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Pantry Cocktails

Inventive Sips from Everyday Staples (and a Few Nibbles Too)
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I raise my glass to all who hunkered down, stayed home, and got innovative in the ways they worked, lived, connected, and cooked when it mattered most… and that made all the difference.

To my three daughters—Parker, Ella, and Addie—it was a rare joy having you all under our roof again, and I am grateful for that silver lining. Cheers!






Introduction

Growing up in the ’70s and ’80s, my big sister, Rebecca, and I would play what we called “The Tasting Game,” an exciting, mysterious, and quite often disgusting game that I prided myself on being really skilled at. We each took turns being blindfolded while the other went to the kitchen to find the weirdest ingredient or combination of ingredients for the other to taste and attempt to identify. The prize was in just getting it right. “Worcestershire on a Nutter Butter!” or “mashed banana with malt vinegar!” My mom was never thrilled to find bouillon cubes with missing corners or the Baker’s chocolate with teeth marks, but the game certainly helped me hone my taste buds.

Other than being human food (a rule implemented after the time my sister fed me a piece of a Gaines-burgers dog food patty), there were no rules about what ingredients could be combined and offered. If I wanted to stir oil from a can of Nova Scotia sardines with mango chutney from India and feed it to my sister on a piece of stale Melba toast while she sat on a lawn chair in our Oklahoma backyard, she might be thoroughly grossed out, but it was all in the name of experimentation and fun.

Fast-forward to my culinary school days years later, when food television was in its infancy and shows like Chopped and Iron Chef had yet to hit the airways. Exam days at Tante Marie’s Cooking School in the North Beach neighborhood of San Francisco meant each of my dozen classmates got a sheet pan of random ingredients. We had to prepare a dish using the assortment of ingredients that we were given, and the techniques we recently had learned, and then serve our creation at a specified time to a panel of judges that included our culinary instructor; the school’s owner, Mary Risley; and an outside expert or two. Quite regularly big-name chefs or notable cookbook authors like Madeleine Kamman or Nick Malgieri were among the visiting guest judges. No matter who was on the tasting panel, our task was always intimidating… but also exciting, mysterious, and creative. In many ways, it felt as though I’d come full circle, only this tasting game was about making disparate ingredients harmonize as deliciously as possible to impress the judges.

At one point or another in all of our lives, we have faced a similar scenario that has us playing kitchen MacGyver, whipping up a magnificent meal or a delicious appetizer from the odds and ends of the pantry or fridge. It took a pandemic to get many of us to realize just how creative we could be with the ingredients that we had on hand. That same improvisational approach is easily applied to home bartending, too. Understanding how to enlist the condiments, jams, pickles, and sauces cluttering up your cabinets and refrigerator means you can craft inventive, flavorful cocktails on the fly to satisfy a craving, reinvent a drink from a beloved watering hole, or express your creativity by using what you have at your fingertips in order to avoid an expensive outing to the market and liquor store. With a few key spirits, cupboard staples, or an assortment of treasures from your windowsill, garden, or fridge, you can whip up outstanding cocktails guaranteed to satisfy and impress. Surely, that’s worth raising a glass to!

—Katherine Cobbs
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The Cocktail Hour Kitchen

Countless books and online guides tell you how to stock the bar and kitchen, but when push comes to shove, or a virus leads to quarantine, sometimes you are forced to get scrappy and creative with what you have on hand. (I cannot begin to count how many times I’ve been in a hotel room where no wine opener is to be found!) And because desperate times call for desperate measures, I always find a way.

More than once, my exhausted family has arrived at a vacation rental long after stores and restaurants have closed, and yet we manage to cobble together a decent meal from what’s in our cooler and the random spices and condiments left behind by previous renters. Through trial and error and lots of improvisation you just learn what works together and what mash-ups are best to avoid. Sometimes you just might be surprised to find that what you end up with is actually better than what you were after.

Did you know that you can make a damn good Manhattan sans orange bitters or sweet vermouth using muddled charred orange peel and a splash of white grape juice from your kid’s juice box stash? Yes, you can! It’s a worthy approximation that is sublime and satisfying, and it doesn’t involve an investment in two bottles you may only rarely use. Bourbon is mandatory, of course!

As much as I love improvising with ingredients, I’ve always been a fan of kitchen hacks, too—using the spout end of a funnel to pit a cherry, getting crushed ice by smashing ice cubes in a zip-top bag with a cast-iron skillet, freezing citrus wheels or berries to add to drinks to keep them cool without diluting, and so on.

