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The Way Up Nort Experience
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Sand Lake is tucked away nine miles deep in the woods from Mercer. VICTORIA SHEARER








WISCONSIN BORN AND BRED, I’ve been coming “Up North” since I was a little girl—Way Up North. My dad always called it “God’s Country.” A thinly populated region of more than a million acres of public forests and more than half of Wisconsin’s 15,000 lakes, rivers, and streams, Up North reigns supreme as a pristine natural escape, a throwback to yesteryear’s simpler times.


Where Up North begins has always been up for debate. Most would agree, though, any area north of Highway 8 is definitely Way Up North. For me, it was always when the farmland stopped and thick forests blanketed the horizon and a peppering of lakes came into view. Wherever one thinks Up North begins, most everyone agrees that you know it when you get there.


My family’s special place was Sand Lake, a tiny “pot” lake deep in the woods, nine miles from Mercer. Northern Wisconsin was heavily glaciated in the Pleistocene era. When the ice began to melt about 20,000 years ago, the water melted unevenly over the next several hundred years, eventually resting in irregular-shaped “potholes,” and thus forming the thousands of deep, spring-fed lakes in the area, known as “kettle lakes” or “pot lakes.”


My parents found their little piece of God’s Country on their honeymoon and built a one-room cabin in 1949. Ours is a common tale in these parts: originally no electricity, no running water, a potbellied stove, an icebox, an outhouse out back. Over the years, one room led to two, two to three, three to four, then, one by one, amenities became available, and cabins were modernized. Just like mine, many cabins Up North have been passed down, generation to generation.
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Our cabin, the Loon’s Nest, present day. VICTORIA SHEARER








Life is different up here. Casual. Laid-back. Sporty. Uncomplicated. Like our lifestyle, our food culture is simple and hearty, a rich tapestry derived from the influence of immigrant settlements more than a century ago. Whereas German settlements made an impact on the cultural life of southern Wisconsin (think sausage, cheese, and beer), Swedes, Norwegians, and Finns settled in northern Wisconsin, where they worked in the lumber camps and mines that were booming in the late 1800s and early 1900s and added their own culinary cultures to the mix. (The Finns are also credited with introducing notched log cabins, an architectural style still very common in the Northwoods today.)


People come Up North seeking quiet, space, sparkling lakes, and forests teeming with wildlife. The wind through the pines, the call of the loons, the sighting of a white-tailed deer or a sandhill crane—there’s a continuity to life in the Northwoods. Nothing much seems to change. Family and friends gather every summer. Generations of kids have jumped off docks into cold, clear water; pedal-boated through water lily gardens; gone water-skiing and tubing.
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You can’t beat a day on or in the water. VICTORIA SHEARER
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Pattison State Park’s Big Manitou Falls roaringly cascades 165 feet down a deepsided gorge. SHUTTERSTOCK
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The shores of Lake Superior are a great place to kayak. BAYFIELD CHAMBER OF COMMERCE








We hike miles of scenic trails, float down rivers and streams, canoe and kayak, and visit our plethora of majestic waterfalls and the spectacular Lake Superior.


And, of course, we fish . . . and fish . . . and fish. Fishing our prolific waters for walleye, bass, trout, and panfish leads to tall fish tales and great fry-ups. Hooking the sport fish muskellunge (Wisconsin’s state fish; also known as the “muskie”) is considered quite an accomplishment. (There are 200 muskie lakes within a ninemile radius of Boulder Junction, dubbed the Muskie Capital of the World, and a four-story concrete muskie fronts the National Freshwater Fishing Hall of Fame in Hayward.)


Generations of men have dropped everything, hitting the woods the minute deer-hunting season starts in the fall. And scores of off-roaders race ATVs and “side-by-sides” along the hundreds of miles of groomed trails through our forests in the summer and autumn, replaced in the dead of winter by snowmobilers who descend on the snow-covered Northwoods trails.
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My gang is always ready to drop a line. VICTORIA SHEARER
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My father (left) hunting with family and friends at our original cabin, circa 1950s. VICTORIA SHEARER
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Off-roaders enjoying the groomed trails snaking through our woods. SHUTTERSTOCK
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This is our “special place that brings peace of mind.” VICTORIA SHEARER








So, what is Way Up North exactly? Some people think it’s simply a state of mind, but I think Susan Kindler captures it best in this 1996 poem:


It’s the place people go to escape,


a place made of cabins, pine trees and lakes.


