beans, pickles in a barrel, and peppermint
knots. “There’s no difference between a
man in overalls and a man in the business
suit, except for their clothes, their money,
and what dumb people think about
them,” Daddy said in some iteration on
every road trip. “Even if it looks like
they’re just sitting out there doing
nothing, it’s hard work sitting someplace
where it’s ninety degrees in the shade.”

As T grew older, he would give me a
few dollars so I could buy my own
produce to share. He’d make sure that I
greeted black vendors before the
transaction, put my cash in their palms,
and said thank you. And then—because
my father was nothing if not frugal—he’d
ask for his change back.

When we chatted with folks at stands,
we weren’t just standing under their
canopy, paying for fruit, and wishing for
a cool wind. We appreciated the produce

and the producer, the people who could
tell you the week and month by which
variety of peach was ripe. We paid
homage to the small farmers who strug-
gled to stay afloat when the state built a
bypass that diverted traffic from the small
towns nourished by these food stands.
Later, we became one of those New South
families that took the road more traveled.
The line of black asphalt got us to
Grandma quicker. It was a matter of con-
venience for my parents: less time spent
in a stuffy car with three children.

Thaven’t traveled the old 220 for years.
Now, it seems a rude violation to drive
that road without my father taking lead.
He sits in a wheelchair, unable to move
on his own and occasionally unable to
remember which hallway will lead to his
room. Our journeys together now are
short affairs. I push him in that wheel-
chair from dining hall to his room. When
he’s feeling cantankerous, he doesn’t
want to return to his room and literally
puts his foot down to stop me from
rolling him forward. He demands that I
roll him out the door and take him to the
bank, the Walmart, somewhere other
than here.

Mom walks alongside us, and I can feel
her worrying that he didn’t eat enough.
An hour after the dinner he didn’t finish,
I watch him eat a Magic Cup, a frozen,
ice cream-like treat packed with protein.
It is the one thing he will consume with
gusto. My father—who demanded sturdy,
home-cooked meals and would brook no
leftovers—slowly spoons it to his mouth,
sometimes forgetting that his hand is in
the air. I think, not for the first time, that
happiness tastes like a summer tomato
and loss tastes like that peach ice cream
Daddy never let me eat. ¥

Cynthia R. Greenlee is a journalist, a historian who researches African American
legal history in the South, and a diehard fan of peach ice cream. She developed this
piece at the SFA’s 2017 Rivendell Writers’ Colony Workshop.
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[T was loy7

AND A BARTENDER AT THE SEELBACH HOTEL IN LOUISVILLE,
KENTUCKY, WAS MIXING SEVERAL DRINKS AT ONCE. HE
OPENED A BOTTLE OF CHAMPAGNE AND—AS CHAMPAGNE
WILL DO—IT CASCADED OVER THE TOP. SOME OF THAT FIZZ
SPILLED INTO A MANHATTAN HE’D ALREADY MADE. SO HE
REMADE IT, AND SET THAT ORIGINAL DRINK ASIDE.

Later he tasted the original. It was fine.
Good, even. It was bright and efferves-
cent but still had the ballast of its era.
The bartender added orange liqueur, and
called it the Seelbach cocktail. He put it
into regular rotation at the hotel. But the
drink’s popularity was short-lived:
Prohibition came along in 1920, and hotel
bars like the Seelbach ran dry.

In 1995, Seelbach bar manager Adam
Seger rediscovered the cocktail. He found
iton an old bar menu in the hotel’s archives.

The drink appeared on the Louisville
hotel’s cocktail menu once again—com-
plete with story. Guests ordered it.
Guests loved it. The Seelbach cocktail
made its way into the slew of new books
about classic cocktails, which seemed

appropriate for a drink that came from
a hotel that was itself so classic it got a
passing mention in The Great Gatsby.

For the past twenty years, hotel visitors
have walked through the ornate hotel
lobby and ordered Seelbachs. It’s one of
the bar’s best sellers.

Robert Simonson, a cocktail writer
based in New York, tried one on a trip to
Louisville about a decade ago. He hadn’t
heard of the drink until a fellow journal-
ist recommended it. Simonson remem-
bers thinking it was a pretty good cock-
tail—not super-high on his list of
favorites, but good. His experience at the
Seelbach Hotel nearly ten years ago was
typical. Go to the Seelbach. Order a Seel-
bach. Drink it.
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Simonson was attending a small event
to promote a new bar that Seger—now
a well-known bar consultant—was
opening in New York. From the stage,
Seger mentioned that he’d recently con-
fessed to another bartender that he’d
actually made up the whole story behind
the Seelbach.

