BARTENDER,

PHOTOS BY
ANDREW CEBULKA
OPPOSITE:
CRAFTING A PROPER COCKTAIL
AT HOME CAN BECOME A REALITY.

STYLED BY ANDREA SERRANO

BRINGING THE CRAFT COCKTAIL HOME
BY STEPHANIE BURT

A LITTLE HELP PLEASE?

IT WAS TWO-TIERED, OVAL, WITH MERCURY-GLASS-MIRRORED SHELVES, AND

MY EYES LIT UP WHEN I SAW IT. ITS BRASS WHEELS AND HANDLE SUGGESTED LAZY COCKTAIL HOURS
ON WIDE, SHADY PORCHES OR IN LIVING ROOMS WITH LOW COUCHES AND CONVERSATION INSTEAD OF
TELEVISION. I’D FOUND MY IDEAL BAR CART, AND I WAS TAKING IT HOME. WHEN THE DELICIOUS TASK OF FILLING THAT

CART WITH BAR ACCOUTREMENTS ARRIVED, I LOOKED TO REPLICATE THE CRAFT COCKTAILS I’D HAD DURING EVENINGS OUT. I WAS
MORE THAN A VODKA SODA GIRL AFTER ALL. I WANTED TO DO IT RIGHT: I MADE LISTS, I MADE A SIMPLE SYRUP, I BOUGHT A RANGE OF
LIQUEURS, AND SOON DUST BEGAN TO GATHER ON THE SHINY CART, WHICH SEEMED RATHER EMPTY STILL.
I WANTED TO GET BACK TO THOSE DREAMY WIDE PORCHES AND LOW-LIT MID-CENTURY LIVING ROOMS OF MY IMAGINATION.
I WANTED TO USE THE BAR CART, NOT JUST PLAN ON USING IT. AND WE ALL—MY GUESTS AND I—WANTED A DRINK, PREFERABLY
BEFORE THOSE CAREFULLY SELECTED LIQUEURS HAD A CHANCE TO CRYSTALLIZE.

SIMPLIFYING WAS IN ORDER.

LEFT TO RIGHT:
VEILS OF SPANISH MOSS
GRACE THE LIVE OAKS
ON SAPELO; CORNELIA'S
DAUGHTER-IN-LAW
DELORES WALKER TENDS
TO YOUNG PLANTS.
OPPOSITE (FROM TOP):
CORNELIA'S SON STANLEY
WALKER BUILDS FENCING
TO KEEP OUT DEER AND
OTHER ANIMALS WHO LOVE
TO NIBBLE THE YOUNG
CROP; ST. LUKE'S BAPTIST
CHURCH IN HOG HAMMOCK
CELEBRATES ITS 130TH
ANNIVERSARY THIS YEAR.
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GOOD BARTENDING is chemistry: balancing
the sweet with the bitter, the sour with the salty.
Look at any craft cocktail bar worth the name and
you’ll find rows of little bottles: tinctures, shrubs,
syrups, and bitters with names like “Tipsy Figs,”
“Forgive and Fernet,” and “Bitter #7.”
Just like any other culinary endeavor, the craft
cocktail pantry has its own lexicon, its own set of
essentials; you wouldn’t dream of achieving expert
Thai chef status without a working knowledge and
selection of fish sauce, and you wouldn’t keep a proper craft cocktail bar without a selection of bitters.
The best bartenders build their pantry through
experimentation, like any good chemist. And their
lab is the craft cocktail bar, where each afternoon
they prep their specialty ingredients and after the
sun goes down put them to the test, night after
night, perfecting their own personal craft cocktail
pantry. And now some of them have started bottling
that pantry for the “home mixologist.” Lucky us.
JOE RAYA EXPERIMENTS
WITH INFUSIONS, TINCTURES,
AND MORE TO ACHIEVE BITTERMILK'S
SIGNATURE COMPLEXITY.
OPPOSITE CLOCKWISE:
JOE AND MARIELENA RAYA, POURING
BURNT SUGAR, CHOCOLATE "LEFTOVERS"
FROM FRENCH BROAD CHOCOLATE IN
ASHEVILLE FLAVOR THE NO. 6, ON THE
BOTTLING LINE, STIRRING THE KETTLE
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BITTERMILK CRAFTS
THE HOME MIXER

If it’s a cocktail lab you’re seeking, then you can’t
do much better than The Gin Joint in Charleston, South Carolina. Owners Joe and MariElena
Raya have transformed a cozy space of real estate
tucked behind an iron gate on the ever-bustling
East Bay Street into a must-visit for any cocktail enthusiast spending time the Holy City. An
astounding amount of experimentation goes
on here, from crafting
orgeat syrup to Joe’s
enthusiasm (ahem, obsession) for a variety of
ice shapes to achieve
just the right melting
point in each drink. In
January of 2013, the
two started experimenting with bottling the
ingredients for a barrelaged old fashioned that
had become quite popular on the menu and
at special events. Fast
forward a little more
than two years, and
Bittermilk, the line
of cocktail mixers the two eventually created,
now has six different cocktail formulas and
product in more than 500 retail stores in the
United States.
The couple knew they had an uphill battle
when it came to creating a shelf-stable mixer
that met their craft cocktail standards. In
addition, the plastic bottles of glowing-yellow,
corn syrup-laced concoctions that line many a
grocery store shelf had given bottled cocktail
mixers a bad name, so it was essential they
took things in a completely different direction.
Bittermilk is nonalcoholic, and alcohol is really
good at extracting flavors (that concept is the
foundation of bitters), so they met the challenge
of bottling the old fashioned the old fashioned
way—through hard work. “We needed unique
techniques to overpower the idea that Bittermilk is essentially a bottled ‘lemonade’ or fruit
drink,” says MariElena. “And we’re bottling
at one hundred eighty degrees, so taking into
account the heat is also part of it.”
One sip of any Bittermilk mixer and you
know it’s not even from the same genre as
those glowing plastic bottles. Complex flavors
and layers of sweet, sour, and bitter work together just like they would if they were freshly
mixed at the bar.
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PEELING AND CHARRING
GRAPEFRUIT PEELS