No cocktail shaker? Enlist a mason jar or water bottle instead. The blender bottle with a ball whisk used to mix protein powder drinks is another great shaker option in some instances. Lack a muddler? A wooden spoon or the pusher stick for your blender work wonders. Looking for a swizzle stick or barspoon? Turn to a long-handled, iced-tea spoon or chopstick to do the trick.

When you don’t have the exact ingredient or tool called for and yet you figure out how to re-create what you crave, it’s empowering. You might be surprised to find that when your cupboard and fridge are almost bare and you really do need to make that grocery store run, you test yourself by holding off just one more day to see just what sort of MacGyver magic you can whip up.

It’s become routine at my house that when we’re faced with the odds and ends of an almost-empty fridge and are too lazy to head to the market, we pull together a food board for an easy pickup meal. Arranged beautifully, it feels elaborate and festive and it’s a fun thing to gather around. Stale bread can be brushed with olive oil and toasted and then rubbed with a garlic clove for easy crostini. Leftover bits of cheese from the cheese drawer can be combined in the food processor with a sprinkle of white wine from the fridge and fresh herbs from the window box to create what the French call fromage fort. Pair that with cut-up fruit and vegetables arranged artfully. Add nuts, olives, pickles, and some dried fruit for more interest and texture. And voilà! Like loaves and fishes, where there seemed to be nothing much left, an abundant spread appears. Cheers to that!
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The Liquor Cabinet

While I am all for improvising when it comes to cooking and mixing cocktails, for the backbone of spirited drinks—the liquor—there are no cheats. Until someone shares a hack showing how to replicate all the flavorful and heady aspects of an aged whiskey on the fly in minutes, a trip to the liquor store to stock up will remain a necessity.

Start your list by thinking about what you like, what you prefer to drink most often at home, and what you order at a bar when out. I enjoy sipping mezcal or bourbon straight more than in mixed drinks, while I prefer vodka, rum, and gin in cocktails to sipping solo. If a Negroni is your go-to cocktail, then definitely add a bottle of Campari and sweet vermouth to the gin on your list. Once you identify what you enjoy, let your budget and interest inspire you. Stock up on a couple of different bottles or start a robust collection that allows you to explore the nuances of a particular spirit and how it plays alone and with other ingredients.

I try to keep at least one bottle from each of the categories of essential spirits below stocked in my home bar. With a bottle from each category, plus a couple of liqueurs, I can make most any cocktail, and certainly fill the requests of friends and houseguests. If you don’t entertain or only drink vodka, then that simplifies your liquor cabinet list tremendously.

The cocktails and mixed drinks, which I also refer to as “cocktails,” in this book use spirits primarily from the categories below. There are numerous offerings within each category—varied brands, styles, and variations. Start with a bottle or two from each category to build your home bar.


	Agave Spirits

	Brandy

	Gin

	Rum

	Vodka

	Whiskey



The additional bottles that you can add to your inventory are practically infinite, and new ones continuously come to market—from a mother lode of lovely liqueurs to a bevy of bracing bitters, sweet syrups, and seltzers, sodas, tonics, ales, and juices, plus wine, including fortified and aromatized varieties. If a liqueur or mixer is critical to a recipe in this book, it is listed in the ingredients. I suggest a suitable “Sneaky Cheat” whenever possible to mimic flavors using everyday ingredients that you are more likely to have on hand.






Dashes, Doses & Rim Gracers

A dash of this, a drop of that… sometimes it’s the little things that take a drink from ho hum to HELLO! A classic 3-2-1 margarita made with 3 parts tequila, 2 parts orange liqueur, and 1 part lime juice is tart and refreshing at its most basic, but a tiny pinch of salt added to the shaker accentuates the interplay of sour and sweet in a noticeable way. A splash of watermelon cordial or a chili-lime rim salt are the cocktail accent equivalents of the cool shades or striking shoes that make a tasteful outfit. Master basic recipes for a few key add-ins and you can create numerous drink variations using everyday ingredients that you likely have on hand to complement whatever cocktail you’re crafting.

SUBLIME SYRUPS

You can sweeten a tipple with agave syrup, honey, maple syrup, corn syrup, cane syrup, sorghum, molasses, or any other sweet syrup, but must consider how the distinctive flavor of each will work with the other ingredients you are using. The neutral sweetener most often enlisted in mixology is simple syrup, a blend of sugar and water. The standard recipe is a 1:1 ratio that is shaken, blended, or heated over low heat until the sugar fully dissolves. Heated versions keep longer than shaken or blended versions. Rich simple syrups with a higher 2:1 ratio of sugar to water also last longer. To really extend the life of a large batch of simple syrup, add a neutral high-proof alcohol and it will keep in the fridge for a couple months.
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SIMPLE SYRUP: Combine 1 cup sugar and 1 cup water in a saucepan over low heat. Stir until the sugar dissolves. Remove from heat to cool. (Alternatively, shake the sugar and water in a sealed container or whirl in a high-speed blender until the sugar dissolves.) Stir in ½ ounce overproof vodka. Transfer the syrup to a clean bottle and refrigerate for up to 2 months. Makes about 1 ¾ cups.

