
[image: Cover: Hitchcocktails: Lethal Libations Inspired by the Master of Suspense, by Laurence Maslon.]


[image: A dark spiral pattern with concentric curved lines radiating inward toward a central point.]



[image: Hitchcocktails]






[image: Cary Grant, in a suit aescends a staircase, holding a tray with a glass of white liquid, in a dimly lit setting with dramatic shadows.]
In Suspicion (1941), Johnnie Aysgarth (Cary Grant) brings a libation to his bride. What’s in the glass is both a narrative and a cinematic secret.
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To Mark Shanahan—a boy’s best friend—after his mother, of course.








[image: Alfred Hitchcock, in a suit sitting at a table with a bottle labeled “Poison” and a small glass.]
In a promotional still for his immensely successful television anthology series, Alfred Hitchcock serves up a killer cocktail.







[image: Alfred Hitchcock, in a suit points forward while surrounded by birds and people in an outdoor setting.]
On a wing and a prayer: Hitchcock directs some high-flying extras on the set of The Birds (1963).







INTRODUCTION

“Give Mr. Kaplan a drink, Leonard.”

What could sound more hospitable than that, especially as purred solicitously by James Mason in North by Northwest? But in the diabolical hands of Alfred Hitchcock, the hospitable quickly becomes the horrible, as poor Mr. Kaplan—actually Cary Grant, perilously misidentified—is given not only a glass of bourbon but a whole bottle—a chaser toward doom; it’s murder by congeniality.

This is the method to Hitchcock’s madness: the juxtaposition of conviviality and cruelty, of sociability and sadism, of manners and murder—for one without the other would be meaningless. That’s the art of his tension, the tension of his art.

Alfred Hitchcock made forty-three full-length movies and, in every one of his sound pictures, people down an alcoholic beverage—every single one, including one film set on a lifeboat in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean.

Hitchcock himself appreciated good food and drink; he was a gourmand who enjoyed a leisurely lunch at the best hotels and an oenophile who knew his wine and liquor. (When Mel Brooks premiered High Anxiety, his 1977 comic compendium of Hitchcock’s films, Hitchcock sent him a case of Château Haut-Brion 1961 with a note that read, “What a splendid entertainment. You should have no anxieties of any kind.”) Of course, Hitchcock had his own favorite cocktail.


[image: Alfred Hitchcock and his family sits together at a restaurant table, engaged in conversation and sharing a meal.]
Hitchcock takes a snooze while his wife, Alma Reville (left), chats with his assistant/future screenwriter Joan Harrison and writer Mike Hogan in a Hollywood restaurant during preparations for Rebecca (1939).



But he also knew how well food and drink could be deployed to portray the full range of human behavior and he skillfully used them for his nefarious narrative purposes. Sometimes Hitchcock used real bars and nightclubs for his settings—the Savoy Grill, the 21 Club, the Oak Room at the Plaza. Sometimes it was brandies and sodas in posh Mayfair parlors, sometimes in parlor cars; sometimes Champagne at lavish banquets on the Riviera, sometimes in the privacy of, say, one’s Greenwich Village rear apartment. Hitchcock’s choices are never random, of course, and he—in collaboration with his production designers—always made sure that the protagonist’s bar was perfectly appointed and appropriately stocked. In the days before product placement, you could easily spot when one character kept the frugal Black & White Scotch on his bar, while a more upscale character in another film might give a bottle of Johnnie Walker Red pride of place.

Nine times out of ten, when a Hitchcock character is startled, shocked, or shaken—a frequent occurrence—they are offered a glass of brandy to stiffen their resolve. (Appropriately, in the later film Topaz, largely set in Paris, they are offered a glass of cognac.) A product of his mid-twentieth-century time and his Anglo-American milieu, Hitchcock traded in the acceptable spirits of his era: brandy, whiskey, gin—maybe bourbon and vodka. It was not uncommon at this time for these reliable liquors to be decanted into cut-crystal bottles with little embossed medallions hung around their necks—as it were—to identify them. Not for Hitchcock the mai tai or the Long Island iced tea; even though he employed umbrellas rather spectacularly during a funeral sequence in Foreign Correspondent, they were the real thing, rather than brightly colorful paper brollies garnishing a tropical drink.


[image: Alfred Hitchcock, a film director and his crew on a movie set, with a large camera and an actor in a bedroom scene.]
Hitchcock directs Cary Grant in a scene from Suspicion, with cameraman Harry Stradling (1941).



