
 

 

 

 

 

 

Old	  Fashioned	  

 
Last Valentine’s Day, my husband Tom and I took 

a meandering ride along Cape roads in search of a romantic 

restaurant. (We’re spoiled by 

how many times we’ve found 

perfect places by chance.) 

After conceding that February 

might not yield the full range 

of charming spots, we settled 

at a well-known if not entirely 

dreamy restaurant. 

Drinks? The waitress was visibly impressed when 

Tom ordered his standard martini: very dry, Sapphire gin, 

olive. She turned to me. My drink challenge was on. 

     I’m often stumped about what to order. Sometimes 
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I settle on something silly—for a while it was strawberry 

daiquiris, then pina coladas. Or boring: house red wine. I hate 

drinks mixed with orange, grapefruit, or pineapple juice: too 

acidic. I’m not a fan of gin or vodka, so martinis are out—

which is unfortunate, because so many cocktail menus now 

are simply vast lists of martinis, from Appletini to Zorbatini. 

I love to study the remarkable names on drinks lists 

(Irish Car Bomb, Gray Velvet, Brazilian Sunrise) and their 

surprising ingredients (Guinness stout, Earl Grey tea, orange 

soda). I once dared to try a whimsically-named “drink of the 

month” at one of my favorite restaurants; it was a fabulous 

electric blue concoction that arrived in a vast blue-stemmed 

martini glass (though it wasn’t a martini). I immediately and 

unfortunately forgot its name and ingredients. 

Mojito? No, I told myself, that’s a summer drink. (I 

maintain strict seasonal guidelines about drinks, the way 

others do about wearing white in winter.) Another old stand-

by, sangria? The place didn’t make it. (Perhaps they maintain 

seasonal guidelines, too.) 

Then, in a flash of genius or madness, I blurted “an 

old fashioned.” Would I seem like Clarence the angel when 

he ordered a hot mulled wine in It’s a Wonderful Life? But the 

waitress nodded and headed toward the bar. 

“Whatever made you order an old fashioned? Tom 

asked. “And since when do you drink whiskey?” 
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“It just popped into my head. My mom used to 

order them all the time. All the time—ha! Like she went out 

that much.” 

I don’t recall my parents having any sort of social 

life. Working and taking care of four kids—plus assorted 

other relatives over the years—was all they ever seemed to do. 

But a few old black-and-white snapshots are evidence that, 

once, they led a more sophisticated life that featured a few 

50s-style cocktail parties. My mother, glamorous in a strapless 

party dress, my father, dapper in a white dinner jacket, both 

with cocktails in hand, celebrations going on behind them. 

“I thought your mom was more of the gin and 

tonic type.”  

“Sure, later on. I remember the old fashioned from 

when I was little. My mom and dad would take us to 

Jamestown on the ferry. We’d explore the island and pick out 

penny candy at the store across from the dock, then we’d wait 

at a little bar for the next ferry back. My dad would have a 

beer, we’d have sodas, and my mom would order an old 

fashioned. I can remember her ordering a Manhattan, 

sometimes, too.”  

“Another whiskey drink. Not sure what the 

difference is,” Tom said. 

“A taller glass? They both have cherries, I think. I 

can remember her letting me—or one of us—have the cherry. 
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And then the inevitable bickering. She probably had to start 

splitting the cherry four ways.”  

“Maybe that’s why she started drinking gin and 

tonics. No cherries.”  

When it arrived, the old fashioned looked like a 

serious drink: a tawny swirl of whiskey and soda water over 

ice. A hint of flippancy, though, in its garnishes of 

maraschino cherry and orange slice. It was delicious. Smooth, 

full-bodied, gentle on the palette. Vaguely—not cloyingly—

sweet. A sippable drink, not one to be sucked down like a 

pina colada.  

“This is good. Maybe I’ve found my signature 

drink—one I can order whenever we go out. You’ll have your 

very dry martini and I’ll have an old fashioned.” 

“Can I have a taste?” 

I watched, hoping he’d take more of a sip than a 

swig.  

“Very nice. I wonder how you make one? Hey—do 

we still have that old drinks book?” 

A Guide to Pink Elephants was a tiny drinks recipe 

book from the 50s—pink cover, line drawing of an elephant, 

black plastic ring binding—that would fit in the palm of your 

hand. We picked it up at a yard sale in our just-after-college 

days when we envisioned a future of cocktails, caviar, and a 

well-stocked bar. Exactly the life glimpsed in those photos of 
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my parents and their friends, who managed to reclaim at least 

some of their pre-World-War-II style until jobs and kids and 

debt knocked them down to trips to the zoo and the 

Jamestown ferry.   

