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 well-educated and independent gal can make 
a mistake at the bar, and we don’t mean taking home the wrong 
kind of man or getting tipsy in front of the boss. We’re talking 
about bigger disgraces, like giving bartenders the vaguest of 

drink criteria (“Give me something fruity and not too strong”) or letting 
a guy buy you something mixed with soda or sour. Both are surefire ways 
to lower a girl’s badass factor and generally perpetuate the stereotype that 
women don’t know Jack Daniel’s about booze. In fact, thanks to our long 
and storied relationship with libations, one of the most complex and deli-
cious spirits is one we tend to steer clear of: whiskey. But these days, a few 
of the country’s best lady bartenders and booze experts are leading the 
charge to make women knowledgeable about the spirits they drink while 
encouraging them to try what has long been considered a man’s liquor. 

Times have changed since drinking hard liquor was neither ladylike 
nor appropriate for babes. Women now make up half the workforce and, 
consequently, the happy-hour crowd. We have more disposable income 
than ever. Combine that with the comeback of pre-Prohibition classic 
cocktail culture, emulating a time when our grandmothers took pride in 
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mixing and serving guests stiff, no-frills drinks 
like Manhattans and old-fashioneds, and 
you’d think women would know more when it 
comes to whiskey, a category that also includes 
Scotch and bourbon. But they don’t. Though 
this barrel-aged spirit distilled from ferment-
ed grain mash is one of the most popular types 
of alcohol (it made up 29 percent of industry 
revenue last year, right behind vodka’s 31 per-
cent, according to the Distilled Spirits Council 
of the United States), women represent just 25 
percent of whiskey drinkers. 

Lynette Marrerro, a mixologist, former 
liquor-brand ambassador, and president of 
the New York chapter of Ladies United for 
the Preservation of Endangered Cocktails 

(LUPEC), says big 
liquor companies 
are partly to blame 
for women’s igno-
rance about spir-
its in general and 
whiskey in partic-
ular. “We’ve been 

victims of the marketing—they’re thinking 
’90s, Sex and the City strategy,” she says. If 
you look at contemporary ad campaigns, 
you’d think only men drink booze that isn’t 
clear and that women won’t touch a drink if 
it’s not pretty and candy-flavored. Heather 
Greene, one of the world’s only female Scotch 
whiskey experts and a brand ambassador for 
Glenfiddich Scotch agrees. “[Women are] 
so alienated from the whole world of brown 
spirits because [whiskey was] designed for 
men,” she says. “Guys have always been the 
gatekeepers but it’s a world that women can 
get involved in.”

Being marginalized in the realm of whis-
key isn’t the only reason women should taste 
the stuff, though. According to Marrerro, 
ladies generally have good palates, which al-
lows them to identify the spirit’s complex 
characteristics and nuances. Greene agrees. 
“Women have found great enjoyment in wine. 
The next step for them would be to explore all 
the beauty of whiskey. Whiskey offers more 
aroma compounds than any other spirit. It’s 
something to savor,” she says. “It engages the 
senses and deepens the palate the way a deli-
cious meal would.”

To understand why we’re generally in the 
dark about whiskey, it helps to look at the 

history of our on-again, off-again relation-
ship with booze. Ladies actually used to play 
a much larger role in the world of liquor. In 
fact, in late medieval England women domi-
nated the drink trade. Ballads extolled how 
valuable an attractive wife could be for busi-
ness as she welcomed guests, plied them with 
liquor, and kept them happy and entertained. 
In colonial America, women could not legally 
own or acquire property, enter into contract, 
or write a will, but they were offered liquor 
licenses when widowed as an alternative to 
public assistance. By 1696, women held al-
most half of the liquor licenses in Boston and 
managed a third of its 75 taverns. In Charles-
ton, SC, women outnumbered male barkeeps 
in all but one year of the 15 preceding the 
American Revolution. 

