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Sitting in a dark, smoky corner of New York City’s most fabled 
bar, Milk and Honey, I sipped a Sazerac cocktail. I had waited a 
month for a reservation at the secret “speakeasy” where there 
are no menus and the bartenders are industry celebrities. 
What was I doing sipping boring old rye whiskey and bitters? I 
had already sucked down a slew of pineapple-leaf garnished 
and flaming aromatic creations, and I needed a moment to 
comprehend the expanse of history that I was experiencing. 
The bartender smiled through the jazz music playing quietly as 
he gently stirred the simple concoction I had ordered. Long 
after my party had left, as the condensation trickled down my 
glass, I sipped my cocktail. Not only did I drink, but I reveled in 
the 160 or more years of distinctly American cultural history I 
held in my hand (Regan 331). But there was something more 
than simply the sweetened liquor that intrigued me: the 
mythos surrounding it.  
 
While the origin of the word “cocktail” is highly disputed, we 
do know the word was making its rounds through the Americas 
by 1806. On May 13 of that year, a reader wrote to the Balance 
and Columbian Repository paper of Hudson, New York to 
inquire as to the nature of a cocktail. In response, the paper 
proposed that a “cocktail is a stimulating liquor, composed of 
spirits of any kind, sugar, water, and bitters—it is vulgarly 
called a bittered sling” (Regan 4). While the term “cocktail” was 
floating around, the story of its origin had a foggy haze 
surrounding it. To better understand it, we have to travel a bit 
further back than 1806, and quite far from the Hudson River.  
 
While Americans obviously drank alcohol before the 1800s, 
they did not have a common cultural name for what they were 
imbibing. Unfortunately for the modern historian, the effects 
of these early libations make the origins of the word quite 
foggy. There are a few theories about where the word 
“cocktail” is derived from. One theory, proposed by George 
Bishop, author of The Booze Reader is that, “the word itself 
stems from the English cock-tail which, in the middle 1800s, 
referred to a woman of easy virtue who was considered 
desirable but unpure” (qtd. in Graham). The word may have 
been adopted by “expatriate Englishmen and applied 
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derogatorily to the newly acquired American habit of 
bastardizing good British Gin with foreign matter, including ice” 
(Regan 4). We can debunk this theory though as we know that 
the term was in print as early as 1803.  
 
Another theory has to do with horses of mixed blood that had 
their tails “docked” to signify their “lack of breeding.” These 
“mixed” horses were called “cocktailed” horses. While it is 
possible that the word origin has something to do with this 
theory, I would agree with Mr. Regan that it is a bit of a stretch. 
There is also the story of English sailors in a Mexican tavern 
who were served mixed drinks that were stirred with a smooth 
stick known as a “Cola de Gallo.” In English this translates to 
“Cock’s Tail.” The sailors supposedly popularized the name in 
England and it eventually made its way back to the Americas. 
This version of the word origin, published in 1936, is possible, 
but also a stretch.  
 
The etymology of the word has also been connected to Xoc-tl, 
the daughter of a Mexican King, who served drinks to visiting 
American officers. The Americans, unable to pronounce her 
name correctly, honored her by calling their drinks “cocktails” 
(Regan 4). Author Bill Bryson has also connected the etymology 
to the Krio language of Sierra Leone where the sting of a 
scorpion is called a kaktel. Connecting the sting of a scorpion to 
the sting of a strong cocktail is humorous, but unlikely (Regan 
4). Another debunked theory concerns a Revolutionary War 
era tavern keeper who served French soldiers “drinks 
garnished with feathers she had plucked from her neighbor’s 
roosters. The soldiers toasted her by shouting ‘Vive le 
cocktail!’” Although possible, William Grimes’ book, Straight 
Up or On the Rocks concludes that the story was a fictional 
account from a James Fenimore Cooper book (Regan 5).  
 
One theory that almost holds water is that the word has origins 
in New Orleans, often considered the birthplace of the modern 
cocktail thus making this theory semi-plausible. The story, 
published in 1937 by Stanley Clisby Arthur, explains how a 
French refugee, Antoine Amedee Peychaud, settled in New 
Orleans and opened an apothecary in 1793. Peychaud, among 
many other things, made his own bitters, which he would serve 
with brandy to his “Masonic Lodge pals” as a stomach remedy. 
He created the remedy by mixing the two ingredients in a cup, 
called a coquetier, which may have been butchered again by 
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Americans, thus producing the word “cocktail.” The Sazerac 
Company bought Peychaud’s bitters, an important ingredient 
in many modern cocktails, in the late 1880s. However, the 
company claims that Peychaud’s apothecary didn’t open until 
1838, disproving this theory as well (Hammond Moore).  
 
