Hooch to Highbrow

First, it was bourbon. Then it was tequila. Last year’s trendiest spirit to go glam? Mescal. In a world where “boutique” is now equated with “bespoke,” what’s the next spirit to get a makeover? 
By Amy Zavatto

It doesn’t always particularly matter how you get to something wonderful, just that you get there at some point. Like honing in on the distinct flavor particular to one cuisine among a fusion of many, what we really want to know is at the base of the mix; the tea leaves spelling out truths in the tapered bottom of a china cup.   

So it goes with spirits. Cocktail culture has been on fire for years now. No longer content with the yawning spirit-and-soda mixtures of yore, today’s mixologists the world ‘round are part historian, part scientist, part chef, taking the singular components of each cocktail as seriously as the final product. It’s only natural that an outgrowth of this would be a keen and focused interest in spirits themselves. An important part of it, of course, is that better ingredients make for a better cocktail.
“Classic cocktails follow basic flavor principles. When done right, there is a perfect balance of sweet, sour, and salty where applicable,” says Erich Steinbock, former Vice President of Food & Beverage for the Ritz-Carlton. “What is helping their come-back is the use of fresh ingredients, great presentations, and an emphasis on proper mixing techniques.”

Dave Wondrich, drinks correspondent for Esquire magazine and author of the upcoming Imbibe: The Life and Drinks of Jerry Thomas (Penguin Putnam) agrees. “At first, when you saw cocktails becoming hot, it was about the mixologist’s new creation. Then it was about making the classics right,” says Wondrich. “We’re doing a better job because we’re better informed and not using stupid ingredients—bartenders have had a couple of years to educate themselves.” Wondrich has seen this first-hand in the school for spirits he formed along with Dale DeGroff, Steve Olsen, Doug Frost, and F. Paul Pecult—in other words, cocktail royalty. Their Beverage Alcohol Resource (BAR) course is the spirits equivalent of a Master Sommelier program, and is attracting reverent mixers and shakers from across the United States to its twice-yearly sessions and emphasizes, as they say, the pedigree and proper use of spirits. 
The Diamond Is in the Details
And the boutique-ier, the better. Most interesting, though, is that the title of rarefied, once sequestered to the scotch and brandy selections of the world, is now worn by the most unlikely of former hayseeds and wall-flowers: rye, mescal, bourbon, tequila. These rabble-rousers, formerly relegated to shot glasses, are the toast of the town. Why? Let’s take a look at one of the first of these make-over candidates to hit it big for the answer. Vodka, barely acknowledged outside of Russia or Poland before World War II, is now the worldwide beauty queen of the bar. According to Steinbock, there’s a simple reason: Versatility. And with companies like Stolichnaya (Russia), Hangar (U.S.), Chopin and Belvedere (Poland), and Christiania (Norway) raising the bar on quality—and price—and you’ve got yourself one hot commodity. So much so, even masters of other industries are getting in on the vodka trend: American real estate mogul Donald Trump now has his own version, as does Italian designer Roberto Cavalli. 
Tequila, too, is undergoing a fable-like Hans Christian Anderson transformation. According to the Distilled Spirits Council, not only are imports from Mexico up about 30 percent, last year the country (which regulates tequila’s production in a fashion similar to wine in Europe) allowed a new category of extra aged tequila to be produced. Called super or extra anejo, it is aged for a minimum of three years in oak barrels, and if you dare try to sip this from anything other than a cognac glass, well…for shame. As of yet, it’s still very hard to come by (making it all the more desirable) because only some distilleries were aging their tequilas beyond the requisite three months to a year prior to the official adding of the category. But with that tony treatment comes a tony price—upwards of a hundred bucks a bottle, and oftentimes much more. 
And if we’re talking about makeovers, there must be some discussion of American whiskey. April 2007 saw the opening of the re-built distillery once run by President George Washington on his Mount Vernon estate in Virginia, where he produced 11,000 gallons of the spirit until he died in 1799, giving the out-and-out presidential seal of approval to the spirit. But it’s been bourbon in particular that’s seen an exhuming akin to the unearthing of Tutankhamun’s Tomb. Of the $1.5 billion in sales during 2005, a nice 12 percent chunk of it was of the high-end ilk. What exactly does that mean? By law bourbon has to be 51 percent corn in its make-up, and the rest of the mash a combination of other grains, like rye and wheat. To take it up a notch or five, distillers are creating lines that are taken directly from a single barrel, small batch production, or (an oddity for bourbon), aged past 12 years. 
Companies like Jim Beam, no longer content to be thought of simply as a working-man’s whiskey, have created an entire niche line of small-batch versions. In fact, their master distiller Jerry Dalton was called upon by Riedel to help design special glasses for bourbon tasting. And if you’re drinking, say, some rare single barrel Pappy Van Winkle 23-year-old reserve at $225 a bottle, a nice glass is in order.  

So what’s next? Rum is certainly getting its moment in the spotlight, like the luxuriously smooth, aged estate bottles coming from companies like Appleton in Jamaica (their rare 21-year-old version that goes for $129 a bottle). Wondrich sees even more interesting turns of the spirited tide. “I’m seeing a lot of artisanal liqueurs. Pisco you’ll see a lot more of, that’s an up and comer. Turns out to mix well and has a bright, floral flavor profile. Bartenders are playing around with maraschino and chartreuse, too—an odd one to come back.” So how come these strange birds are finding their way back into common bar parlance? According to Wondrich, it’s not random. “They’ve got to have a legitimate history,” he says, “or offer a distinctive flavor profile. It’s got to be interesting nonetheless.”

Interesting, yes -- and even better than fad or whim, boutique brands are lifting the bar on quality ever higher. “It’s become a global village,” says Steinboch. “Our guests expect to be able to order their favorite brands anywhere in the world.” That’s certainly something to raise a glass to.
Sidebar:

Rye Goes Glam

Rye has been so long out of vogue, one can barely remember what bad reputation it might have had. Fine enough, because if you keep looking back what you will find is that it’s the key ingredients in one of the hottest what’s-old-is-new cocktails around these days, the Sazerac—a straight-up combination of rye, Peychaud and Angostora bitters, simple syrup, and Herbsaint. But why rye? “The return to classic cocktails inspires a return to rye since the original Manhattan and many other cocktails were first made with rye,” says whiskey expert LeNell Smothers, proprietress of LeNell’s Ltd, which boasts the largest whiskey selection in all of New York City. “There was a renewed interest in drinking domestically in the States after 9/11, in my opinion. If you begin your whiskey journey with bourbon, it inevitably brings you to rye, which existed before bourbon. It’s part of exploring our whiskey and cocktail history.” Although its cases-per-year numbers are still far smaller in comparison to its brethren, bourbon and scotch, it’s seen a whopping 38 percent increase in sales since we clicked into this 21st century, and shows no signs of slowing down—or dropping in price (a 21-year-old Classic Cask Kentucky Straight Rye goes for a $120 a pop). Like bourbon, though, American rye adheres to particular standards, the most important one being it must be 51 percent of the namesake grain, which means there are plenty of perfectly fine versions at less boutique prices. Smothers, though, says it best: “Whatever is in my hand is my fave.  I drink them all and don't play favorites—I mean that.” 