But no matter how far you drive,


There’s no sign to say “You’ve arrived.”


So just follow your heart ’til you find,


Your special place that brings peace of mind.


As you breathe in the air and unwind,


Your cares are all left behind.


It’s no mystery where the Northwoods start.


When you’re “up north,” you’ll know in your heart.










The Starting Lineup
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The lower portion of Lost Creek Falls in Cornucopia exudes an almost mystical ambience. BAYFIELD CHAMBER OF COMMERCE
















Apricot Baked Brie


French cheese producers make much of their Brie cheese in Wisconsin because the composition of Wisconsin’s milk closely resembles that found in France. The application of Penicillium candidum, the white mold you see on the surface of Brie, produces enzymes that ripen the cheese from the outside in.


1 (16-ounce) wheel Brie cheese


⅔ cup apricot preserves, divided


2 tablespoons finely minced jalapeño peppers, divided


½ cup finely chopped pecans, divided


1 “you bake it” baguette


Cut Brie in half horizontally, through the center of the wheel of cheese. Place bottom half of Brie wheel (cut-side up) in the center of a large, shallow, round baking dish. Spread ⅓ cup preserves atop cheese. Sprinkle with 1 tablespoon jalapeños and ¼ cup pecans. Place other half of Brie atop preserves, cut-side down. Spread remaining preserves atop Brie. Sprinkle with remaining tablespoon peppers and ¼ cup pecans.


Preheat the oven to 350 degrees F. Cut baguette into ¼-inch slices. Place baguette slices on a baking sheet on an upper rack in the oven. Place Brie on the lower oven rack and bake both Brie and bread for 10 minutes. Place toasted bread surrounding Brie in the baking dish. Serve immediately.


(SERVES 16 TO 20)










Baked Nachos


Colby cheese was first made by Wisconsin cheesemakers in the late 1800s. It is a milder form of cheddar. Monterey Jack is a mild-flavored, semi-hard cheese that has a high fat and moisture content, which allows it to melt smoothly.


1 cup refried pinto beans


1 (10.75-ounce) can cheddar cheese soup


½ (13-ounce) bag restaurantstyle white tortilla chips


1 (2.25-ounce) can sliced black olives, drained


1 cup chopped sweet onions, like Vidalia


1 cup diced tomatoes


¼ cup minced jalapeño peppers


4 ounces shredded Colby cheese


4 ounces shredded Monterey Jack cheese


Sour cream, for serving (optional)


Salsa, for serving (optional)


Guacamole, for serving (optional)


Preheat oven to 400 degrees F. Place refried beans and cheese soup in a medium-size microwave-safe bowl and stir to combine. Microwave for 1½ minutes.


Meanwhile, place tortilla chips in a single, even layer on a large baking sheet. Place more chips strategically over any spaces between chips. Pour cheese sauce over chips. Sprinkle olives, onions, tomatoes, and jalapeños atop cheese-sauce layer. Top with shredded Colby and Monterey Jack cheeses. Bake nachos for 5 minutes or until cheese has melted. Serve with sour cream, salsa, and guacamole, if desired.


(SERVES 8)










Brown Sugar Beer Sausage


Smoked sausage is fully cooked and cured, with an edible casing. The slow cooking in this recipe permeates the sausage with the flavors of the brown sugar and beer. Serve a wedge of Wisconsin Gouda alongside this easy, tasty appetizer for a showing of the famous Wisconsin triumvirate—beer, sausage, and cheese!


2 cups brown sugar


1 (12-ounce) can lager beer


1 pound smoked sausage, cut into ½-inch-thick slices


1 tablespoon cornstarch


Early in the day or one day ahead: Place brown sugar and beer in a 1½-quart slow cooker. Whisk until sugar has dissolved. Add sausage slices. Stir to combine. Cover slow cooker and cook on low for 5 hours. Transfer sausages and liquid to a covered container and refrigerate for several hours or overnight, until grease congeals on the top.