RICH SIMPLE SYRUP: Combine 1 cup sugar to ½ cup water and follow the directions above. Makes about 1 ¼ cups.
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Flavored Simple Syrup is infused with spices, herbs, or aromatics like ginger, lemongrass, vanilla bean, apple peels, pear peels, and dried flowers. These ingredients can be steeped in water to make a “tea” that is used to make the flavored simple syrup, or they may be added to the syrup to infuse it with flavor as it cools. Flavored syrups used in this book are included with the cocktail recipes into which they are mixed.

HONEY SYRUP: Mix 1 cup honey with ½ cup water in a bottle or jar. Secure the lid and shake vigorously to combine. Refrigerate for up to 2 months. Makes about 1 ½ cups.

CITRUS OLEO SACCHARUM: Citrus oleo saccharum translates to “citrus sugar oil” and is made when the oils extracted from citrus peels dissolve into sugar. Use organic fruit and be sure to remove any wax on the surface of the skins so that their natural oils can escape. Use a vegetable peeler to remove all the peels (avoiding pith) from lemons, limes, tangerines, oranges, grapefruits, or use a mix of citrus peel varieties. Layer 1 cup of citrus zest strips with 1 cup superfine sugar in a jar and muddle well. Secure the lid and leave the jar at room temperature for at least 12 hours and up to 24 hours, shaking often, until the sugar has dissolved. Strain the syrup and store it in the refrigerator for up to 1 week. Makes about ¾ cup.

FRUIT CORDIAL: Combine 1 cup sugar and 1 ½ cups frozen or fresh fruit that has been peeled and seeded, if necessary, in a saucepan over medium heat until the sugar melts and the fruit breaks down. Reduce heat to low and simmer until the fruit is very soft, 20 to 30 minutes. Remove from heat. Strain through a fine-mesh strainer, pressing the solids with the back of a spoon. Let cool. Strain again. Add ½ ounce overproof vodka. Transfer to a bottle and refrigerate for up to 1 month. Makes ¾ to 1 cup.

GRENADINE: Follow the recipe for Simple Syrup (above) using pure pomegranate juice in place of the water. Add ½ teaspoon orange flower with the overproof vodka and transfer to a bottle. Refrigerate for up to 1 month. (This method may be used with other fruit juices to make an array of fruit syrups.) Makes about 1 ½ cups.


RIM GRACERS

A savory or sweet rim is a nice embellishment to the glass for many cocktails. Dampen the rim of a glass and dip it in a layer of salt or sugar alone or mixed with other ingredients, such as grated zest, ground spices, sweet or savory crumbs, and minced herbs. Consider rimming just half the glass so that the drink can be savored on its own, too. Rim salts and sugars used in this book accompany the recipes where they are a suggested garnish. Most recipes make enough to rim 2 to 3 glasses.

SNEAKY TIKI CHEATS

Two classic tiki mixers are nutty orgeat, a cloudy almond syrup scented with orange and rose that adds a distinctive note to Mai Tais and Scorpion cocktails, and falernum, an almond syrup infused with warm spices and aromatics that is a classic component of the Zombie and Rum Swizzle cocktails. The recipes below are quick substitutions for the real thing. Don’t limit the use of these to tiki drinks alone. The nutty, warm spice-meets-citrus flavors of both pair surprisingly well with whiskey, brandy, and even gin.

Cheater’s Orgeat: Make Simple Syrup using 1 cup sugar and 1 cup almond milk in place of the usual water. Add 1 teaspoon almond extract, ½ teaspoon orange flower water, and ½ teaspoon rose flower water. Add ½ ounce overproof vodka. Transfer to a bottle and store in the refrigerator for up to 1 month. Makes 1 ¾ cups.

Cheater’s Falernum: Make Cheater’s Orgeat, adding the finely grated zest of 1 lime, 1 tablespoon grated fresh ginger root, ⅛ teaspoon ground cloves, ⅛ teaspoon ground allspice, and ⅛ teaspoon ground nutmeg and steep for 20 minutes over low heat. Remove from heat and cool completely. Refrigerate for 24 hours and then strain through a fine-mesh strainer. Add ½ ounce overproof vodka. Transfer to a bottle and keep refrigerated for up to 1 month. Makes about 1 ½ cups.