Ladies weren’t just making a living off 
of liquor; several colonial women made big 
waves in the industry. Deborah Man was the 
most successful liquor retailer in Boston in 
the 1710s, and Rebecca Holmes presided over 
Bunch of Grapes, the important and famous 
Boston tavern that became a Revolutionist 
hangout for the Sons of Liberty. But despite 
their role behind the bar, ladies looking to im-
bibe faced a double standard. Though women 
were expected to use their sex appeal to sell 
drinks, and display motherly and hospitable 
sensibilities to make guests feel at home at 
the bar, it was considered unladylike to drink 
booze or hang out in taverns. Female patrons 
earned bad reputations and were accused of 
using the establishments to engage in illicit 
sex. Whiskey, however, wasn’t a big part of 
the picture…yet. Rum was the spirit of choice 
until the start of the American Revolution in 
1763, which made importing its raw materi-
als difficult and expensive. Since whiskey 
could be produced entirely in America, it 
quickly became the country’s fave. In fact, 
in 1790, U.S. government figures show that 
the annual per-capita alcohol consumption 
of Americans over the age of 15 included five 
gallons of distilled spirits, the majority of 
which were whiskey. 

It’s probably no coincidence that this up-
tick in whiskey drinking coincided with the 
start of the temperance movement. Keep-
ing women out of the tavern was consistent 
with society’s insistence that good wives 
fulfill their duties to husbands and children 
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How you order a drink is 
just as important as what 
you order, so be clear and 
deliberate. “Showing how 
you want your drink made 
shows power and it shows 
presence,” says Brooklyn-
based mixologist Ivy Mix. 

“Pause your 
conversation to 

order your drink. 
It demonstrates 

knowledge,” Mix says. 

Look at the cocktail list 
first. If something sounds 
good, try it, and tweak it 

as necessary, Mix says. 
Don’t be afraid to ask 

questions that will help 
you refine your taste. 

for 
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by remaining at their labors rather than squandering time drinking. But 
women were getting fed up, having to deal with all the responsibilities of 
a home and family while their men were getting good and drunk. In the 
early 19th century, they organized temperance groups to put pressure on 
their husbands, fathers, and sons to quit drinking. The Daughters of Tem-
perance boasted 20,000 members, making it the largest women’s organi-
zation of any kind prior to the Civil War. 

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, women led the charge to en-
act Prohibition, but once it was instated in 1919, they soon became a part 
of the movement to repeal it, unhappy with the bootlegging, organized 

crime, and poverty that it caused. 
The end of Prohibition in 1933 had 
Americans back in the bars, but men 
once again found ways to keep wom-
en out of them. Afraid that barmaids 
were encroaching on their jobs, bar-
tenders in N.Y.C. in 1936 sought to 
ban women from drinking booze and 
pouring it. With the start of World 
War II in 1939, though, more and 
more women began to take places 

behind the bar, filling in for the men who went off to fight. These women 
began forming unions, and by 1953, were gaining serious ground, defeat-
ing potential laws that would ban them from running barrooms. By the 
time the cocktail culture of the Mad Men variety became a part of the high 
life, women were expected to serve—and allowed to partake. But even as 
recently as 1971, laws existed in California prohibiting women from serv-
ing whiskey. And we’ve yet to completely escape from society’s antiquated 
opinions of women and booze. 

Greene says that when she started marketing Scotch four years ago, 
she’d spend half an hour explaining to a room full of men that she knew 
what she was talking about so she could get their respect. But things are 
starting to change. “I do think that whiskey is making a comeback among 
women, partly because the rules and regulations of what is womanly and 

“

”

Pour a shot of whiskey into a glass (an old-
fashioned or rocks glass will do), and sniff it 
with your mouth partly open. Don’t stick your 
nose too far in, or you won’t get the perfume 
and aromas. You will probably detect some 

woodsy, spicy, or vanilla-like scents.

Take a sip, and let the whiskey sit in your 
mouth. Identify the flavors you taste and

where it tingles. You should get a
sweetness on the tip of your tongue. 

Swallow the whiskey. How does it go down?
Is it a short finish or a long finish? (Does the

taste quickly disappear or linger?)

Now try adding a few drops of water, which will 
open up new characteristics in the whiskey. 
Then try adding a few ice cubes. Whiskey is 

dynamic, so the taste will change.

Repeat whenever you get a chance with
various types (Scotch, rye, Irish whiskey, 

bourbon) and ages.

Pick your favorite whiskey, and enjoy
it whichever way you like best.

