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Special Drinks Issue

The Pulse of Summer: Blender Drinks Are Back 

By PETE WELLS

YOU may regard the electric blender as a helpful household appliance. For your bartender, it is a tool straight from the devil.

“You’d be hard pressed to find a barman who takes his work seriously who works in a joint with a blender,” said Duggan McDonnell, an owner of the bar Cantina in San Francisco. “I worked in one restaurant that did blender drinks and I’m telling you — the noise, the whirring, you’re going through blades in the middle of service, and craziness abounds.” 

So widespread is the loathing that whenever Martin Cate posts a job opening at Forbidden Island, his bar in Alameda, Calif., he finds it necessary to screen out bartenders who refuse to use the devices. “Don’t like blenders?” his ad goes. “Don’t apply.” Each time it runs, people write to tell him just how happy they are that they don’t work for him.

After all, there are plenty of bars where they will never be called on to push “Liquefy.” The owners of high-minded cocktail haunts like Bourbon & Branch in San Francisco or the Clover Club in Brooklyn cultivate a genteel atmosphere that is not just pre-Prohibition but almost pre-Edison. 

Toby Maloney, an owner of another such bar, the Violet Hour in Chicago, once worked at a restaurant where the owners’ purchase of a blender touched off a covert rebellion. “All the bartenders decided that was not going to happen,” he recalled. “I remember the blender — can you hear my quotes? — accidentally falling down the stairs.”

So it’s something of a shock that a couple of bars are lugging the machine back up the stairs again, dusting it off and even giving it a place of honor. 

At the Rusty Knot at the western edge of Greenwich Village, two blenders work all night long and, on weekends, most of the afternoon, churning up fluffy snowdrifts of rum. In the two years since it opened, Forbidden Island has worn out three blenders.

“They just didn’t handle the volume,” Mr. Cate said. “The ball bearings freeze up in there. Or the blade in the bottom of the cup freezes up or something, and they don’t run, and there’s this unsettling burning smell that comes out of the blender.” 

The Herculean blenders at those two bars — and granted, two bars is far from a national landslide — work so hard for an excellent reason. Bartenders might hate making blender cocktails, but the rest of us love drinking them.

We loved them in the ’30s and ’40s, when the Waring blender washed ashore in Havana and was adopted by Constante Ribalagua, head barman at the Floridita. According to legend, Ribalagua made more than 10 million daiquiris. There is dispute about his precise technique, but for many drinks he seems to have used the blender almost as a cocktail shaker, pulsing the ingredients just long enough to chill them, but not so long as to turn the drink to slush.

He was known for filtering out even the tiniest shards of ice with a fine mesh sieve, and for the grapefruit-and-maraschino-liqueur daiquiri he served Hemingway. But Ribalagua had five versions of that cocktail, all worth a second look, particularly the Daiquiri No. 2, with its hint of oranges.

We loved blender drinks in the ’50s, when the piña colada sailed north from San Juan and captured the mainland United States. It was taken up by the tiki bars and restaurants that spread across the country after World War II, inspired by the success of Trader Vic’s in Emeryville, Calif., and Don the Beachcomber in Hollywood.

Modern bartenders might embrace the blender if they had been around in those pioneer days. 

“Before they had blenders, they had blocks of ice, and they had four or five guys on a busy night, and all they would do is shave ice,” said Michael Buhen, an owner of the Tiki-Ti on Sunset Boulevard. Mr. Buhen’s father, Ray, worked for Don the Beachcomber in 1934, when it opened. “And then they invented the blender and you didn’t have to do that stuff anymore.”

We might have loved them a little too much in the ’70s. At fern bars across the land, singles’ nights were lubricated by heaping goblets of sugary frozen drinks like the Mudslide and the Outstanding Alexander (Cognac, Grand Marnier, coffee liqueur, whipping cream, chocolate ice cream, vanilla ice cream). 

“If anything is going to turn you off a blender, it’s having one of those,” said Jeff Berry, the author of “Sippin’ Safari,” a book about lost tropical drink recipes and the people who created them. “When you put cream liqueurs in a blender ...,” he said. “I can feel myself falling off the stool right now.” 