At the end of the night, Simonson
darted out of his seat and up to the stage.
Seger agreed to go on the record about
the Seelbach fiction.

Simonson’s article about the fictitious
Seelbach came outin The New York Times
last October. The headline read, “That
Historic Cocktail? Turns Out It’s a Fake.”

You might think that Seger was then
ostracized and embarrassed about lying,
for creating alternative cocktail facts. But
that didn’t happen—most cocktail writers
and bartenders I've talked to just laughed,
even those who included the fake story
in their books, as Simonson did. Many
complimented Seger on coming up with
an utterly plausible and enduring story.

Seger, it turns out, found himself with
a foot in each of two eras. One was in an
era now gone, when good stories told at
bars, about bars, and about drinks were
the currency of the time. Everybody made
things up. Nobody really cared—as long
as the story was well told and entertaining.

Then, a little over ten years ago, I
started hearing a phrase that I don’t think

48 | southernfoodways.org

had ever been uttered before inside a bar:
“What’s your source on that?”

A new generation of cocktail and spirits
writers—and I include myself among
them—had started sifting through the
stories, trying to separate fact from fancy.
How did this whiskey really arise? Which
bartender first made that drink? Did the
cocktail truly originate in New Orleans?

We wanted answers, and we wanted
the truth. But I also wondered, what do
we lose when we stop making up stories?

I’VE BEEN WRITING about liquor,
cocktails, and bars for more than a dozen
years. I got into this because I was inter-
ested in the history of drink: why people
drank, what they drank, what they were
doing while they drank.

Two moments helped shaped how I
think about stories and spirits—one took
place in France, and the other in New
Orleans.

In 2011, I toured a sprawling palace full
of stained-glass windows near the Nor-
mandy coast in France where Bénédictine
liqueur is manufactured. Its makers have
long claimed that it was concocted from
a rediscovered sixteenth-century recipe
originally developed by Benedictine
monks. In the mid-nineteenth century,
someone supposedly found this recipe
that called for distilling spirits and herbs
and various other whatnot in an alchemy

manuscript that had been hidden away,
and decided to produce it again.

During the tour, T asked my guide
where that manuscript was located.

“It’s in a safe in a secret location,” she
said.

1 pressed her. Is it somewhere in this
area?

“It’s somewhere in Europe,” she
replied. “I don’t think it’s in the United
States.”

In other words, she had no idea—
because there was no sixteenth-century
manuscript. She was repeating a story
that had been made up of whole cloth.
It dates back to 1863, when a wealthy
industrialist named Alexandre Le Grand
started making an herbal liqueur. He
knew that it needed a good story to go
with it, and so in came the monks and
the alchemy, followed by more than a
century of fiction that all but morphed
into fact.

Even that building I toured was some-
thing of a fake—a nineteenth-century
reproduction of a fifteenth-century
palace. It stood as a monument to how
deeply and colorfully a good drinking
story can embed itself in popular culture.
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THE SECOND MOMENT took place
about a decade ago. I walked in to this
tiny, four-seat bar at the Ritz-Carlton at
the edge of the French Quarter in New
Orleans with a couple of friends. A bar-
tender the size of a fullback with a grav-
elly baritone voice loomed behind the
bar. Among the drinks we ordered was
a mint julep.

The bartender’s name was Chris Mc-
Millian. As he assembled his tools—a
silver julep cup, abar spoon, a canvas bag
and massive wooden mallet for pulver-
izing the ice—he started reciting some-
thing. He began slowly and then picked
up speed, like a stone rolling downbhill.

Then comes the zenith of man’s plea-
sure. Then comes the julep, the mint
julep. Who has not tasted one has
lived in vain. The honey of Hymettus
brought no such solace to the soul; the
nectar of the Gods is tame beside it.
It is the very dream of drinks, the
vision of sweet quaffing... Sip it and
dream, you cannot dream amiss, sip
it and dream. It is a dream itself. No
other land gives such sweet solace for
your cares; no other liquor soothes




you so in melancholy days. Sip it and
say there is no solace for the soul, no
tonic for the body like old bourbon
whiskey. Cheers.

I was completely surprised. And con-
fused. Was he talking to us? To himself?
To an invisible friend? But within a
minute or so, we were sucked in and
pulled along on this journey of the mind.
Upon finishing the ode, which was the
length of a short book, McMillian slid
the julep across to us. To this day, it was
the single best drink I’ve ever had, any-
where. Not because of the bourbon he
used, nor his technique in pulverizing
the ice to a fine powder—although those
didn’t hurt—but because the drink came
surrounded by this nimbus of soothing
words. It turns out he was reciting an
ode to the julep written in the 1890s by
a Kentucky judge named Joshua Soule
Smith, and which McMillian had long
ago memorized and unspooled to guests
when the mood struck him.

