
 
 

The Cocktail Master Class: Manhattan 
 

The classic Manhattan, one of the great original cocktails of the world, 

is a simple drink with only three ingredients (four if you count the 

ice!): whiskey, vermouth and bitters. It should be stirred, not shaken, 

and can be served “up” in a martini glass or on the rocks in short 

cocktail glass.  Master Bartender Nathan Gerdes took these basic 

elements and put them together in various ways to highlight the 

complexities a simple cocktail can have. 
 

The Grains: 
Whisky/whiskey must be made from fermented grains. American 
whiskies may be made from any mixture of grains (usually corn, wheat, 
barley, and rye), but certain types must use specific amounts of specific 
grains (Bourbon must be 51% minimum corn, for instance, with any 
grain blend making up the other 49%. Rye whiskey must consist of a 
minimum of 51% rye grain.) 

 
The Process: 
Most American whiskies today are made in continuous stills, also known 
as column stills, although they may be made in smaller alembic pot  
stills.  The type of still strongly affects the finished flavor of the whiskey. 

 
The Bourbon Process: 
Since 1954, the standard rule of whiskey-making in America is The 
Bourbon Process. Bourbon has five requirements: It must be made in 
the U.S.A; it must contain a minimum of 51% corn; it must be distilled at 
no more than 160 Proof so as to retain flavors; it must be placed in new, 
un-used, charred American oak barrels at no more than 125 Proof for 
maturation; and it must be bottled at no less than 80 Proof. 
Other whiskies that follow the Bourbon Process but deviate in one or 
more particulars are Rye Whiskey (51% rye), Wheat Whiskey (51% 
wheat), Corn Whiskey (80% Corn and no charred barrels), and 
Tennessee Whiskey (follows Bourbon Process rules but allows charcoal 



mellowing before being placed in barrel.) If designated Straight 
Bourbon or Straight Whiskey, the whiskey must be a minimum of two 
years in barrel.  If younger than two years, age must be clearly stated. 

 

 
The Whiskies: 

Maker’s Mark Straight Kentucky Bourbon Whiskey 

 
Maker’s Mark is termed a “wheated bourbon” style of whiskey.  It has 
the mandatory 51% corn of a bourbon, with wheat as the secondary 
grain. Wheat provides a softer, simpler, slightly sweeter taste profile, 
which many bourbon consumers prefer. Another iconic wheated 
whiskey is Old Weller. 
Note: Don’t confuse “wheated whiskey” with “wheat whiskey”---they 
are two different things. “Wheated whiskey” means the second grain is 
wheat. “Wheat whiskey” means the primary grain, a minimum of 51%, 
is wheat. Corn may be used as a secondary grain if desired. 

 

Buffalo Trace Straight Kentucky Bourbon Whiskey  

Buffalo Trace, made at their Frankfort, Kentucky, distillery is considered 
one of the most balanced and approachable of bourbons, whether for 
sipping neat, on the rocks, with water, or in a cocktail. It is a versatile 
and harmonious style of whiskey and enjoys great popularity. 

 

Woodford Reserve Straight Kentucky Bourbon Whiskey 

 
Woodford Reserve is considered on the finest examples of a “small 
batch” ultra-premium style.  It is dubbed a “rye heavy” style with the 
inclusion of the necessary corn and up to 18% of rye grain, which adds a 
spicy, peppery, leathery, dry taste and mouthfeel to the whiskey. Bold 



and flavorful, Woodford Reserve is made in Scottish-made triple copper 
pot alembic stills, and is then blended with older stocks of bourbon 
whiskies before aging in limestone warehouses.  Other examples of the 
“rye heavy” style of whiskey are the various Four Roses Bourbons. 

 

Old Overholt Rye Whiskey 

 
Old Overholt is one of the oldest and most respected of American 
whiskey producers. Although the exact mash bill is unknown, it is a 
blend of rye (minimum 51%) with corn. While spicy, peppery and 
leathery as befits the style, Old Overholt is a relatively gentle expression 
of rye whiskey, and serves as an excellent introduction to the genre.  It 
is also standard in bars across the nation when a rye whiskey is called 
for. Other rye whiskies are Jim Beam, Knob Creek Rye, George Dickel 
Rye, Old Rittehnouse Rye and Sazerac Rye, to name a few. 

 

Old Forester “Signature” 100 Proof Kentucky Straight Bourbon 

 
One of the most iconic and traditional of bourbons, Old Forester 
Signature hearkens back to the traditional 1800s style of bourbon. It 
was the first bourbon to be marketed in labeled, sealed and signed 
bottles for authenticity. This is a “rye heavy” bourbon at a full 100 
Proof, so it has a strong, sweet-corn entry with tangy, spicy, leathery 
and pepper notes enhanced by the increased level of alcohol. It finishes 
with surprising length and delicacy for a 100 Proof whiskey, with little 
burn and a lingering warmth to signal its passage. 

 
The Vermouths: 

 
Vermouth is an aromatized wine---a wine base with aromatic and flavor 
ingredients blended in, then aged in barrels for varying lengths of time. 
Each producer has its own secret blend of additives. Although almost all 
vermouths are based on white wines, vermouths may come in white- 
sweet, white-dry, red-sweet and red-bitter versions. In Europe, 
vermouths are popular consumed alone or in a cocktail. In America 
vermouths are used most commonly in cocktails, not as a stand alone 



drink.  The most famous and easily available cocktail form of vermouth 
is the Americano or the Negroni, although vermouth figures 
prominently in Martinis and Manhattans as well. 

