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INTRODUCTION
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THE TERM “SOUR COCKTAIL” might not mean anything to you—and might not even sound too terribly appealing. But there you’d be mistaken, for the category of drinks known as “sours” contains some of the most historic, iconic, and delicious cocktails ever known. The magical trinity of sweet, sour, and strong is the basic platform of legendary drinks like the Daiquiri, the Sidecar, the Margarita, the Jack Rose, the Whiskey Sour, the Pisco Sour, the Bee’s Knees, the Aviation, and that modern pop culture phenom known as the Cosmopolitan, among too many others to name. In David Embury’s epic 1948 cocktail book, The Fine Art of Mixing Drinks, he gives us his version of the Mount Rushmore of drinks, formed by “six basic cocktails”: the Martini, the Manhattan, the Old-Fashioned, the Daiquiri, the Sidecar, and the Jack Rose. Notice anything about that esteemed list? Half of them are sours.

Citrus fruits, mainly lemon and lime, have been found in drinks going back to the sixteenth century (such as, for example, a key ingredient in punch), and beginning in 1740, the British Royal Navy prescribed a daily ration of rum to be dispensed to crew members along with sugar and lemon or lime juice. This became known as “grog,” and the better members of the crew would “receive extra lime juice and sugar that it be made more palatable to them.” See the Navy Grog for more background on this classic.

Folklore tells of similar drinks. There’s the tale of “El Draque,” a likely apocryphal story about a sixteenth-century English privateer, Sir Francis Drake. Or was it Captain Richard Drake? Accounts differ. (Did I mention it was probably apocryphal?) In any case, Drake and his crewmen, after failing to capture Havana, sought comfort in a drink composed of aguardiente (unaged rum), lime juice, sugar, and mint, which many sources will want you to believe was the prototype of the Mojito. Then, as long as we’re in Cuba, we have the story of Canchánchara, a drink made from light rum, lime juice, and honey. By some accounts, it was the source of nutrition for the early Cuban patriots during their never-ending struggle against the Spanish for independence. So many of these stories are just that—stories—but they are entertaining all the same.

One of the earliest known single-sized cocktails containing citrus is believed (by some) to be the Brandy Crusta (brandy, orange curaçao, lemon juice, bitters), invented in the 1850s by legendary New Orleans bartender Joseph Santini. The earliest-known use of the term “Sour” was seen as a category of drink in an 1856 cocktail menu from Mart Ackermann’s Saloon in Toronto, Canada. Bartenders of the nineteenth century—and all the way up to Prohibition, which lasted between 1920 and 1933—became adept at mastering the trinity of spirit, citrus, and sweetener, combining them to create a wide range of drinks, all offshoots on this three-legged barstool, so to speak.

From this classic platform has evolved a wide range of innovative drinks, with the addition of soda water and other fizzy components (including Champagne), such as the Collins, Mojito, and French 75; and exotic syrups and liqueurs, notably tiki drinks (such as the Mai Tai, Zombie, and Scorpion), frozen drinks (the Daiquiri, Margarita, and others), and even “shot” type drinks, such as the Kamikaze. They’re all sours, with the three-part formula of strong, sweet, and sour as a foundation.

So many of these drinks have rich backstories to them. The Daiquiri was a favorite of playwright Tennessee Williams, writer Ernest Hemingway, and President John F. Kennedy (and First Lady Jackie!), and was first featured in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s classic 1920 novel This Side of Paradise. The Whiskey Sour was the go-to drink during a classic 1925 road trip from Lyon to Paris by none other than Fitzgerald and Hemingway. The tropical decadence of the Margarita helped launch the career of celebrated singer-songwriter Jimmy Buffett, and has sent legions of fans to yearn for some booze in the blender (while searching for that lost shaker of salt). During World War I, one classic Sour had to temporarily change its name to the Royal Smile because a notorious mobster, Jacob “Bald Jack” Rosenzweig, also went by the nickname “Jack Rose.” One cannot fully enjoy Raymond Chandler’s The Long Goodbye or Hemingway’s “The Short Happy Life of Francis Macomber” without sipping on a classic Gimlet. And did Hemingway really drink seventeen double frozen Daiquiris at El Floridita in Havana one day in the early 1940s?