THE BITTER TRUTH

The choices for concentrated alcoholic cocktail and digestive bitters on the market are abundant. Each lends a distinctive note to drinks while buffering sweetness or taming tartness with a unique astringent profile. Traditionally, bitters were sipped alone or added to stirred cocktails, but today anything goes. If you love an Old Fashioned, then a bottle of Angostura bitters is a must in your liquor cabinet. If a Sazerac is your usual, having Peychaud’s on hand is key for making a classic one at home. A wealth of recipes for homemade bitters exist in books and online. Most take weeks to make and require obscure ingredients like gentian root, cinchona bark, or horehound. It’s easiest to stock up on the bottles of bitters you’ll use most. Bittermens, Scrappy’s, Fee Brothers, El Guapo, and Jack Rudy are among a handful of readily available brands that offer any array of flavors and styles.

THINK TWICE ABOUT ICE

Fresh, clear ice is key to great mixed drinks. If the ice in your freezer’s ice maker bin has been around for a while, it’s likely taken on off-flavors or become cloudy. Toss it so that the machine makes new ice. Alternatively, fill ice trays with filtered water and pop out the ice and store in freezer bags as soon as it’s frozen rock solid. Your drinks will look and taste better!
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Never underestimate the bounty of ingredients inside your fridge that can be shaken and strained or stirred into cocktails that explode with flavor. Consider all those last drips and drops in condiment bottles, jam jars, syrup jugs, and so forth as the home mixologist’s medium for infusing drinks with interest and complexity. Adding olive brine to a martini may be commonplace, but why not incorporate pickle juice into your gimlet or Korean gochujang paste into a poolside Michelada? Having a party? Let guests in on the action with a jam jar cocktail bar. They can make their own jammy cocktails to shake and drink straight from the jars. Let the ingredients you have on hand inspire and guide you. The caramelly sweet notes of bourbon pair beautifully with apple, so try adding a spoonful of apple butter and a sprig of rosemary to bourbon in a cocktail shaker for juicy spin on a Manhattan that tastes more upstate apple orchard than buttoned-up Big Apple. We don’t think twice about experimenting and improvising when it comes to cooking, so it’s time to show that same creative courage when crafting cocktails at home.
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SUSHI MARY


	GOCHUJANG MICHELADA

	SRIRACHA MUCHACHA

	SESAME STREET SOUR

	CAPTAIN MUSTARD SOUR

	ISLAND GIN & JUICE

	BOURBON-MAPLE SWEET TEA THYME

	APPLE BUTTER MANHATTAN

	MARMALADE CAIPIRINHA

	BLACKBERRY SIDECAR

	APRICOT COLLINS

	THREE STRIPES YOU’RE OUT

	DIRTY DRY MARTINI

	PICKLE BACK

	KIMCHI VESPER

	SWEET PICKLE GIMLET

	SALTY PEPERONCINI PERRO

	BOURBON MILK PUNCH

	NEW ORLEANS GIN FIZZ

	SPICED SHERRY FLIP

	LIQUID LUNCH

	THAI-ONE-ON ICED TEA
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Condiment Cocktails

Condiments are flavor bombs that can add a sweet, salty, sour, earthy, or complex burst of tasty interest to an array of dishes. One way to discern how a condiment might work in a cocktail is to think about the many ways you put it to use with food and then consider where you might substitute it for ingredients commonly used in cocktails that have a similar flavor profile. The thought process might go something like this: Mustard is a great emulsifier in a vinaigrette, so maybe it could serve a similar function in a drink where an egg white or aquafaba is typically added for body. Since mustard can have the sinus-tingling quality of horseradish, a squirt in a Bloody Mary might be delicious or could take the place of hot sauce in a Michelada. On that note, maybe a new spin on the Mary using clear Tomato Water and mustard seed–infused vodka could usher in a sunny new brunch trend. Because mustard is so distinctive and bold, it is important to combine it with other strong flavors like the spiced rum found in the Captain Mustard Sour. Remember, the fridge is your oyster and the wonders to be found under all those caps and lids are just another medium in the home mixologist’s palette for making provocative sips to quench any craving.






SUSHI MARY

SERVES 4 This mouthwatering Mary borrows from fridge, cupboard, spice drawer, and garden for a riff bursting with umami, sip after sip. White miso paste adds the earthy savoriness that Worcestershire traditionally brings. Crushed coriander seeds stand in for celery seeds and wasabi for horseradish, while lots of fresh lemon juice lends the expected tantalizing tartness. A dose of the sweet brine from a jar of pickled ginger adds something altogether welcome and new as does the addition of sake (though you may use just vodka if you prefer). For a nice contrast, rim one side of the glass with furikake seasoning, a Japanese spice blend traditionally sprinkled on rice.
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