To serve: Skim off grease with a spoon and discard. Remove sausages with a slotted spoon and place in a medium bowl, reserving the liquid. In a small bowl, whisk together cornstarch and 2 tablespoons of liquid, forming a smooth paste. Transfer remaining reserved liquid to a medium nonstick saucepan over medium heat. Whisk in cornstarch mixture. Bring to a boil, stirring occasionally. Reduce heat to medium-low and cook for 10 minutes, stirring frequently. (Liquid will thicken and caramelize.) Add sausages and simmer until they are heated through, about 3 minutes. Transfer sausages and sauce to a 1½-quart slow cooker and hold on warm for up to 3 hours. To serve, place a fondue fork next to the slow cooker so guests can spear the sausages. (Guests should re-cover slow cooker between servings.)


(SERVES 6 TO 8)










Cocktail Skewers


Two of Italy’s favorite starters appear together in a star appearance on these skewers. Taste the ingredients on one end and you’ll enjoy a bite of prosciutto and melon. Eat the offerings on other end and you’ll savor a tiny caprese salad—mozzarella, basil, and tomato. Wisconsin cheesemaker Crave Brothers makes their cherry-sized mozzarella ciliegini from milk that comes from cows that graze right across the road from their facility.


25 to 30 (4-inch) wooden skewers


½ cantaloupe, seeded and scooped with a melon baller


1 (3-ounce) package thinly sliced prosciutto, cut into ½-inch strips


1 (8-ounce) container (about 25) miniature mozzarella balls (ciliegini)


3 large fresh basil leaves, cut into 1-inch strips and strips cut in half


25 to 30 small grape tomatoes


Salt and freshly ground black pepper


Aged balsamic vinegar (optional)


Early in the day: Assemble ingredients on cocktail skewers. Skewer 1 melon ball. Fold up 1 strip of prosciutto and thread it onto the skewer. Add 1 mozzarella ball to the skewer, then a basil piece, and finally a grape tomato. Place in a large, covered container. Repeat with remaining skewers until all ingredients are used. Cover container and refrigerate until needed.


To serve: Place skewers on a serving plate. Season with salt and pepper to taste. Add a fine drizzle of balsamic vinegar, if desired. Serve at room temperature.


(MAKES 25 TO 30)










Of Course We Curd


In Wisconsin, Little Miss Muffet sat on her tuffet eating . . . fried cheese curds! No whey, we say!


What the cheesesteak is to Philadelphia, fried cheese curds are to the dairy state. A unique Wisconsin delicacy, they are essentially unaged cheese that has been separated from the whey early in the cheese-making process. Bacterial cultures and the enzyme rennet are added to the milk, which is heated. About halfway through the process, the heated milk curdles, separating into solids and liquid—the curds and the whey.


Most of the curds get pressed into molds and aged to form what we see as the blocks of cheese we see at the supermarket. The remaining irregularly shaped curds are salted and sold fresh as a “squeaky” snack food. (The squeak you may hear when you bite into the curd is an indication of its freshness and is caused by the elastic protein strands inside the cheese rubbing against your teeth. As cheese ages, the strands break down, and the squeak fades away.)


Fresh cheese curds are a great high-protein snack on their own, right out of the bag, but perhaps the most popular way to consume them are beer-battered and deep-fried—warm, light, and gooey. You’ll find the tasty morsels offered on almost every Up North menu. Or order cheese curds online like I did at pasturepridecheese.com and try this easy recipe.


Fried Cheese Curds


6 cups (48 ounces) canola oil


1 cup flour


1 teaspoon baking powder


1 teaspoon salt


1 large egg, beaten


1 cup lager beer


1 (12-ounce) package Muenster cheese curds


In a deep fryer, heat oil to 375 degrees F. In a medium bowl, combine flour, baking powder, and salt. Whisk in beaten egg and beer until smooth. Working in batches of about 6 curds at a time, place curds in beer batter and stir to coat them thoroughly. Remove curds from batter with a slotted spoon, shaking off any excess. Place battered curds in the fryer basket, careful that they are not touching each other, and lower them into the oil following manufacturer’s instructions. Fry curds for 45 seconds to 1 minute. Remove fried curds and drain them on paper toweling. Repeat process, working in batches, with remaining cheese curds. Serve immediately.


