carbonation by reducing the surface area from which it can escape. The flute is used for Champagne cocktails, like the French 75, as well as other drinks topped with sparkling wine.
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7 COLLINS/HIGHBALL GLASS


This tall glass is ideal for highballs with carbonated ingredients served with ice, such as the Tom Collins or gin and tonic. Technically, a Collins glass is a bit taller and sometimes narrower than a highball glass, but they are used interchangeably.
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SWEET, SOUR, BITTER, AND SALTY

ALL COCKTAILS WILL INVOLVE SOME KIND OF FLAVORING BEYOND THE BASE SPIRIT, SO IT’S IMPORTANT TO UNDERSTAND SOME OF THE FUNDAMENTAL FLAVOR PROFILES AND HOW THEY CAN AFFECT THE TASTE AND BALANCE OF A COCKTAIL.



SWEETENERS

Almost every cocktail involves some kind of sweetener. Instead of granulated sugar, syrups are often used because they dissolve faster and allow you to use the same tools for measuring liquids. You should think of simple syrup as your baseline sweetener, with other sweeteners adding more complex flavors and possibly different amounts of sugar by volume. Following are the syrups I use the most to sweeten my cocktails, and in some cases I modify them to achieve the same sweetness as simple syrup (either to make them easier to pour or to seamlessly swap them for simple syrup in existing recipes). Note that with all of the following syrups, you can add fruits or herbs to change up the flavor.

SIMPLE SYRUP

SWEETNESS

50% sugar by weight

INSTRUCTIONS

Combine 1 part sugar (see Note) with 1 part water (by weight) in a saucepan (or roughly equal parts by volume). Bring to a simmer, stirring occasionally, until the syrup is clear. Remove from the heat and let cool. Alternatively, combine 1 part superfine sugar with 1 part water (by weight) in a jar and shake until the sugar is dissolved.

USAGE

Default sweetener in cocktails; most recipes call for simple syrup

STORAGE

Add 1 tablespoon of vodka to the simple syrup and store in the fridge for up to three months.

NOTE

You can use granulated, raw cane, brown, Demerara, or any other sugar for this syrup.


RICH SIMPLE SYRUP

SWEETNESS

66% sugar by weight

INSTRUCTIONS

Combine 2 parts sugar with 1 part water (by weight) in a saucepan. Bring to a simmer, stirring occasionally, until the syrup is clear. Remove from the heat and let cool.

USAGE

Usually as a sweetener for spirit-forward drinks, where you want as little dilution as possible

STORAGE

Add 1 tablespoon of vodka to the syrup and store in the fridge for up to six months.

MAPLE SYRUP

SWEETNESS

67% sugar by weight

INSTRUCTIONS

Add maple syrup directly, then shake or stir in cocktails. Preferably use “Grade A: Dark Color & Robust Taste” syrup.

USAGE

The delicious rich flavor is ideal for pairing with dark spirits, such as bourbon or rye in an Old Fashioned.

AGAVE SYRUP

SWEETNESS

75% sugar by weight

INSTRUCTIONS

Add agave syrup directly, then shake in cocktails or make a simple syrup equivalent by shaking together 50 grams of water with every 100 grams of agave syrup.

USAGE

Goes well with lemon-based cocktails because agave syrup’s fast-acting sweetness (due to its high concentration of fructose) complements the fast-acting acidity of lemon.

HONEY SYRUP

SWEETNESS

82% sugar by weight

INSTRUCTIONS

Because honey is too thick to mix directly into cocktails, make a simple syrup equivalent by combining 64 grams of water for every 100 grams of honey (or roughly equal parts by volume) in a saucepan. Bring to a simmer, stirring occasionally, until the honey is dissolved. Remove from the heat and let cool.

USAGE

Most bartenders use a neutral honey like clover, but you can experiment with different varieties.

STORAGE

Add 1 tablespoon of vodka to the honey syrup and store in the fridge for up to one month.


CITRUS JUICES (AND HOW TO DEPLOY THEM IN SOUR COCKTAILS)

While sweeteners are used in almost every cocktail, citrus juice is often only used in shaken cocktails and needs to be balanced with the sugar. So, it’s helpful to always think about citrus in relation to the sweetener, which can be difficult as the acidity in citrus varies with ripeness and seasonality.