H.L. Mencken, a popular American essayist and journalist, gives 
us the most plausible theory in his 1919 book The American 
Language: “Cock refers to the tap on a barrel of spirits, and the 
tailings were the dregs from the bottom of the barrel. The last 
drops of all manner of spirits used to be mixed together and 
sold at a reduced rate, and thus the word cocktail, in a very 
unappealing manner, was born” (Regan 6). 
 
Although I make the argument that the cocktail is a distinctly 
American phenomenon, I have to admit that like many other 
American nativities, its roots lie in Europe. Cocktail historian 
David Wondrich likes to analogize that the cocktail is as 
American as apple pie and baseball. While “they made apple 
pies in Europe before we did. And they played rounders before 
we did . . . ,” we can agree that all three are “reflections of our 
native [American] genius” (Curtis). Like the origins of apple pie, 
Europeans had been concocting mixed libations long before 
Americans began to mix together drinks of their own.  
 
In London, the most famous bar, or “punch house” as they 
were called, was run by James Ashley from 1731-1776. Punch 
in those days was often some sort of beer with fruit pieces in it. 
As noted in a recipe for the Lambs Wool punch from the 1640s, 
the “beer was warmed and fruit purees were added to the 
bowl” (Curtis). While the Europeans may have liked to play 
with their beer, they had no reason to adulterate their liquor 
like the upstart Americans did. The tradition of European 
distillation has a lengthy and refined history. At the time of the 
United States’ conception, European distillation had a longer 
history than the United States currently has. The Dutch 
distillery of Bols Genever had been distilling since 1575. The 
Carthusian Monks of France were distributing a liquor called 
Chartreuse, based on a recipe from 1605, as early as 1737. 
European breweries trump even that, with the 
Weihenstephaner brewery establishing itself in the year 1040 
(Oliver 90). Europeans were also accustomed to drinking the 
fruits of the wine trade that had been established by the wine 
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producing regions of Burgundy, the Rhine Valley, and 
Champagne by the end of the first century A.D. (Oliver 90). 
 
Americans, unlike the Europeans had no rich history of alcohol 
to soothe their palates. What they lacked in quality, they sure 
did make up in quantity. Some believe that early cocktails were 
invented to mask the taste of impure alcohols that were 
abundant at the time. Most Americans were not able to 
procure the imported British liquors and even if they did, the 
distilled liquors of the time were not the “technologically clean 
products” that we know today (Regan 1). You may have heard 
the terms “bathtub gin” or “moonshine,” which originated 
from this period; the names alone indicate their skeptical 
origins. Despite their taste, Americans were knocking them 
back with a vengeance. For example, here is a description of 
the daily drinking habits of the southern colonists: they started 
the day with a “mint-flavored whiskey, stopped work at 11:00 
A.M in order to partake in a round of cocktails know as Slings, 
Toddies or Flips, drank whiskey or brandy with water before 
and during dinner, and finished their day with a whiskey or 
brandy without water” (Regan 2). In the early 1800s, 
Americans drank nearly four times the amount of distilled 
spirits than Americans did at the turn of the twenty-first 
century (Regan 6). The majority of this drinking took place in 
local saloons (Burns and Novick).  
 
The saloon was the town fixture where men could go drink and 
socialize without being bothered by women or the worries of 
work. While most men were downing excesses of beer and 
homemade whiskey in the raucous saloons, a new breed of 
drinkers emerged in the inns and taverns of the day. Our 
cocktailian forefathers didn’t just drink plentifully; they also 
drank playfully. House specialty cocktails become popular in 
the 1820s in various inns and taverns. Names such as “Moral 
Persuasion, Fiscal Agent, and Sweet Ruination,” and drinks 
named after prominent figures of the time appeared in many 
saloons and inns and taverns (Regan 6). The bartenders of the 
day were playing around with a variety of different ingredients 
but most either kept these recipes to themselves or relied on 
word of mouth to spread the cheer of inhibition. That was until 
Jerry Thomas came to town. 
 