1

2

3

4

5
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New whiskey drinkers may find its smoky, 
woodsy, aromatic flavors intense, so take small 
steps. “Explore it like food and wine, and don’t 
worry so much about the rules of it,” Greene 

advises. Here’s how to get started. 
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Aged spirits served neat (straight 
up, sometimes chilled but no ice). 
“Pace your way through a whiskey 

menu.” Marrerro says. It shows 
you can handle yourself.

Try a maple leaf. The refreshing 
mix of bourbon, lemon juice, and 

maple syrup has just the right 
amount of sweetness.

“When I think badass, I think 
of a stirred cocktail, like an old-

fashioned. There’s a sexiness 
to it,” Mix says. It shows an 

appreciation for the finer things
in life and also that you
know what you’re doing.

A rye or bourbon Manhattan
(with sweet vermouth and 
bitters)—cool and classic.

what is manly are starting to blur,” says Ivy 
Mix, a mixologist at the renowned Brook-
lyn cocktail bar Clover Club. “In the past, if a 
woman ordered an old-fashioned or a fantas-
tic bourbon neat, it would have seemed gruff. 
Now it seems powerful and determined. [So-
cietal norms are] changing, and how and what 
women drink is following suit. Almost like, 
‘Uh-huh, I can do this too. I don’t need orange 
juice to make this acceptable to my suppos-
edly delicate palate. I am just as strong as any 
of you.’” The classic cocktail lounges popping 

up all over the 
U.S. offer re-
laxed and re-
spectful places 
for women to 
test the wa-
ters, especially 

when it comes to whiskey-based drinks like 
Manhattans, old-fashioneds, and Sazeracs. 
“It’s much easier to go out and get exposure 
to quality spirits and cocktails,” says Mix. 
“The ambience of some of these cocktail 
bars is a gateway for women to learn more 
about cocktails and spirits. Ten years ago, you 
couldn’t get the type of cocktails you can get 
today.” Interest in cocktails is also a natural 
extension of the current food-culture craze. “I 
know people who are foodies, and they want 
to know their cuts of steak,” says Mix. “So why 
not know the mash of your bourbon?”

The big liquor companies are beginning to 
catch up, too. Marrerro says, “We definitely 
associate light spirits with women, but there 
are actually a lot of women who love whiskey. 
This is the first year that women are in mar-
keting plans for a lot of companies.” Greene is 
proof of that. She recently launched the Mrs. 
Roberts Single Malt Society, an informative 
N.Y.C.-based series for curious, professional 
ladies to enjoy the spirit “in a non-pandering 
environment.” The program is named for 
110-year-old Janet Roberts, Scotland’s oldest 
woman and the last surviving granddaughter 
of William Grant, who founded the Glenfid-
dich Distillery in 1886. Greene’s goal is to edu-
cate women about aged, brown spirits without 
feminizing them. “We’re doing interesting 
events that don’t insult women. There are no 
manicure and whiskey nights or chocolate and 
whiskey. Forget that,” she says. “For the past 
four years, I’ve been one of the only women 

out there doing this and trying to show wom-
en that this is something they can enjoy.” In-
novative bartenders are at it as well, like Misty
Kalkofen of Drink in Boston and president 
of her local LUPEC chapter. “Every once in a 
while, a woman will ask me for a girly drink, 
and I’ll say, well I like Macallan Scotch, is that 
what you mean?” she says. “Bartenders are 
recognizing that women do want to try other 
things. We want to introduce them to spir-
its in the right way.” Of course, some liquor 
companies have introduced sweet, crossover 
blends meant to entice females to drink aged 
spirits—like Jack Daniel’s Tennessee Honey 
or Jim Beam’s Red Stag, a black cherry–fla-
vored bourbon—but according to Greene, 
these products miss the mark. “Once women 
really understand the beauty of [an aged spirit 
by itself ], they’re not going to drink that. I 
don’t think we need a stepping stone,” she 
says. “If you spend the time to talk to women 
the way we have to men, they’re going to be 
just fine with a single-malt Scotch.” Ultimate-
ly, Greene thinks that in 10 years, women will 
be drinking brown spirits with the frequency 
they drink wine.