But if you only take away one thing from this section: use fresh juices. When it comes to making a proper craft cocktail, the juice is worth the squeeze. The following are the most common citrus juices, and I’ve provided a base template for each one.
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LEMON JUICE AND LIME JUICE

These are the most common citrus juices in a sour cocktail. They generally have the same amount of acidity so can be used interchangeably, though lemon tends to pair better with brown spirits like whiskey, and lime with clear spirits like white rum or blanco tequila.

Why is this? One theory is that lemon is composed entirely of citric acid, which is fast acting and fast fading. This paves the way for the polyphenols from wooden barrel–aged spirits that hit the middle of the palate. Lime, on the other hand, is a mix of citric and malic acid, the latter of which has a more delayed impact on your palate.

Here is a standard template for a sour cocktail, but feel free to adjust based on your preferred level of sweetness or acidity in cocktails.


	2 ounces (60 ml) spirit of your choice, preferably 80 proof

	¾ ounce (22 ml) fresh lemon or lime juice

	¾ ounce (22 ml) simple syrup (page 14)



Add all of the ingredients to a shaker tin with ice. Shake and double strain (pour through a Hawthorne strainer over a fine-mesh strainer) into a chilled glass.
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GRAPEFRUIT JUICE

I love the bittersweet, refreshing flavor of grapefruit juice with ingredients like Aperol, blanco tequila, or white rum. It has about half the acidity of lemon or lime juice and about six times the sugar, meaning you can’t simply substitute grapefruit juice for lemon or lime juice in cocktail recipes. Here’s a template you can use instead.


	2 ounces (60 ml) spirit of your choice, preferably 100 proof

	¾ ounce (22 ml) fresh grapefruit juice

	½ ounce (15 ml) fresh lemon or lime juice

	½ ounce (15 ml) simple syrup (page 14)



Add all of the ingredients to a shaker tin with ice. Shake and double strain (pour through a Hawthorne strainer over a fine-mesh strainer) into a chilled glass.
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ORANGE JUICE

Fresh orange juice can be wonderful in cocktails, especially with rum, whiskey, and gin. But it can be a bit harder to balance because orange juice has a significantly higher sugar-to-acid ratio compared to lemon or lime juice. Here’s a template to get you started.


	2 ounces (60 ml) spirit of your choice, preferably 100 proof

	¾ ounce (22 ml) fresh orange juice

	¾ ounce (22 ml) fresh lime or lemon juice

	½ ounce (15 ml) simple syrup (page 14)



Add all of the ingredients to a shaker tin with ice. Shake and double strain (pour through a Hawthorne strainer over a fine-mesh strainer) into a chilled glass.
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PINEAPPLE JUICE

While technically not a citrus fruit, the sweet, tropical flavor of pineapple makes it one of my favorite juices to use in tequila, mezcal, or rum cocktails. It also creates a wonderful foam when shaken. As with other fruits, the sweetness and acidity levels can vary widely, but here is a template to play with.


	2 ounces (60 ml) spirit of your choice, preferably 100 proof

	1 ounce (30 ml) fresh pineapple juice

	½ ounce (15 ml) fresh lime or lemon juice

	½ ounce (15 ml) simple syrup (page 14)



Add all of the ingredients to a shaker tin with ice. Shake and double strain (pour through a Hawthorne strainer over a fine-mesh strainer) into a chilled glass.
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BITTERS

Just a few dashes of bitters can add more complexity to your drink by engaging the bitter taste receptors in your palate. I think of bitters as pepper for your cocktail, something to spice it up and make it interesting. They often are made by steeping herbs, roots, bark, or fruit in high-proof alcohol to extract a concentrated flavor. When bitter elements are not involved, the result is called a tincture, and really any flavor can be concentrated into a tincture.

Aromatic bitters, such as Angostura, are the most common category, balancing a variety of botanicals. Citrus bitters, such as orange, are also used in many cocktail recipes, often combined with aromatic bitters. The bitters market has exploded in recent years, so if there’s a flavor you’d like to see, it’s likely someone has created it at this point.

I recommend grabbing a bottle of Angostura and a variety pack of small bottles of other bitters to taste and experiment with in cocktails.





ADDING SALT TO COCKTAILS

If bitters are your cocktail’s pepper, then salt is… the salt. We aren’t looking to make your drink salty, but as any baker knows, a pinch of salt can enhance sweet and sour flavors while tempering bitterness. This same concept applies to cocktails and can really brighten them.
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