(SERVES 4)
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DAIRY FARMERS OF WISCONSIN
















Faux Seafood Biscuit Baskets


Imitation crab and imitation lobster are actually processed products made from a white fish called pollock. Less than two percent of the product is actually crab or lobster, but the fish is flavored to taste like the real deal and is much less expensive.


1 (8-ounce) package imitation crab meat, finely chopped


1 (8-ounce) package imitation lobster meat, finely chopped


1 (1.6-ounce) package dry Knorr Alfredo mix


1½ cups milk


1 tablespoon butter


1 teaspoon snipped fresh chives


2 (12-ounce) packages Pillsbury Grands Junior flaky biscuits


8 ounces fresh mozzarella cheese, finely shredded


Up to 1 month ahead: Preheat oven to 375 degrees F. Mix imitation crab and lobster meats together in a large bowl. In a medium saucepan over medium heat, whisk together Alfredo mix and milk. Add butter and bring mixture to a boil, whisking frequently. Reduce heat to low and cook 2 minutes more, whisking constantly. Whisk in chives. Pour Alfredo sauce over seafood mixture and stir until ingredients are well combined.


Coat a 24-count mini-muffin pan with vegetable cooking spray. Working with several biscuits at a time, and keeping the rest refrigerated, divide each biscuit into 3 flat pieces of dough. Stretch dough into a circle. Press each circle of dough into a muffin cup, forming a dough basket. Place a kitchen teaspoonful of seafood mixture into each dough basket. (Basket should be about three-quarters full.) Top with a generous sprinkling of cheese.


Bake for 11 to 12 minutes, until biscuit baskets are lightly browned and cheese is bubbly. Remove from oven and allow them to cool for 5 minutes. Gently transfer biscuit baskets to a wire rack and cool completely. Place in a covered container and refrigerate or freeze until needed. Repeat with remaining seafood filling and biscuits.


To reheat: Preheat oven to 325 degrees F. Place desired number of biscuit baskets on a baking sheet. Bake for 10 minutes, until biscuit baskets have heated through. Serve immediately.


(MAKES 54 APPETIZERS)










Mushroom Pastry Pinwheels


Puff pastry is a light, flaky pastry made from dozens of thin layers of buttery dough. Made from scratch, it is a laborious task at best. But luckily, puff pastry can be found, ready to bake, in the freezer section of most supermarkets and is incredibly easy to work with, with spectacular results.


1 (17.3-ounce) package puff pastry (2 sheets)


5 tablespoons butter


1½ cups chopped sweet onions, like Vidalia


1 pound baby bella or button mushrooms, finely chopped


1 teaspoon fresh lemon juice


1 tablespoon fruit-flavored honey mustard


⅛ teaspoon Worcestershire sauce


Pinch coarse salt


Freshly ground black pepper


2 tablespoons flour


Swiss cheese, for serving (optional)


Up to 1 month ahead: Place puff pastry at room temperature to defrost. Melt butter in a large nonstick skillet over medium heat. Add onions and mushrooms and sauté, stirring frequently, until all liquid has evaporated, about 8 minutes. Stir in lemon juice, mustard, Worcestershire sauce, salt, and pepper to taste. Sprinkle flour over mushroom mixture and cook for 2 minutes more, stirring frequently. Place skillet on a hot pad in the refrigerator to allow mushroom mixture to rapidly cool.


Unroll puff pastry sheets and even out the rectangles with a rolling pin. Spread half of the cooled mushroom mixture evenly atop each puff pastry sheet. Starting at the short side of each sheet, roll pastry over mushroom mixture, forming a long log. Press pastry at seam to seal. Roll each log into a sheet of cling wrap then cover with aluminum foil. Freeze until needed.