Jerry Thomas, by 1863, was considered “one of the most 
distinguished, if not the chief, of American ‘bartenders.’” His 
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name was “as familiar in the Eastern States as it [was] out in 
California.” By the age of 33, Mr. Thomas was making more 
money as a bartender than the vice president of the United 
States was making in office (Wondrich 13). Thomas almost 
single-handedly brought the cocktail from a “finger stirred 
mixture of whatever liquors were on hand, topped with beer” 
(Regan 8) to the glamorous flaming “Blue Blazer” cocktails that 
were tossed through the air whilst aflame from one silver 
mixing tin to another “with a rapidity and dexterity that were 
well nigh unbelievable” (Wondrich 146). He took the cocktail 
from a disreputable beverage to the top of social stardom 
through his rich persona. “Professor” Jerry Thomas presided 
over many of the best bars in the world during his reign: 
 

He is a gentleman who is all ablaze with 
diamonds. There is a very large pin, formed of a 
cluster of diamonds, in the front of his 
magnificent shirt, he has diamond studs at his 
wrists and gorgeous diamond rings on his 
fingers—diamonds being “properties” essential 
to the calling of a bartender in the United States 
. . . It must be remembered however that he is 
in California, and that he is engaged as a “star.” 
(Wondrich 13) 

 
While Jerry Thomas was instrumental in the birth of many 
famous cocktails, what is more important is the cocktail culture 
associated with him, and the era he ushered in. 
  
David Wondrich asserts that the cocktail’s history can be split 
into three distinct periods in the “140 odd years between the 
end of the Revolution and the imposition of Prohibition” 
(Wondrich 37). The Archaic Age of 1783-1830 was a formative 
time of experimentation with what was available. Bartenders 
created potable drinks with the rough spirits they were given. 
This mainly involved “spirit, sugar, water and bitters.” It could 
be in the form of punch or mixture of local ingredients and 
imported or local distillates (Wondrich 39). Mr. Thomas was 
born on the cusp of the Baroque age of cocktails, which 
spanned from about 1830-1885. While commoners were still 
drinking local distillate and whatever else they could get their 
hands on, the availability of ice further revolutionized the field. 
Ice was delivered from insulated warehouses in New England 
throughout America (Wondrich 40); its introduction spawned a 



New Voices, New Visions 

plethora of new tools behind the bar including strainers, 
straws, shavers, mallets, scoops, and the popularity of the 
individual cocktail gained over the punch bowl. The stirring, 
shaking, and straining of drinks resulted in a wave of 
showmanship in bartenders like Mr. Thomas. The different 
ingredients and preparations resulted in different categories of 
cocktails such as the “cobbler, daiquiri, sour, strained and 
shaken drinks” (Regan 18). The “gaudy” nature of the Baroque 
Age was evident in the Classic Age of cocktails around 1885. 
The introduction of finer measuring “jiggers” and the recent 
popularity of American whiskey, British gin, and Italian 
vermouths led to what we now know as “classic cocktails” 
(Regan 240). By the time the Twenty-first Amendment was 
introduced, better known as Prohibition, “just about every 
technique and major ingredient known to modern mixology 
was in play” (Wondrich 49). In the almost one hundred years 
that have passed since Prohibition, many technologies have 
been introduced to the cocktail craft, yet the spirit of the 
cocktail has not changed.   
 
As cocktail historian and bartender John Gertsen speculates, 
“It’s not what’s in the glass, it is what is outside the glass” 
(Gertsen). When George Washington was celebrating the birth 
of the colonies, he indulged in thirteen toasts at the Fish Punch 
House in Schuykille, one for each colony. I doubt he was 
concerned with the purity of the applejack he had distilled at 
Mount Vernon. He was too busy celebrating his fellow men 
and their accomplishments. In fact, he was too busy to write in 
his journal for the following three days. It is not the ingredients 
that inspire us, but the companionship that is shared with this 
timeless beverage. Despite prohibition, the loss of inhibitions 
via cocktails has brought Americans and people around the 
world together for hundreds of years.  
 
In the century-and-a-half between the American Revolution 
and Prohibition, America gave birth to, matured, and spread 
the art of mixing drinks. As David Wondrich says, “Arts don’t 
invent themselves.” Throughout history, America has struggled 
to make a name for itself in the arts while constantly being in 
the shadow of the European countries. Most people consider 
jazz to be the first truly American art form. I believe that jazz 
could not have been popularized and acknowledged without 
convergence of humanity over an earlier art form: the cocktail 
and its surrounding cultural environment. I agree with H.L 
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Mencken who believed that the cocktail is “‘the greatest of all 
contributions of the American way of life to the salvation of 
humanity’” (Hammond Moore 337).  
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