Yet what many people (even drinkers) don’t understand is that these drinks are all pretty much built the same way. I’ll never forget a seminar I attended at the Tales of the Cocktail festival in New Orleans, way back in 2004, when my friend (and bartending legend) Audrey Saunders stood before a whiteboard and (without knowing it, thank you, Audrey) gave me the idea for this book. She detailed how versatile the Sour platform was: start with this drink, swap this for that, or add this and this, and you’ve got this. Swap out the rum and sugar from a Daiquiri and put in applejack and grenadine and it’s now a Jack Rose. Change a Whiskey Sour by using honey syrup instead of simple syrup, and now it’s a Gold Rush. Then swap the whiskey for gin to make a Bee’s Knees. “Extend” that basic Gin Sour with soda water and serve it in a tall glass, on the rocks, and now it’s a Tom Collins. Add a splash of cranberry juice to a basic Vodka Sour and what do you get? A Cosmo. Similar to that Tom Collins, add soda water and mint to the classic Daiquiri, and serve it in a tall glass filled with ice and you’ve made a Mojito. My mind was pretty much blown.

So this book will tell you not only the history and folklore of these classic drinks, but how to make them at home, and how to create your own delicious spinoffs from this immortal three-part platform. After all, it’s about variation. World-renowned bartender, author, and my friend Jim Meehan (former part-owner of PDT, as in “Please Don’t Tell,” the groundbreaking East Village speakeasy located, then as now, via a secret door within a phone booth found within a hot dog shop), said it best. In The Oxford Companion to Spirits and Cocktails (2021), in the entry titled “Cocktail Variation,” he described it as follows:


Variation can be premeditated, based on a mixological understanding of how the ingredients can be altered without changing the fundamental identity of the recipe, or it can be result from necessity (the lemons didn’t come that day) or error, resulting in a variety of outcomes, ranging from an unhappy patron to a new recipe or accepted variation upon the original.

… This kind of ingredient switching is known among bartenders as the “Mr. Potato head” method of creating new recipes, after the popular toy, which gives one a selection of facial features that may be substituted for one another.



But the concept of variation is not new. In the late 1940s, David Embury included in his The Fine Art of Mixing Drinks a whole chapter called “Roll Your Own.” Therein, he encouraged readers to not just make cocktails, but to invent their own cocktails. “Yet you yourself—anyone—can invent cocktails, good cocktails, palatable cocktails, delicious cocktails, by the dozen—nay, by the hundred. You need no recipe book. All you need is an understanding of a few fundamental principles and a reasonable discriminating taste.” (Ironic, isn’t it, that within my recipe book I’m telling you about another author’s recipe book that tells you that “you need no recipe book”?)

Anyway, Embury’s book lays out the various types of cocktail “platforms,” beginning with the basic premise that “the essential ingredients of a cocktail are (a) the base and (b) the modifier.” With respect to the Sour, Embury explained that “the Sour type is so named not because it tastes sour but because it is patterned after the various Sours, i.e., it consists of lemon or lime juice, sugar or some other sweetening, and a spiritous liquor. If you examine practically any book of cocktail recipes you will find that a very large percentage of the recipes are of this type. This is because the citrus juices blend well with all kinds of spiritous liquors and all kinds of cordials and fruit juices.” He further encouraged readers to “roll their own” new cocktails, by taking an existing recipe and swapping out the spirit and/or the sweetener and/or the citrus juice. That’s essentially what this book intends to do as well. What’s the old expression? “Everything old is new again.”

I often hear that mixology is much like cooking: You begin with basic concepts, and you build out from there through trial and error. In the case of drink creation, you start with the Daiquiri, let’s say, and you add additional flavorings, such as other juices and/or liqueurs, much the same way that tiki pioneers Donn “Don the Beachcomber” Beach and Victor “Trader Vic” Bergeron did when they created their masterpieces such as the Zombie, Navy Grog, Fog Cutter, Three Dots and a Dash, and Mai Tai).

On the culinary side, consider the French school of cooking, and its reliance on the “Mother Sauces”—béchamel, velouté, espagnole, hollandaise, and tomat—which serve as the starting point in so many classic French dishes. Created in in the nineteenth century by French chef Auguste Escoffier, these sauces were found in his seminal work, Le Guide Culinaire (1903). Without going too far down this rabbit hole, you can start with béchamel (a milk-based sauce, thickened with a white roux and seasoned with onion, nutmeg, and/or thyme), and from that Mother Sauce make crème, Mornay, soubise, ecossaise, and nantua sauces. Similarly, from espagnole (a brown sauce made from a brown roux and brown stock, such as veal or beef, along with tomato sauce or paste), you can make demi-glace, poivrade, grand veneur, and bigarade sauces.

But, hey, I’d love to talk French cooking all day, but I’ve got a cocktail book to write! Within the pages of this book, I’ll endeavor to present the idea that the Sour cocktail, which of course could be considered a “Daughter Drink” of the Mother of All Drinks (namely punch), herself grew up to become the mother of so many categories of drinks.