Up to 2 hours ahead: Unwrap mushroom logs and place them on a cutting board to defrost for 15 to 20 minutes. Preheat oven to 350 degrees F. Slice each semi-defrosted mushroom log into ½-inch slices with a serrated knife. Place slices, mushroomside down, 2 inches apart on a parchment-paper-lined baking sheet. Bake for 25 to 30 minutes, until golden. Keep at room temperature until serving. Serve as a cracker-type snack or topped with thinly sliced Swiss cheese.


(MAKES 5 DOZEN APPETIZERS)










Beer Cheese Dips


Add Wisconsin cheese to Wisconsin beer and you, too, can become a “cheesehead!”


Cold Beer Cheese Dip


1 (8-ounce) carton whipped cream cheese


½ cup lager beer


1 cup Dutch Gouda cheese, finely shredded on a zester


1¼ teaspoons dry Hidden Valley Ranch dip mix


Wheat Thins crackers or Pretzel Crisps, for serving


At least 1 hour ahead: In a medium bowl, whisk together cream cheese and beer. Add finely shredded cheese and dip mix. Whisk until smooth. Refrigerate until needed. Serve with Wheat Thins crackers or Pretzel Crisps for dipping.


(SERVES 4 TO 6)


Warm Beer Cheese Dip


1 (6-count) package frozen soft pretzels, like Super Pretzel brand


1 tablespoon butter


1½ teaspoons garlic paste or finely minced garlic


1 tablespoon flour


¾ cup lager beer, like Leinenkugal


1½ teaspoons honey Dijon mustard


½ teaspoon Hungarian paprika


3 ounces whipped cream cheese


2 strips bacon, diced, fried until crispy, and drained


1 cup shredded sharp cheddar cheese


1 cup shredded Gruyère cheese


Preheat oven and bake soft pretzels according to package directions.


While pretzels are cooking, melt butter in a medium saucepan over medium heat. Add garlic and cook for 1 minute. Stir in flour and cook for 1 minute. Reduce heat to medium-low and slowly stir in beer, mustard, paprika, cream cheese, and bacon. Simmer until creamy. Reduce heat to low and stir in cheddar and Gruyère cheeses, stirring constantly until cheeses have melted and mixture is smooth and creamy. Transfer to a serving bowl and serve with warm soft pretzels.


(SERVES 4 TO 6)
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Warm or cold, beer cheese dip is an Up North favorite. DAIRY FARMERS OF WISCONSIN
















Northwoods Marys


Up North we take our Bloody Marys seriously—very seriously. Everyone knows what a Bloody Mary cocktail is, but few have experienced the lengths Up North Wisconsinites will go with its creation. First of all, the drink is served with a beer chaser, called a “snit.” But perhaps more importantly, the Mary is served with competitively over-the-top garnishes that spill over the glass, often a meal in itself.
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Up North we take our Bloody Marys seriously. CT’S DELI.








Our Marys’ garnishes start where other states’ end, with a pickle, a couple of olives, and a stalk of celery, but you also may find a bevy of pickled vegetables and (it being Wisconsin) cheese, of course. And what would a Wisconsin Mary be without beef jerky or sausages? Also, don’t forget the shrimp. Or a chicken leg. And a cheeseburger? Yes, you read that correctly! A Northwoods Mary is a complete meal, artfully balanced over a chilled, spicy beverage, accompanied by a snit!


CT’s Deli in Rhinelander makes what they call the “Lunchbox Bloody Mary,” which should be included in Ripley’s Believe It or Not. Served in a pitcher, the Lunchbox Bloody Mary is for two to four people and includes five-ounce beer chasers for all and a staggering cascade of lunch treats—four smoked chicken wings, four smoked beef ribs, beef sticks, pepperoni, pepperjack and cheddar cheeses, pickles, olives, mushrooms, and pretzel rods with beer cheese dip.


Every New Year’s Eve Day between 10 a.m. and 3 p.m., CT’s has an event called “Daydrinking,” where they offer the Lunchbox Bloody Mary (which normally costs $39) for the cost of the year . . . $20.23, $20.24. Chef Tom and Rhonda Jicinsky, owners of CT’s, say they make close to one hundred Lunchbox Marys for that event every year. “It’s so fun to see Lunchboxes all over the deli,” says Rhonda. They scour thrift stores all year long, looking for cheap beer pitchers, which they collect for the event. (Patrons get to keep their Bloody Mary pitcher and take it home.)


