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Paul Martin is an award-winning, world-record-holding cocktail mixologist, trainer and motivational speaker. During his bartending career, he has set two world speed-cocktail-mixing records and won seven global mixology titles. He runs some of the most sought-after bartender and hospitality training courses and has trained more than 50,000 bartenders in more than twenty-five countries around the world. Paul has appeared in his role of ‘cocktail expert’ on TV and radio on many occasions including for three full series on Food Network Daily in the 1990s. Paul is also an accomplished motivational speaker and can often be found delivering talks on human connection, communication skills and other human interaction topics. His TEDx Talk on how he used his knowledge of sign language to develop a new technique for improving people’s body-language skills has received more than 500,000 views on YouTube.
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INTRODUCTION

The DNA of an Ultimate Bartender

Contrary to popular belief, mixing and serving great drinks barely scratches the surface of the characteristics and skills that define a world-class bartender. In order to become truly great at what you do, you first need to understand the multitude of interpersonal skills, techniques and abilities that are brought to bear by the very best of the mixology industry. Whether you are a bar owner, manager or individual bartender, in this book, I will help you to understand those skills and help you to become the Ultimate Bartender.
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So, if you had to rank yourself out of 10 as a bartender, what score would you award yourself? Interestingly, whatever score you have decided upon, I can tell you that it is almost certainly not a true reflection of your abilities but more a case of how you rank yourself against what you perceive to be a perfect 10. It’s all about perception. In all the years that I have been running bartender training courses and seminars, people rarely, if ever, are able to accurately rate their abilities in the context of what the perfect bartender actually looks like. This is ultimately because their view of perfection is limited by their own experiences. They may be striving for perfection, but only their own personal view of perfection. Indeed, when we set ourselves limits, those limits in turn define the levels to which we progress.

If you have ever been into a gymnasium, you see this phenomenon in action. A guy who has decided to get fit walks in to a gym on day one and among other things notices a rack of dumbbells ranging in weight from 1kg through to 20kg, rising in 1kg increments. In trying to establish a good weight with which to start training he picks up the middle weight of 10kg and gives it a go. Depending upon how he gets on, he may decide that he needs to start with something a little lighter, or possibly a bit heavier, but eventually he will settle upon his starting weight. Over the coming weeks and months as his fitness and strength develop, he will gradually increase the weight with the ultimate goal being to work up to the limit, the big 20kg dumbbells. In fact, psychologically, 20kg becomes the summit, the final goal, the target that he will strive for. It also becomes his perceived limit. In time, he may not get to 20kg but he will certainly improve. Possibly reaching an impressive 18kg.

However, had that same guy walked in to a different gymnasium on day one and found that the dumbbells in the second gym began at 5kg and went up to 50kg he would have achieved very different targets. In this case, his perception of the summit would be much higher (50kg) and as a consequence he would have that higher goal as his motivation for development and improvement. Over time his level of improvement would not be limited by the 20kg goal established in the first gymnasium, and as a consequence, while most people would not get anywhere near the level of strength required to use 50kg dumbbells, he would almost certainly exceed the 20kg weight that he would likely fail to achieve in the first gym.

In fact, in tests, it has been demonstrated that people consistently achieve greater gains when exposed to the second scenario as opposed to the first. When their perceptions of limits change! And this phenomenon is repeated time and again throughout every aspect of our lives. Join a table tennis club where the members are all national-standard players and your level of play will develop much faster and to a higher standard than if you had joined a local club with average players. Join the best music school in the country, surrounded by some of the country’s finest talent, and you will become a better pianist than had you simply remained at a standard comprehensive school under the tutelage of the local music teacher. Work with the most highly skilled bartenders in the world and you will become a much finer bartender than had you simply worked in an average bar alongside low-skilled mixologists.

And just to be clear, this is not simply because you are being exposed to greater skills; it’s because your view of what is achievable is far greater and therefore you are not limited in your own development by restricted perceptions of what is achievable. My job as a trainer is not simply to improve a bartender’s skills but, more importantly, to change their perceptions of what perfection could actually be. You’ll never reach the summit if you fail to realise that it’s beyond the cloud line.

So, let’s think about how you may score yourself right now. Imagine that your view of the perfect bartender was someone who could pull a pint of beer, tell the difference between a red and white wine and was able to mix five different cocktails from memory, then you could quite easily give yourself an 8 if you could do 80 per cent of that. However, if your view of the perfect bartender was someone who had amazing product knowledge to the extent that he could mix more than 1,000 perfectly served cocktails from memory, could identify any wine, including the year, from a blind taste, was an amazing communicator, an entertaining host, etc., you may then consider yourself a 2 based on the fact that you are 20 per cent of the way to achieving that level of expertise. However, out of the two scenarios, which one is probably the better bartender? The one who scored himself an 8 or the one who scored himself a 2?