Marrerro and the other ladies of LUPEC 
are doing their best to make that happen. To 
counter the toll modern marketing has taken 
on our abilities to appreciate the good stuff, 
LUPEC chapters nationwide collect throw-
back cocktail recipes, create an atmosphere 
in which classy ladies can honor the spirits of 
their forebroads, and work on continuing the 
“150-year American tradition of dangerous 
women calling themselves ladies while they 
chip away at the patriarchy.” The organization 
also encourages the accumulation and use of 
vintage barware, because after all, half the fun 
of cocktails is taking care of guests—a nod to 
women’s mark on the barroom tradition. Over 
the past couple of years, LUPEC’s been rein-
troducing whiskey, hosting a Macallan Scotch 
party at New York Fashion Week, a whiskey 
cocktail soiree for International Women’s 
Day, and more. “There was a time when wom-
en drank a lot of whiskey, and it is great to see 
it coming back,” Marrerro says. 

Its return is partly credited to pioneer-
ing ladies behind the bar like Kalkofen, Mar-
rerro, Greene, and Mix over the past decade. 
(Mix even created Speed Rack, an all-female 
cocktail-making speed competition with LU-
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PEC to promote women in the industry and raise money for breast cancer 
research). But we can’t forget the women who paved the way for them, like 
Julie Reiner, who owns the Clover Club where Mix works. Reiner got her 
start in the late ’90s working for cocktail master and author Dale DeGroff, 
when mixology was still very much a man’s world. She installed several 
beverage programs in Manhattan hot spots before opening the Flatiron 
Lounge in 2003 and later the Clover Club. Audrey Saunders, also known 
as the Libation Goddess, opened Manhattan’s renowned Pegu Club in 
2005. And in an industry full of men, women are finally being recognized 
for their work: Charlotte Voisey, a mixologist with William Grant & Sons, 
was honored by the James Beard Foundation in 2009 for her cocktail cre-
ations in London’s male-dominated scene. 

If you want to follow the path these libation-loving ladies have paved, 
Marrerro, Mix, and Kalkofen agree there are a few crucial things that 
will help you show your spirits prowess at a bar. First, don’t drink cheap 
alcohol that masks the true taste of an otherwise refined spirit, and 
please, don’t put expensive tequila in margaritas, Mix says. Also, don’t 
combine a good spirit with anything that comes out of a soda gun. “When 
people put Coke into good rum, it’s so depressing. Don’t put soda into al-
cohol. Or cranberry cocktail,” she says. Instead, women who step outside 
their comfort zone with a throwback to pre-Prohibition favorites like 
rye whiskey, bourbon, and gin, earn respect at the bar. “I love it when a 
woman comes in and orders a classic cocktail. She knows what she’s do-
ing,” Mix says. Greene agrees that less is more, especially when ordering 
a spirit that’s been carefully crafted and aged in barrels (a number in the 
name or on the bottle usually indicates how long it’s been aged). “If I saw 
a woman who went up to a bar and said, ‘I want a Glenfiddich 15 with a 
side of water,’ I’d think she was a badass,” she says.

These women have elevated the craft and proved that females can en-
joy a fine whiskey neat just as much as the next guy. They’re empowering 
babes everywhere to embrace, learn about, and consume spirits that were 
formerly only in the realm of men. And to enjoy each other’s company 
while doing so. “It’s more about community than anything else,” says Mix. 
“[Booze] is a way for us to come together.” 

the 

Feelin’ a little adventurous but not ready 
for heavy? Try Marrerro’s Clara Bow, named 
after the Brooklyn-born 1920s silent-film 

star who was defined by her moxie
and energetic spirit.

MINT LEAVES 

! OZ. ST. GERMAIN ELDERFLOWER LIQUEUR 

! OZ. FRESHLY MADE GRENADINE*

1! OZ. BULLEIT BOURBON

" OZ. LEMON JUICE

Pour ingredients into a shaker over 
ice, and shake with 5 or 6 mint 

leaves. Strain into a coupe glass, 
and garnish with a mint leaf.

*TO MAKE GRENADINE, REDUCE 2 CUPS 

POMEGRANATE JUICE WITH 1 CUP RAW SUGAR. 

COOL. FEEL FREE TO ADD ZEST OF YOUR 

FAVORITE CITRUS TO THE FINAL BLEND.

Lynette Marrerro makin’ moves Clover Club owner Julie Reiner

Libation Goddess Audrey Saunders