In the wake of that era’s lawless abandon, Mr. Cate said, “the whole world of exotic cocktails ended up having this bad reputation.” What went wrong, he and others say, is that the bartenders who were scooping rum raisin ice cream into their drinks forgot that there was a craft to this business.

“If you’re going to make a blended drink, don’t take any shortcuts,” Mr. Maloney said. “You’re going to need good ingredients. You’re going to make simple syrup, you’re going to need to squeeze your juices fresh, you’re going to have to use bitters. It takes the same attention to detail, if not more.”

Those were among Mr. Maloney’s tricks when, serving as a consultant, he devised the Rusty Knot’s piña colada recipe. For his Spiced Colada, he added lemon and lime to Captain Morgan’s spiced rum and positively drenched the drink in Angostura bitters. It was just the sort of crisp slap in the face that was needed to bring the piña colada back to life. The bar sells more of them than its owners ever imagined. 

“It’s insane,” said Taavo Somer, who dreamed up the Rusty Knot with another restaurateur, Ken Friedman. Mr. Friedman turns out to be one of the bar’s most enthusiastic consumers of frozen cocktails.

“Some of these drinks are kind of dangerous,” Mr. Friedman said. “It tastes like you’re having Jamba Juice, and you’re not. I can’t count on one hand the number of people who’ve had to walk me home because I was having one of these Spiced Coladas.”

For home bartenders, it’s worth practicing a few basics before the rum takes effect. The blender can be put to several handy uses behind the bar. It will purée fruits like mangoes, peaches or strawberries, one of the best ways to get their ripe flavors into a cocktail. For drinks with egg whites, like the Pisco Sour, it can whip up a fast froth. (A dose of soda or sparkling wine also produces a nice thick head on a blender drink.) 

In a technique called flash blending, a three-to-five-second pulse with cracked ice chills the drink quickly and efficiently. The ice can be strained out, Floridita-style, or the chunks and shards can be left in, which is typical of tropical cocktails. (Mr. Cate uses flash blending in a deeply refreshing tropical gin punch he calls Max’s Mistake.) The technique is worth remembering on summer days when the cooling effect of a cocktail would be nullified by the effort of mixing it in a shaker. 

Most difficult to master is the most common use of all, for the frozen cocktail. The right consistency is thick enough that it sticks a little to the side of the blender, but not so thick it needs to be ladled out with a spoon. Getting it just so requires the kind of heightened attentiveness other people reserve for their romantic relationships.

“You’re chunky when you first go into the blender, then you’re smooth, and then in a couple of seconds you start to go back and the ice in your blender starts to refreeze again,” Mr. Cate said. “You’re watching for that point. Your eyes and your ears tell you when it’s there. If all of a sudden you hear the motor rev up higher, you know there’s an air bubble, and you have to stop and shake it down. It involves all the senses.”

Mr. Maloney agreed, saying that it always takes longer than you think it will. “There’s an evolution of how the blender sounds,” he explained. “It starts out crunchy and crackly and you can hear the ice breaking down. Then it starts speeding up. Then it sounds nice and smooth. And then it sounds ‘wa-aa-wa-aa-wa-aa’ — the tone starts to go up and down. And that’s where you want to stop it, just after it’s done that for a little bit.”

Ideally, a frozen drink should look like “powdered ice,” he said. “The whole point is to whip as much air in there and make the ice as fine as a white sand beach.”

The craft of the blender, it turns out, may be as demanding as hand-carving cubes from huge slabs of ice, or home-brewing bitters out of rare South American roots and twigs, as they do in the hushed sanctums of the classic cocktail. 

Maybe, some day, those places will mix their kinds of drinks in a blender.

“We have a regular at the Rusty Knot who comes in and orders a frozen Negroni,” said Mr. Maloney, referring to the cocktail of gin, vermouth and Campari. “You know what? It’s not nearly as bad as you think it’s going to be.”