Indeed, in most things, Hitchcock, and by extension the idiosyncratic tropes in his films, was a product of his era: paternalistic, privileged, misogynistic, overly respectful of social constructs and creature comforts. Born six months before the twentieth century began, Hitchcock grew up in comfortable middle-class circumstances in and around London, and by the 1920s, had learned every aspect of the embryonic sound-film game. After helming several well-received British thrillers, he was lured to Hollywood in 1939 and constructed a score of brilliantly assembled films, featuring the most attractive stars (Cary Grant, Ingrid Bergman, Grace Kelly, Jimmy Stewart) of the day. By the late 1950s, Hitchcock had become the world’s most famous director—or at least the most easily recognizable director famous for being a director. He became the darling of cineastes and theoretical thinkers all over the globe; he was chuffed, bewildered, and bemused by their attentions. With the invention of television, Hitchcock had also become a brand and by the time he passed away in 1980, the next generation had emulated his kind of movies so successfully that it was able, in some ways, to beat him at his own game—a game that he had created with such idiosyncratic originality.


[image: Grace Kelly, holding a glass listens intently to Alfred Hitchcock, gesturing with his hands in a formal indoor setting.]
With Grace Kelly, in her Hitchcock premiere, on the set of Dial M for Murder, with its ubiquitous bar behind them (1954).



In many ways, the ubiquity of Hitchcock’s influence—as well as the general availability of most of his films on DVD and streaming services—served to divert the direction of this particular cocktail book from its initial intentions. Given the playfulness of Hitchcock’s sense of humor, it would have been entirely appropriate to introduce a series of cocktails with cutie-bootie names, such as “The Man Who Drank Too Much” or “The Trouble with Sherry,” but after watching all of Hitchcock’s films in order, another design began to coagulate before my eyes, underpinned with a more serious intent.

The vast majority of Hitchcock films are set contemporaneously—there is the occasional, rare period costume drama, sure, but no epic historical biographies. His characters tend to be British or American upper-middle-class people, usually literate and articulate (and nearly always white—although Hitchcock deployed slightly more people of color in his films than most commercial directors of his time), often in conventional and comfortable urban settings, usually with a well-stocked bar in the background. And this means that liquor is nearly always used to structure and lubricate social situations; in Notorious, for example, the intrepid Ingrid Bergman is inveigled into Claude Rains’s calculating web over martinis in a haute restaurant in Rio; likewise, Grace Kelly, in Rear Window, attempts to seduce a recalcitrant Jimmy Stewart with a pair of swirling brandy snifters.

So, then, might it not be better to join Hitchcock in a cocktail, rather than hold him at a jocular arm’s length? Each of the cocktails presented herein has some connection to the imbibing that occurs in the respective film itself, along with some sense of the context in which drinking occurs within the narrative. Given how accessible Hitchcock’s films are in the digital age, why not rent/download/stream/purchase one of his classics (they rarely stretch much beyond the two-hour range), pour the ingredients into a shaker, mix, and serve—you’d be surprised how felicitously the drinks and the films go together: the films themselves hold up extremely well and you can hold up your cocktail glass and raise a toast to them!

There are many books available to the reader about all the angles—tangential, technical, and otherwise—in Hitchcock’s films: the blondes, the camerawork, the storyboards, the neuroses (director and characters), the treatment of actors, the mistreatment of actors… you get the picture. This book celebrates that tension between conviviality and chaos that lurks at the beating heart of each of his movies and inside every cocktail shaker. Which shall it be, provision or poison, something to take the edge off or something to take your head off?

You might even call these drinks “mixtures of suspense.”

“Cheers,” as Leonard would say, with a healthy—or is that unhealthy?—cascade of bourbon.


[image: Alfred Hitchcock stands holding a glass, with Robert Cummings lying on the floor and Grace Kelly smiling beside them in a formal room.]
Hitchcock showing Brian Aherne how to balance a glass of Scotch, prepping for a shot in I Confess with Anne Baxter (1953).









[image: A behind-the-scenes photograph of a film set with actors and crew members in a staged living room environment.]
Hitch (hands in pockets) rehearses the entire cast of Rope (1948) on the film’s versatile set.







WRONG PLACE, WRONG TIME



[image: Cary Grant sits tensely on a couch as Robert Ellenstein and Adam Williams restrain him, while Martin Landau pours bourbon into his glass in North by Northwest.]
Vandamm’s henchmen (l-r: Adam Williams, Martin Landau, and Robert Ellenstein) set up Roger Thornhill (Cary Grant) for a fall in North by Northwest (1959).









It is increasingly a part of the complications of modern times: your identity is taken, mistaken, or stolen. It’s upsetting, annoying, and in some deep existential way, unnerving. Now, imagine if someone had mixed up your identity with that of someone who committed a crime—killed someone, say, or had robbed an insurance company—and found you guilty for it? That might cost you your reputation, at least—perhaps your very life.