 

Martini & Rossi Sweet Vermouth (Italian)  

Easily the most famous and most widely consumed vermouth, this is the 
quintessential Italian style of vermouth, rich in aroma and flavors but 
with a relatively mild and sweet profile that makes it popular and highly 
versatile. 

 

Noilly Prat Sweet Vermouth (French) 

 
Made in Marseille on the hot Mediterranean coast, this is the standard 
French-styled vermouth, with a bolder, richer and slightly drier aroma 
and flavor profile. 

 

Carpano Antica Vermouth  
A resurrection of the original recipe and style of the famous Carpano 
vermouth family, Carpano Antica is significantly richer, more viscous, 
and plumper in flavor, with a prominent expression of vanilla roundness 
and sweetness. 

 

Punt e Mes Vermouth (Italian) 

 



Another icon of vermouth, Punt e Mes (literally, ‘point and a half’ in 
Italian) is a “bittered vermouth”----vermouth with a noticeable addition 
of bitters to provide a pronounced complexity of bitter flavors in 
support of the normal sweetness of vermouth. For those who prefer a 
slightly more bitter cocktail, this is your vermouth of choice. 

 

 
 
 
 

The Bitters:   
 

Bitters are simply bittering agents used to enhance cocktails.  In this 
case, we are using only the type of bitters dubbed “not for singular 
consumption”----in that they are super-concentrated and intended to 
be used sparingly as an ingredients in cocktails and mixed drinks. 
Liqueurs with bitter components, such as Campari, may be used in lieu 
of bitters in some recipes. 

 

Easily the best known and most widely used bitters, and the standard 
bitters for most Manhattans, is Angostura Bitters, originally produced in 
South America but now produced in Trinidad. The recipe is secret and 
protected by the family.  For those who would like to use an orange 
bitters for a Manhattan, Angostura also makes one of those; the other 
favorite is Regan’s #6 Orange Bitters. 

 
The Foods: 

 
The classic rules for pairing beverages with foods is to complement 
(match) flavor profiles (such as with an acidic wine such as Chianti with 
an acidic food, such as a tomato sauce), or to contrast them (such as 
with a slightly sweet wine with a spicy stir fry); and to match the weight 
of the food to the weight of the beverage. Matching food with cocktails 
follows the same rules. 

 

Manhattans have weight, and so pair well with foods that have a full 
mouthfeel. Depending on the whiskey, vermouth, and bitters chosen, 
they have sweet, spicy, fruity, vanilla, herbal or bitter notes as well. 

 

As a result, Manhattans pair well with meaty and smoky flavors, rich 
fruity flavors, salty foods such as blue cheese (contrast) , and sweet 
spice flavors such as baking spices and vanilla. 

 

The items we chose to pair with the individual elements as well as the 
Manhattan combinations were: 



Bacon wrapped dates:  which combined the rich sweetness of 
the date with the smoky saltiness of the bacon. 

 

Hum Bao- steamed buns (weight on the palate) filled with BBQ 
roast pork flavored with oyster sauce and hoisin (sweet, meaty) 

 

Grilled flat breads with caramelized onions, gorgonzola, and 
toasted walnuts (full mouthfeel, sweet, salty, bitter notes) 

 

Open faced sandwiches with rye whisky cured steelhead, 
chopped egg, pickled onions, and chopped dill on buttered rye 
(full mouthfeel, spice, citrus, sweet/sour(onions) and herbal 

 

Flourless brownies with bourbon soaked cherries, chocolate 
sauce, and vanilla bourbon whipped cream (full mouthfeel, 
sweet fruit, and vanilla) 

 

The Cocktail Pairings: 
 

Maker’s Mark paired with Carpano Antica vermouth, matching the 
inherent sweetness of the wheated whiskey with the soft, sweet vanilla 
spice from the Carpano Antica. 

 

Woodford Reserve paired with Noilly Prat French and Carpano Antica 
Italian vermouths. Woodford Reserve, with its rye heavy profile, is more 
complex and can match with a wider range of vermouths, from the dry 
and bold Noilly Prat to the sweeter and spicier vanilla-laden Carpano. 
Note: the WR Master Distiller prefers his Woodford Manhattan with 
Noilly Prat vermouth 

 

Old Overholt Rye paired with Noilly Prat and Punt e Mes.  The fairly 
mild rye still packs leather and pepper and spice, so it takes a bigger 
vermouth to deal with it and keep the cocktail in balance. Noilly Prat 
does it well, but for those who prefer a bit more of a bitter tang, the 
Punt e Mes is a real winner here.  A bigger, bolder style of rye would 
likely do well with Punt e Mes as well 
 
Buffalo Trace paired with  Martini & Rossi and Punt e Mes. Buffalo 
Trace is balanced, sweet at first with brown sugar and spice, becoming 
dry with notes of oak and leather. The Martini & Rossi , lighter and 
sweeter, picks up on the brown sugar and spice, while the bitters in 
Punt e Mes are a nice counterpoint . 

 

Old Forester 100 Proof paired with three vermouths: Carpano Antica, 
Noilly Prat and Martini & Rossi. With higher proof, greater maturity,  
and a rye-heavy style, this is one hearty bourbon, with the sweetness of 
corn and the dry spice and herbs of rye, and makes it a wonderful and 
versatile playmate with all three vermouths. The Carpano Antica 
enhances the vanilla and caramel of the whiskey; the Noilly Prat steps  
up to the spicy elements; and the Martini & Rossi, with its slightly lighter 
and sweeter profile, allows the whiskey to step forth and show its 
complexities. 



Now that you’ve explored the basic structure of the Manhattan…go out 
on your own, or challenge a favorite bartender, and start exploring the 
dazzling array of variations that are out there.  In other words, go out 
and Taste & Compare! 