“I tossed it one day a while back when I was 

cleaning out the cookbook shelf. Don’t ask me why—it 

wasn’t that big. I figured we’d never use it. Now here we are 

wondering about old fashioneds.” 

Back home but pink-elephant-guideless, I found 

the official recipe at the International Bartender Association’s 

web site: bourbon (or scotch or rye), a sugar cube, bitters, and 

a splash of soda. You saturate the sugar cube with the bitters, 

add a dash of soda water, and muddle until the sugar is 

dissolved. (A muddler is a bar tool shaped like a baseball bat.) 

Then fill the glass (the right size glass—an eight to twelve 

ounce tumbler—is actually known as an old fashioned glass) 

with ice, and add the whiskey. Garnish with an orange slice, a 

lemon twist, and two maraschino cherries. 

In comparison, a Manhattan calls for rye or 

Canadian whiskey, red vermouth, and bitters. No sugar, no 

soda water, no lemon or orange—but you do garnish it with a 

cherry. Just one. 

The old fashioned was possibly the first drink 

actually to be called a cocktail, I learned. It was introduced in 
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the 1880s at a gentlemen’s club in Kentucky (not surprising, 

considering the bourbon). 

The next time we were out, I ordered an old 

fashioned again. But I’d failed to factor in our location: a 

New Bedford fish house that uses local water in their bar 

drinks. That old fashioned had a strong hint of chlorine, a 

different flavor experience. 

“Just send it back.” 

“No, it’s not bad, really—just unusual.” 

I stuck to red wine for a while. My next old 

fashioned experience was on a spring vacation in Maine. A 

quiet time of the year for vacationers—our hotel was pretty 

much deserted.  

The first night, we went down to the lounge—

electric logs blazing merrily in the hearth—for a drink. There 

were two other guests and the bartender. Tom went to the 

bar to order and came back after an astonishingly long time. 

He plunked my drink down: “Try this.” 

It vaguely resembled my first old fashioned but it 

was much, much stronger. There was only a single cherry. 

“Is it OK?” 

“It’s good, but what is it?” 

“It should be an old fashioned. Did you notice the 

bartender is the same person who checked us in? She’s 
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covering for the real bartender. She had to look up the recipe. 

I told her to use Jack Daniels.” 

“She used quite a bit.” 

“Do you want something else?”  

“No, it’s fine. Just strong.” 

I nursed the drink for a long time and thought 

about how my signature drink idea wasn’t going as planned. 

Maybe the old fashioned had literally become old fashioned, a 

forgotten drink like those that Clarence the angel 

remembered. I could start a revival! I’d keep ordering it 

wherever I’d go, and it would catch fire again, just as martinis 

had. There’d be the apple old fashioned, the velvet old 

fashioned, and the old fashioned Zorba.  

The next night, we went to an upscale place where 

the bartender would certainly have known how to make an 

old fashioned, but I was lured away from my project by the 

drink special, a doctored-up mojito. Spring is close enough to 

summer to bend my mojitos-only-in-the-summer rule, I 

reasoned.  

Weeks went by, I drank red wine, and forgot about 

old fashioneds. But Tom hadn’t forgotten about the Guide to 

Pink Elephants. He found a 1952 first edition, still in its little 

pink box. We pored over the selections: the Honeysuckle 

(rum, lemon juice, honey), the Mamie Taylor (scotch, lime 

juice, ginger ale), the Jack Rose (lime juice and rind, egg white, 
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grenadine, applejack). An “old fashioned cocktail,” was, of 

course, included. 

We were at Tom’s brother’s house for a clamboil 

when old fashioneds came up again. My sister-in-law 

Barbara—a former bartender—started listing drinks she 

thought I’d like. Had I ever had a gimlet? A Tom Collins? 

Did I like martinis? No, no, and no. 

“One cocktail I do like is an old fashioned,” I 

ventured. 

“Errrgh!” She looked over at her son’s girlfriend 

Tula, a current bartender. “Hey, Tula—Chris likes old 

fashioneds.” 

Tula groaned. 

“God, I’d hate it when someone would order an 

old fashioned,” said Barbara. 

“Yeah,” said Tula, “You’d have to find the 

bitters . . .” 

“. . . and then muddle the sugar . . .” 

“. . . and then send someone to the kitchen to see if 

they’d had an orange to slice.” 

“What a pain.” 

“Yeah.” 

I had a twinge of doubt. Should I abandon my plan 

to revive the old fashioned? I didn’t want to think of surly 

bartenders muddling the sugar with who knows what. 
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“Good drink, though.” Barbara nodded at me 

approvingly. “How’d’ja get started on those?” 

“Well, my mother used to order them.”  

 