Truth be told, I struggled for a while with the organization of this book. Should I start with just the three-ingredient drinks, then move to the four-ingredient ones, then drinks with five ingredients, and so on, continuing to press the point of just how versatile the underlying three-part platform is? But then I realized, no one ever came home from work and said, “Hey, honey, I think we should try some five-part drinks this weekend—you know, to keep things spicy.” Instead, the book is organized alphabetically, with the occasional sidebar or subchapter where I branch out to talk about a particular subfamily of drinks, such as Fizzes, Twenty-First-Century Smashes, Constante Ribalaigua’s assortment of Daiquiris at Havana’s famed bar El Floridita, the Collins family, and so on.

In assembling my collection of drinks, I soon realized there are too many to include—this book could easily be a thousand pages or more. After all, not only are there untold numbers of great drinks based on the Sour platform but many, many more are being invented (and are yet to be invented) by both professional and home bartenders, including you! And so along with a list of the essential Sours and related cocktails, I included brief mentions of spin-offs of the underlying drink, which I call “Variations.” By offering these variations, I was able to shoehorn in many more drinks for you to discover and enjoy.

Mind you, my “here’s another great drink, now go look up the recipe” plan does not come without some amount of trepidation, as there are more than a few websites out there that cannot be trusted to give good information on drink recipes. (Yes, you heard it here first: You shouldn’t believe everything you read on the interwebs.) So, I hereby offer to you a (partial) list of reputable websites where you’re certain to find reliable info: BonAppetit.com, Boothby.com.au, ClassBarMag.com, CraftandCocktails.co, DiffordsGuide.com, Flaviar.com, Ginhound.com, Imbibe.com, KindredCocktails.com, Liquor.com, PunchDrink.com, Saveur.com, SpruceEats.com, StirAndStrain.com, RobertSimonson.substack.com, and Vinepair.com. There are more, but these I’ve found to be trustworthy. (One way to discern how credible a site is: Do they use photos that look nothing like the drink the recipe is supposed to represent? “Say, I’ve seen that lime-green Mojito-looking-thing before …”)

I’ve also tried to offer a wide range of great drinks, with the majority being classics (such as the Daiquiri, Margarita, Bee’s Knees, Gin Fizz, and Tom Collins), modern classics (such as the Paper Plane, Penicillin, Bramble, and Gold Rush), and excellent drinks created by friends of mine in the industry or drinks I’ve discovered in my travels.

Further, while this book focuses on the traditional uses of citrus juice, please be mindful of more creative methods and practices of using the components of citrus fruit, namely the peel (see oleosaccharum, and oleo citrate and Super Juice), as well as the acid found in the actual juice. For example, there’s a commercial offering from Belgium known as Sūpāsawā that’s billed as an alternative to citrus juice. It’s a distilled water–based product containing five different types of acid—citric, malic, tartaric, succinic, and phosphoric—along with a little sugar and salt, and is intended to mimic the sourness, flavor, and “zing” of citrus juice. Lastly, if you want to do a deeper dive into the study of the use of acids in cocktails, check out the teachings of Dave Arnold, author of Liquid Intelligence: The Art and Science of the Perfect Cocktail.

Back to the drinks! With just a couple of exceptions, I tried to select cocktails that are easy(ish) for the home bartender to make, and that won’t break the bank or cause you to spend hours making some sort of honey/thyme/green tea tincture. As an amateur bartender myself, I try to keep things simple, by mastering basic formulas in inventing new drinks and leaving the “molecular mixology” and the really sophisticated stuff to the pros, just as I’d do with cooking. In writing this book, I tried to stick to the guidance of drinks writer Kingsley Amis, who offered these pearls of wisdom in his 2008 book Everyday Drinking: “More practically, you will waste a lot of time—unless of course, you were simply using your drinks manual as dipsography, the alcohol equivalent of pornography—reading about concoctions to call for stuff you simply have not got (on) hand.”

With respect to my historical sources, you’re going to see more than a few references to The Oxford Companion to Spirits and Cocktails, edited by David Wondrich and Noah Rothbaum and published in 2021. It is an amazing resource; I recommend you add it to your library. And you’re also going to see numerous other references to my old friend David Wondrich, the undisputed dean of cocktail historians.

Lastly, as an aside, I would be remiss if I did not tell you about another amazing resource, the Vintage Cocktail Books Free Digital Library (euvslibrary.com), operated by the Exposition Universelle des Vins et Spiritueux (EUVS). This is the online extension of a museum created by Paul Ricard on Bendor Island in the South of France, where you can view vintage cocktail books going back to the nineteenth century. Truthfully, I can’t imagine writing the cocktail books I’ve written without this incredible collection. To a cocktail geek like me, it’s like being a kid in a candy store.
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