And consider this also: the one who scored an 8 is also under the impression that he only needs a small improvement to become the perfect bartender. After all, based on his own perceptions of perfection he is already 80 per cent of the way there. On the other hand, not only is the bartender who scored himself a 2 probably a better bartender already, he can also see that there is a far greater opportunity for development and improvement based on the fact that he has ranked himself so low. In this scenario, not only has he already surpassed the first bartender, but based on his very different perceptions of perfection, he will continue to strive to improve long after bartender number one has decided there is nothing else he needs to know!

As a consequence, the key to becoming an Ultimate Bartender is first being able to see what skills and knowledge the perfect 10 is likely to display and then to mark yourself in relation to that. Not simply to score yourself based on your own impression.

Therefore, if, through this book, I am going to help you on your way to becoming the very finest bartender you could become, I’m first going to have to change your view of what that looks like.

So, what skills in my opinion does the Ultimate Bartender possess? First and foremost, he or she would need to be a great communicator and people person. In my experience, the world’s most engaging and entertaining bartenders don’t necessarily mix the best drinks. Or, if they do happen to mix great drinks, that is far from the main appeal for their guests. However, an ability to connect with their guests, build instant rapport, demonstrate empathy, expertly use humour, express themselves both passionately and articulately, take their guests on an unexpected journey, and communicate across the age ranges, gender types and social and cultural groups is the absolute cornerstone of everything that they do. It lays the foundations for every element of the Ultimate Bartender’s craft and in doing so opens their guests up to a service experience beyond anything they have become accustomed to.

The Ultimate Bartender has a service mindset and is always seeking to exceed his guests’ expectations. There is a thirst (pun!) for knowledge that drives continual improvement throughout their career. At no stage does the Ultimate Bartender rest on his laurels. He has an innate understanding of the power of teamwork and is never motivated by self-promotion or ego. In fact, our Ultimate Bartender thrives on an ability to contribute to a team dynamic and help to bring out the best of himself by helping others to get the best from themselves.

Our Ultimate Bartender is able to work at speed and with efficiency, without it detracting from his main focus, connecting and engaging with his guests. To this end, his head is always ‘up’ with his eyes on the game. In fact, eye contact is one of his major weapons in the delivery of great service: with it he is able to read the guests and gather information that he skilfully uses to help develop rapport. He has a perspective on his guests that allows him to engage with them and redirect their experiences, enabling them to experience drinks and combinations they would never have discovered without him. He is a skilled influencer with a grasp of the psychology of decision-making. As a result, he’s able to influence decisions in the guests’ favour, helping them to overcome any lingering insecurities about experimentation and new experiences.

He’s the perfect professional, able to separate the professional self from the personal self. This empowers him to deal with negative situations, challenging guests or general ‘bad days’ in a considered, service-orientated manner. He doesn’t get personally involved or upset; he becomes professionally engaged, viewing every negative as an opportunity to develop a more profound positive. Likewise, our Ultimate Bartender has the tools and understanding to identify the triggers for stress and then employ techniques to help dissipate that very stress. He’s empathetic in a fundamental way, understanding situations from the perspective of someone who wants to understand, rather than defend an opposing position, and as a result is an expert in connecting with the most demanding of guests.

Bartending for the Ultimate Bartender is more than a service: it is entertainment, which can be seen in the way he holds himself, handles the equipment, pours a glass of wine, shakes a cocktail or even stands. By doing so, he feeds into the involuntary response of guests who experience this level of bartending supremacy and who in turn lead to the spreading of his reputation. Our Ultimate Bartender is not afraid to accept that he is human and fallible but also understands that he has this in common with all of his guests, and by delivery of Ultimate Bartending standards is more likely to be supported by them when busy or if something were to go wrong. For our Ultimate Bartender, all the world is a stage and he continues to do everything in his power to make his stage show the most impressive his guests have experienced.

And of course, they will continue to develop and hone their drink mixing/serving skills so that their delivery of exceptional service is indeed brought to fruition through the vehicle of a fabulous drink. This is our perfect 10, our Ultimate Bartender.

Now mark yourself against this. Where are you now? If you are honest with yourself you will have marked yourself much lower than when I posed this question at the opening of this chapter. But whatever mark you have awarded yourself, consider that to be your starting point. In the chapters that follow I will introduce you to the skills and techniques that will enable you to climb the Ultimate Bartending ladder. And while you won’t become a perfect 10 overnight, you will be on the right track to achieving that immense perfect 10 goal. And as you do so, remember this: If you only become a 4 or 5 on this new scale, you will almost certainly be well in excess of a 10 on any regular bartender’s scale and will be delivering to your guests an experience far beyond that enjoyed by the vast majority. Thereafter, you can simply continue to hone your skills until you reach the summit you seek.
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