Recipe

Spiced Colada 

Adapted from the Rusty Knot

Time: 10 minutes

FOR THE SYRUP:
1 15-ounce can coconut cream, preferably Coco López

3/4 cup (6 ounces) pineapple juice

3 ounces lemon juice

3 ounces lime juice

1/2 cup (4 ounces) superfine sugar

9 dashes Angostura bitters

For the colada:
2 ounces spiced rum

1 or 2 dashes Angostura bitters. 
1. To make the syrup, pour coconut cream, pineapple juice, lemon juice, lime juice, sugar and bitters into a blender with 1/2 cup (4 ounces) water. Blend until smooth, about 1 minute. Transfer syrup to a separate container. You will have far more than you need, enough for about 4 coladas.

2. To make the colada, pour 4 ounces ( 1/2 cup) colada syrup and the rum into a blender with about 1 1/2 cups ice. Purée until colada is thick but can still be poured, a minute or more. Pour into an appropriate vessel, such as a ceramic coconut shell, and sprinkle surface with a dash or two of bitters. Serve with a straw snipped to rise 2 to 3 inches above lip of vessel.

Yield: 1 drink, plus extra syrup.

Missionary’s Downfall 

Adapted from Forbidden Island, Alameda, Calif.

Time: 5 minutes

10 leaves fresh mint

1/2 ring of peeled pineapple cut 1/2-inch thick, core removed

2 tablespoons (1 ounce) lime juice

1 tablespoon ( 1/2 ounce) peach liqueur, preferably Leopold Brothers or Mathilde

1 tablespoon honey syrup (see note)

2 tablespoons (1 ounce) clear rum, more if necessary

Pineapple juice, if necessary.

Combine all ingredients in a blender with about 1 1/2 cups ice. Purée until smooth. If too thick, add a little pineapple juice or extra rum, to taste. It should look like a slushy mint pesto. Pour into a chilled cocktail glass or goblet, and serve with a straw snipped to rise 2 to 3 inches above rim of glass.

Yield: 1 drink.

Note: To make honey syrup, combine equal measures of honey and water, and stir well.

Max’s Mistake 

Adapted from Forbidden Island, Alameda, Calif.

Time: 5 minutes

1 tablespoon ( 1/2 ounce) honey syrup (see note)

1 tablespoon passion fruit purée

1 1/2 tablespoons superfine sugar

1/4 cup (2 ounces) gin

2 tablespoons (1 ounce) lemon juice

1 dash Angostura bitters

1/4 cup (2 ounces) sparkling lemonade, such as Lorina or San Pellegrino. 

Combine everything but lemonade in a blender and blend for about 10 seconds. Add lemonade and 1 cup ice, preferably in small cubes. Blend for about 3 seconds. Pour contents into a goblet and add fresh ice to fill. Serve with a straw.

Yield: 1 drink.

Note: To make honey syrup, combine equal parts honey and water, and stir well.

undefined1. undefinedDaiquiri No. 2 

Adapted from El Floridita, Havana

Time: 5 minutes

1 teaspoon sugar

1 tablespoon lime juice

2 ounces clear rum

1 teaspoon orange juice

1/2 teaspoon Curaçao liqueur

1 small lime wedge or wheel, for garnish.

Place all ingredients except lime in a blender with 1/2 cup ice, preferably in small cubes. Blend about 5 seconds. Pour into a chilled cocktail glass, straining out ice with blender’s lid (or for a particularly refined daiquiri, a sieve). Balance lime wedge or wheel on glass’s rim.

Yield: 1 drink.

Cherry Crush 

Time: 5 minutes

2 ounces bourbon

3 pitted cherries

2 tablespoons lemon juice

1 tablespoon sugar

2 dashes Angostura bitters

Mint sprig, for garnish.

In a blender, mix all ingredients except mint with 1 to 1 1/2 cups ice for a minute or 2, until smooth. Pour into a cocktail glass and serve with mint sprig and a straw snipped to rise 2 to 3 inches above rim of glass.

Yield: 1 drink.