Although CT’s Lunchbox Bloody Mary recipe remains a closely guarded secret, you can try this Up North Loaded Bloody Mary and create your own “Lunchbox” creation.










Up North Loaded Bloody Mary


Triple this recipe to do a pitcher version of a loaded Bloody Mary, or double the recipe and pour mix into ice cube trays. Frozen Bloody Mary mix cubes will not dilute the drink like regular ice cubes do.


16 ounces tomato juice


1 tablespoon creamy horseradish


1 tablespoon Worcestershire sauce


½ teaspoon dill pickle juice


¾ teaspoon celery salt


1 teaspoon garlic salt


Freshly ground black pepper


Tabasco sauce (optional)


Bloody Mary mix ice cubes


4 ounces vodka


2 lemon wedges (optional)


Garnishes of choice


At least 2 hours ahead: Mix together tomato juice, horseradish, Worcestershire sauce, pickle juice, celery salt, garlic salt, and freshly ground black pepper to taste. Season with Tabasco sauce to taste, if desired. Refrigerate until serving.


Fill 2 glasses with Bloody Mary mix ice cubes. Add 2 ounces vodka to each glass and fill glass with Bloody Mary mix. Add a squeeze of lemon if desired. Garnish with a potpourri of toppings.


(SERVES 2)










Mango Tango Summer Cooler


This is a refreshing light cocktail for a hot summer day. To make sure melting ice cubes do not water down the drink, freeze Cran-Mango juice in ice-cube trays and use them instead of regular cubes.


1 (750 mL) bottle Stella Rosa white wine, mango or pineapple flavored


1 cup mango vodka


½ cup banana liqueur


1½ cups Ocean Spray Cran-Mango juice


24 ounces Zevia lemon-lime soda


Early in the day: Combine wine, vodka, liqueur, and juice in a 10-cup pitcher or divide ingredients between 2 smaller pitchers. Stir to combine. Refrigerate until ready to serve.


To serve: Stir lemon-lime soda into wine mixture. (If using 2 pitchers, add 12 ounces soda to each.) Fill short tumblers halfway with ice and fill glass with Mango Tango.


Chef’s note: You can substitute mango rum for the mango vodka. Be sure to use sugar-free lemon-lime soda, like Zevia, or the drink will be too sweet.


(SERVES 10 TO 12)


Peartini Irene


My dear friend Irene enjoyed this drink every night, lovingly made by her husband, Tom, right up to the day she died in 2022. This one’s for you, girl!


3 slices thinly sliced ripe pear


1 ounce Absolut Pears vodka


1 ounce St. Germain Elderflower liqueur


1 thin slice lemon peel, for garnishing


Rim a martini glass with a slice of pear, twice around. Put remaining 2 pear slices in the glass. Combine pear-flavored vodka and elderflower liqueur in a cocktail shaker with ice cubes and shake until foamy. Strain into the prepared glass. Garnish with lemon peel and serve.


(SERVES 1)










Sangria


Always a hit at summer outdoor gatherings, this fruity sangria recipe can be doubled or tripled to serve a crowd. The drink should be made one day ahead so that flavors can marry.


1 bottle Syrah or other dry red wine of choice


1 lemon, juiced and strained


1 lime, juiced and strained


1 orange, juiced and strained


¼ cup pineapple juice


2 tablespoons sugar


3 ounces gin (2 shots)


½ cup thinly sliced fresh pineapple


1 cup thinly sliced fresh or frozen strawberries


3 cups ginger ale


One day ahead: Place wine, juices, sugar, gin, and pineapple slices in a large pitcher. Stir until sugar is dissolved. Cover and refrigerate overnight.


To serve: Stir strawberries and ginger ale into sangria. Serve in ice-filled tall wineglasses.


(SERVES 8 TO 10)
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SHUTTERSTOCK
















Mercer Moonshine


3 ounces Deep Eddy Ruby Red grapefruit-flavored vodka


6 ounces grapefruit juice
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