Hitchcock took this narrative device to its limit. As a young boy, by his own account (perhaps overdramatized?), he once spent a brief episode locked in a police jail cell as a punishment for a minor childhood infraction. His father considered this a valuable lesson and, to the extent that it heightened Hitchcock’s appreciation for crime and punishment, it was. Hitchcock also grew up at the dawn of the great British fictional thriller, full of suspense and twists and turns, most often inflicted upon ordinary people in extraordinary circumstances. Hitchcock would master the form, consistently refining his storytelling, constantly setting the bar higher for himself, with technological and structural challenges.


[image: Leslie Banks and Peter Lorre sit in a tense conversation, with Lorre holding a cigarette, in a scene.]
Cordiality among rivals: Bob Lawrence (Leslie Banks, left) and Abbott (Peter Lorre) in The Man Who Knew Too Much (1934).




[image: Charles Laughton, Anne Baxter, and Louis Jourdan stand at a bar counter in a formal setting, conversing in a scene.]
Elegant smuggler Commodore Gill (Alastair Sim) counsels his daughter Eve (Jane Wyman) and Inspector “Ordinary” Smith (Michael Wilding) in Stage Fright (1950).



He understood deeply (perhaps as a result of his Jesuit education) that we all have secrets and we’re all culpable for something: we usually just get away with it. As Richard Brody, a film critic for the New Yorker, wrote about Hitchcock’s aptly titled film The Wrong Man: “Hitchcock’s ultimate point evokes cosmic terror: innocence is merely a trick of paperwork, whereas guilt is the human condition.” In most of Hitchcock’s cases, this “cosmic terror” transitions into an exponential narrative curve, where the hero and/or heroine finds themselves sinking deeper into the tar pit of unintended consequences the more deeply they struggle to escape.

This is not a new narrative device—think of Jean Valjean being pursued relentlessly by the fixated lawman Javert in Les Misérables—nor one exclusive to Hitchcock: think of the TV series and film The Fugitive. But Hitchcock turned the device into something more compelling: his “wrong” men and women are as ordinary as the day is long, but their travails require them to be inventive, to exist outside their comfort zone, to collaborate with other people they might abhor. Certainly they deserve a toast for their efforts to clear themselves. And probably they also deserve a good strong drink.


[image: Rod Taylor and Tippi Hedren sit at a bar in conversation, with liquor bottles lined up behind them, in a scene.]
Melanie (Tippi Hedren) retires to the local bar to show Mitch (Rod Taylor) where she was attacked in The Birds (1963).




[image: Vivien Merchant, Alec McCowen, and Michael Bates are gathered in a room, with Alec McCowen, drinking from a glass, Vivien Merchant, a wrapped item, and a Michael Bates, clapping her hands in apparent delight.]
Sergeant Spearman (Michael Bates) tries Mrs. Oxford’s (Vivien Merchant) “te-kweel-a” cocktail, as her husband, Chief Inspector Oxford (Alec McCowen), looks on skeptically, in Frenzy (1972).







[image: Henry Fonda, in a suit and hat stands in a liquor store surrounded by shelves of bottles.]
Manny Balestrero (Henry Fonda) retraces his ill-fated steps in The Wrong Man (1956).





[image: A cocktail glass with a red drink on a patterned pink tablecloth, with a framed black-and-white image in the background.]







INSPIRED BY THE MAN WHO KNEW TOO MUCH (1934)




GIN AND FRENCH

When, after kidnapping your child and then giving you a sock on the jaw, Peter Lorre offers you a drink, you’d probably think twice.

In Hitchcock’s first assay on this plot (the second version would be in color and for Hollywood), a sophisticated married couple stumbles into a web of international intrigue and their daughter is kidnapped by a terrorist gang as a way of using leverage against them. Lorre, who had made his international reputation as a child murderer in M, a German film from 1931, had been lured to London to play the heavy, and Hitchcock was so impressed with Lorre’s dimension and subtle portrayal that he promoted him from a gang flunky in the original script to the gang leader.

Hitchcock takes the kidnapping of the child quite seriously and turns it into a gut-wrenching narrative drive. When the girl’s father, played by Leslie Banks, seeks to rescue her but winds up playing directly into Lorre’s fiendish grip, one fears the worst. But Lorre—settling graciously and easily into the role of suave antagonist—proffers Banks a cigarette and asks him if he wants a drink. “Gin and French,” Banks replies.

Events ramp up rather quickly after that, so we’re never quite sure whether Banks actually gets his cocktail, but you can.

GLASS LOWBALL


	2 ounces dry gin (Old Tom Gin is good)

	2 ounces sweet vermouth (Dolin or Noilly Prat will call it “rouge”—as long as it’s French)

	1 substantial lemon peel



With some generous ice, pour equal measures of gin and vermouth; stir gently. Strain into a lowball or cordial glass. Add the lemon peel.


[image: A man raises a chair in a tense confrontation with three other men, in a dimly lit setting.]
Bob Lawrence (Leslie Banks, right) does what he needs to do in order to rescue his kidnapped daughter.
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