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Warning


To avoid the risk of salmonella, use pasteurized eggs. The pasteurization process kills any harmful bacteria in the egg.
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A THIRST FOR ICE
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In the late 1800s, around the time of the Spanish-American War, an American engineer in Cuba combined white rum, sugar, and lime juice over cracked ice and named the resulting drink after a nearby beach: Daiquiri. The recipe wasn’t exactly new; by then British sailors had been drinking navy grog—a blend of rum, water, lime juice, and sugar—for more than a hundred years to ward off scurvy on long voyages. Their concoction was responsible for the epithet “limey.” But shortly after the turn of the twentieth century the daiquiri had found its way to American bars, and it has been a perennial favorite ever since. Ernest Hemingway even had his name attached to one variation of the drink, cementing its appeal.


The story wasn’t over yet, however. At some point in the 1930s, a bartender at El Floridita, one of Hemingway’s favorite bars in Havana, stopped straining daiquiris and instead incorporated crushed ice into his version for an even colder, more bracing drink. With the advent of the electric blender, the frozen daiquiri became a phenomenon.


The original drink conformed to a classic cocktail formula—“one of sour, two of sweet, three of strong, four of weak”—so it lent itself to any number of variations involving fruit of all kinds. The strawberry, banana, and pineapple daiquiri—among many others—soon emerged. For some cocktail aficionados, these were just corruptions of the sacrosanct original. In reality, they were new developments in the long relationship between ice and cocktails.


DAWN OF THE ICE AGE


Cocktails weren’t always iced. If we follow the word cocktail as far back as we can, the trail leads to late eighteenth-century London, where inns and public houses served weary travelers and gregarious locals an array of punches, toddies, and fizzes. Often, given the English climate, those drinks were served warm. But the American climate, with an inclination toward extreme heat and cold, gave rise to a much more expansive vision of the cocktail—one that helped define a distinctly American thirst for icy beverages.


The United States is the homeland of cocktail culture. Although we may entertain glamorous visions of such legendary European watering holes as the Savoy in London and Harry’s American Bar in Paris, those establishments were actually the beneficiaries of Prohibition, which largely shut down what had been a scintillating American cocktail scene. Like the daiquiri, many of the classic drinks were invented in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when circumstances combined to create an explosion of mixological creativity.


One reason for America’s preeminence is its long love affair with two prime bases for cocktails: rum, which was a welcome by-product of the sugar trade, and American whiskies, especially rye and bourbon. After the War of 1812, when spirits were no longer taxed, and then 1832, when liquor licenses were extended to establishments that did not rent rooms, tinkering with mixed drinks became something of a national pastime. Spirits of all kinds, fresh fruits and juices, bitters (alcoholic beverages infused with herbal extracts), and other ingredients were combined in myriad ways to create everything from slings to juleps to martinis.


This exuberant cocktail culture was unique in more ways than one. Not only was there a democratic spirit to the very idea of an open bar, drinking establishments became arenas for all sorts of mingling, discussion, and debate. There was also something of a celebrity culture as well, in which top-tier “barmen” commanded starry-eyed adulation. Some of them, like Jerry Thomas and Harry Johnson, wrote encyclopedic manuals on how to mix drinks—books to which many contemporary bartenders have returned for inspiration.


Ice, however, didn’t enter the picture in a significant way until the mid-nineteenth century. In 1806, a wealthy young Bostonian named Frederic Tudor had hatched a plan for harvesting ice from New England ponds and shipping it to heat-oppressed colonists in the West Indies. The difficulties were twofold: first, keeping his investment from literally melting away; second, convincing people that they should go out of their way to get ice for their drinks. After a string of false starts that nearly landed him in debtor’s prison, Tudor started to win customers by offering free samples, occasionally encouraging local bars to offer the same drink with and without ice to see which version patrons preferred. As one might imagine, the idea of an icy cold sling or toddy quickly caught on, especially in such sweltering southern cities as Charleston and Atlanta.


Eventually, Tudor and his team worked out how to harvest, load, and insulate their ice efficiently for shipping. In 1833, Tudor even managed to ship more than 150 tons of it from Boston to Calcutta, supplying the ice for the gin and tonics of thousands of Anglo-Indian drinkers. Supplying India with ice would eventually make Tudor nearly a quarter of a million dollars—a staggering sum in those days. Meanwhile, the domestic ice industry would boom. Within 20 years of that shipment to Calcutta, tens of thousands of tons of ice were traveling annually by rail to dozens of U.S. cities. Availability could hardly keep pace with demand, and, by mid-century, New England in particular teemed with new ice shippers and vendors. It was something of an Ice Rush, and Frederic Tudor was known as the “Ice King.”


The Civil War did little to stem the growth of the ice industry—or the cocktail scene. In fact, it was in 1862, in the midst of the conflict, that Jerry Thomas wrote The Bon Vivant’s Companion or How to Mix Drinks, also known as The Bartender’s Guide. The first book on mixology published in America, Thomas’s tome evolved in subsequent editions as his extraordinary career unfolded; it was to American cocktail culture what his contemporary Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass was to American poetry—an organic, encyclopedic, periodically expanded redefinition of an art form. And most of its recipes called for ice.