“MY MINDSET AS A BARTENDER ALWAYS ORIGINATES FROM A CULINARY FOCUS.
PART OF THE TASK IS ALWAYS FOCUSING ON THE INGREDIENTS AND BEING ABLE
TO PRESERVE THAT FRESH FLAVOR,” JOE EXPLAINS.
“My mindset as a bartender always originates
from a culinary focus. Part of the task is always
focusing on the ingredients and being able to
preserve that fresh flavor,” Joe explains. “So
we have to amend the ingredients, bring more
flavor to them to add complexity before we bottle because the flavors have to stand up against
hot bottling.”
So the Bittermilk lab moved out of the bar
and into a warehouse thirty minutes north of
East Bay Street with a secondhand kettle purchased from Hershey’s, a small bottling line, and
plenty of room for stacks of cane sugar in burlap
bags, large vats of fennel seed and whole anise,
and barrels that originally aged Willett bourbon.
There, a small team chars grapefruit with
blowtorches, smokes honey for a dark-flavored
whiskey sour, and in general supersizes the flavors on a variety of artisanal ingredients.
“We tell people that if anyone wants to try

and copy us, they can go ahead,” Joe asserts
with a chuckle. “You have to be a bit crazy to
do all of this, from peeling 500 cases of grapefruit to figuring out at which point to add water
to the burnt sugar to stop the caramelization
process without creating a steam bomb.” Not to
mention that while they crank out 5,000 bottles
a week, they also have to run The Gin Joint.
“It’s our passion.”
That kind of passion is what sets these craft
ingredients apart from the mass-market products. And building a cocktail pantry at home
is easy with just a few ingredients. Really,
Bittermilk cocktails taste fancy, and they are, it’s
just that someone else has done all the work. And
that is worth a toast in and of itself. Now a bar
cart can reflect the hospitality I wish to extend to
my guests, and with that, a perfectly crafted cocktail that is simple to make so we can all get back
to the business of enjoying each other’s company.

HAND-PACKED
BOXES READY
TO GO
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3 STEPS TO HOME
CRAFTED COCKTAILS

}

If you can make highballs (ice, one mixer, one alcohol)
then craft cocktails are only steps away—that is, with the
right ingredients. As always, it’s all about the details.
STEP 1: ICE

Quality cocktail bars have ice
programs where they strive
to achieve the perfect ice
for each cocktail. Knowing
how ice changes a beverage
as it melts is part of the
bartender’s skill. You need
not go to that extreme, but
these two ice cube trays will
help you achieve the most
common two ice shapes for
craft cocktails (big square
and big round). One big piece
melts slower, and thus dilutes

Sphere Ice Molds
(set of 2)

Silicone King Cube Tray
both BPA free and from
tovolo.com

STEP 2: MIXER(S)

These are the ingredients
front and center in your
house-made cocktail
because there is more mixer
in most home cocktails than
anything else. If you start
with interesting mixers you
get interesting drinks. And
once you get the basics,
many of the following can

be used in combo for more
mix-n-match deliciousness
from your own bar cart.

Compounds
Bittermilk is the best we’ve
found. All flavors are quite
delicious, but we’re partial
to No. 2. bittermilk.com

Tonic
Jack Rudy Cocktail Co.
Small Batch Tonic. It’s
become a modern classic.
You’ll see it on many
professional bars, so
make sure and add it to
yours. jackrudycocktailco.com

Shrubs
Otherwise known as drinking
vinegars, shrubs add a
refreshing complexity to a
drink. Shrub Drinks out of
Texas makes a great variety,
including Pear Ginger and
Prickly Pear. Our favorite was
the Strawberry, Balsamic,
and Black Pepper for a
just-west-of-your-comfortzone strawberry cocktail.
shrubdrinks.com
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Syrups
These are the sweet to shrub’s
sour. Use a tiny amount alone
or with club soda: we suggest
Lemon Cherry Echinacea
from Blue Blaze Soda and
Syrup Co. It’s a crowdpleaser, playing well with gin,
tequila, and even bourbon.
blueblazesodaco.com

STEP 3: ALCOHOL

Bartender’s (that’s you)
choice. Have fun. We always
suggest experimenting with
local and/or artisan distillers.

ADVANCED MOVE:
ADD BITTERS

One bottle will do you,
but be warned, they are
highly collectible once you
know how to employ them.
You can add even more
panache to prosecco, amp
up a simple gin and tonic,
or even top off some tequila
in a margarita. We suggest
Bittermens Burlesque Bitters
because it's distinctive and
doubles as a conversation
starter. bittermens.com
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