While that was the best julep I've ever
had, the story has somehow infected my
tastebuds, improving every julep I've had
since. The same is true for Bénédictine.
Even though I know the whole story of
monks and alchemy is an elaborate bit
of fakery, as is the fancy palace—I re-
member the echo of the creaky stairs,
and I swear I can taste the monks’ hand-
iwork every time I sip it.

WHEN I LIVED in New England, my
neighbors and I talked to convey infor-
mation—rarely more. Those who spoke
most efficiently were the most respected.
It was as if you were given an allotment
of so many words to use during your time
on Earth, and people were afraid they
might run out. Living in New Orleans for
the past decade, I've learned that’s not
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the case here. Information seems to be
more a vehicle to get you to the digres-
sion, which is the whole point of talking
to someone.

Today, we don’t so much tell stories as
traffic in snippets—140 characters here,
an Instagram caption there. We hit send,
and then we sit and wait for someone to
ping back.

Bars have been more or less resistant
to these trends. Even though televisions
mounted among the liquor bottles might
offer an excuse not to talk, striking up a
conversation with a complete stranger
in abar is still an accepted, even expect-
ed, part of going out for a drink.

Chris McMillian left the Ritz-Carlton
years ago. He stopped reciting the ode
to the julep when word got around, and
tourists started coming in with expecta-
tions. He felt like a human jukebox—
strangers would plop in a coin and wait
for something to come out. The verse no
longer surprised. McMillian and his wife,
Laura, now have their own bar, called
Revel, a couple of miles from the French
Quarter just off Canal Street. Revel has
no televisions—the McMillians want
their customers to interact.

A 2004 SCIENTIFIC STUDY published
in the Journal of Sensory Studies exam-
ined how sound can influence taste. The
title was “The Role of Auditory Cues in
Modulating the Perceived Crispness and
Staleness of Potato Chips,” which was
a ten-dollar way of saying that if the
chip sounded crisper, it tasted better.
This might seem obvious—and a lot of
people made fun of the study—but more
revealing was the researcher’s look at
how humans tend to involuntarily
combine various sensory cues into one
multisensory perception.

T’'ve also turned up studies on how

mood, music, appearance, texture, pack-
aging, and the ambiance of where you
drink can affect how you perceive the
taste of whatever it is you're eating or
drinking. But I've found no studies on
how a good story can affect taste.

I'm worried that we’re losing that part
of taste. The modern cocktail revival has
seen the rise of the elegant and often
pricey craft cocktail, which you can order
in all the new cool-kid bars. It has also
seen the return of a class of professional
bartender—folks who see this as their
livelihood, not as a gig during grad school
or between auditions. They have the time
and motivation to get bartending right,
with many of them worrying the details
down to the last milliliter.

But deftness in behind-the-bar story-
telling is lagging. The new crop of bar-
tenders has by and large focused on
eyedroppers of tinctures rather than on
their customers. One bar consultant I
know told me that he used to teach bar
staff how to make drinks. Now, bar
owners ask him to instruct the staff on
how to tell a story, how to make eye
contact, how to connect with the patrons.

As a journalist, I'm all for getting the
facts right. But maybe we needn’t be so

fastidious. Maybe letting a little fiction
back into the bars isn’t a bad thing. Maybe
we should let bars do what they do best,
which is to serve as petri dishes where
stories propagate and grow.

I was in Louisville a couple of months
ago and stopped by the bar at the Seel-
bach Hotel, after Robert Simonson’s story
about the big lie came out in The New
York Times. The hotel is now a Hilton,
and the bar has too many TV sets blaring
for my taste. But I walked in and grabbed
astool and ordered a Seelbach. The bar-
tender told me that the truth hadn’t
gotten in the way of sales—it was still the
bar’s top-selling cocktail.

Isipped it, and it tasted like a mistake
made right. Later, back in New Orleans,
I asked Chris McMillian if he thought
the truth might diminish the taste of the
Seelbach.

“No, it only enriches the story,” he said.
“T've told the Seelbach story a bunch of
times and now it has an addendum to it,
that brings it up to contemporary times
and relates it to an individual person and
their personal experience.”

The truth makes a nice frame for a
drink. But 'm thinking the story is always
what will set it apart.

Wayne Curtis is a New Orleans-based writer and the author of And a Bottle of
Rum: A History of the New World in Ten Cocktails. A version of this story aired
on Gravy podcast episode 63, Booze Legends.
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