In the nineteenth century, ice came in four main forms: block ice, cubed or lump ice, cracked ice, and shaved ice (also known as “snow”). It’s best to think of each of those varieties as being extracted from the previous form. A skilled ice worker or barman would employ an array of tools, from a pick to break up blocks to an ice hammer to crack lumps, and a rasp to collect shavings. Because smaller pieces of ice melt sooner, one had to be careful about measuring out portions as well. In the great bartending manuals, there is no agreed-on discourse of ice. While such terms as cracked ice and snow were common, in Harry Johnson’s 1888 Bartender’s Manual, for instance, one finds instead “small pieces,” which is finely cracked ice, and “fine ice,” which is apparently shaved ice in pieces sufficiently bigger than snow to provide a different texture to the drink.
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This thoroughness about ice in all its forms was not at all frivolous. Ice is an essential ingredient in so many drinks—strained cocktails, as well as those served on the rocks or frozen. As it melts, ice softens the burn of alcohol and actually blends and opens up the flavors in the drink. The surface area and density of the ice makes a difference as well. As an experiment, try mixing a classic drink—a martini, for example—without ice, just using chilled ingredients, and see how it tastes.


In the twentieth century, as electric freezers and refrigerators became widely available, ice changed. The dominant form of ice became substantial cubes frozen in trays and released with a lever (in the case of metal trays) or a twist (with plastic ones). These old-school cubes are perfect starting points for most drinks. Not only do they melt more slowly than skimpier versions that come from standard hotel ice machines, or the oddly shaped ones from refrigerator ice makers, they also make an undeniably satisfying sound in a glass, and they just look right. In the Coen brothers’ homage to classic gangster films, Miller’s Crossing, exquisite attention is paid to the tumble and clink of sturdy cubes being loaded into an old-fashioned glass—it’s an aesthetically charged, richly ritualistic event.


But let’s not stretch that too far. Nowadays, in some of the more esoterically inclined speakeasy bars and glamorous watering holes, ice cubes have been fetishized to the point of absurdity. Specially sourced water, catalogs of shapes and densities—there’s no need to go to these lengths, certainly not at home. And if you’re making proper frozen cocktails, it’s a moot point anyway.


THE RISE OF ICE


And that brings us to the advent of the frozen cocktail. In the nineteenth century, drinks heavily loaded with shaved ice, or snow, were commonplace. One typical mint julep recipe, as preserved by the Southern novelist Walker Percy, involves pouring a healthy dose of sugar in a chilled highball glass, inserting a sprig of mint, and packing the glass completely with shaved ice before filling the arrangement with bourbon. As in so many other aspects of modern life, however, technology opened up new possibilities.
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In this case, it was the invention of the electric blender. It took more than 15 years for the countertop (as opposed to immersion) blender to become a household item. The first one, invented in 1922 by Stephen Poplawski, was meant for making milk shakes. Poplawski’s concept was picked up by the Hamilton Beach Company, which had been testing how to use a lightweight electric motor to power household appliances since its establishment in 1911 by L. H. Hamilton, Chester Beach, and Fred Osius. Osius made it his mission to develop the electric blender for the household market.


In 1935, having finally managed a workable design for the blender, Osius went in search of investors. He found one in Fred Waring, a famed bandleader with a fondness for gadgets. The story goes that Osius managed to charm his way into Waring’s dressing room after a New York concert and walked out with a commitment of $25,000 for further testing and development. When Osius couldn’t manage to produce a reliable enough prototype, Waring took control of the product and had other engineers tinker with the design. In 1938, the Waring Blendor (purposely spelled with an “o” for distinctiveness) entered the market.


The global catastrophe of World War II slowed Waring’s business development, but it also made the United States a superpower. Returning servicemen and women, and women who had taken up careers on the home front during the war, looked forward to a postwar America of predictable domestic life, economic growth, and the convenience of new technologies. It was the dawn of a new consumerism, and the public was now deluged with advertisements for trendy new appliances. The Waring Blendor’s time had come; by 1954, over a million had been sold.


BLENDED FROZEN COCKTAILS


It didn’t take long for blended frozen cocktails to appear. Because rum had remained widely available during the war despite rationing, many of those new drinks were chilly adaptations of Cuban classics: frozen daiquiris and other variations on the theme of rum, fruit, and ice whirled into a slushy, often colorful, concoction. In the 1960s, after revolution removed Cuba from the list of American vacation spots, other “tropical” ingredients began to appear in all sorts of cocktails, but especially ones meant for sultry summer weather. Even the exotic fruits discovered by soldiers in Vietnam played a role.


In the 1970s, cocktails became part of the singles scene, and bartenders devised even more confectionary recipes to appeal to liberated women enjoying more freewheeling social and romantic lives. Frozen blended drinks were part of the picture. (A reference to the venerable Waring Blendor in Warren Zevon’s satirical 1976 song “Poor Poor Pitiful Me” testified to that appliance’s frequent use.) But there was a downside to this turn in frozen cocktails, and it took two forms. The first was the encounter between frozen cocktails and commercial cocktail mixes, which led to a market saturated with cloying, artificially flavored and colored alternatives to a well-made drink. The second was the gradual association of frozen and overly sweet cocktails with the more tacky excesses of the era. As 1979 gave way to 1980, the number-one single on the U.S. charts was Rupert Holmes’s “Escape (The Piña Colada Song).” Never had a mixed drink suffered such a dismal fate.


But starting in the 1980s, and slowly but steadily through the following decade, classic cocktails started to regain cultural currency. The “craft cocktail” movement of recent years, spurred partly by nostalgia and partly by an increasing focus by shrewd marketers on the artisanal and the boutique, has led to a cocktail renaissance. From speakeasy-style watering holes to revitalized hotel bars, enthusiasts are savoring classic cocktails and new variations made from a near-overwhelming array of options on the spirits shelf, increasingly mixed with fresh juices and old-school bitters. Frozen cocktails have shaken off the stigma they picked up in the 1980s, and a new generation of celebrity bartenders are conjuring new recipes as subtle and refined as they are bracing and refreshing. So let’s get down to mixing.
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