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Eager to capitalize on the flavored-vodka craze and cast a hand-crafting halo over the bar, some restaurant and club operators are creating custom infusions of fruits and alcoholic spirits. They're leveraging these do-it-yourself flavored specialties into an array of distinctive and profitable signature cocktails. 

At Sirens Lounge, the Cosmojito is a favorite infusion made with fresh limes and oranges, fresh mint, simple syrup and Bacardi O Rum. 

There's a brisk demand today for martinis, mojitos and margaritas enlivened with flavors like apple, mango, peach, melon, coconut, pomegranate and assorted berries. While there are a plethora of branded flavored spirits on the market, makers of house infusions are quick to declare that their creations are superior to what one can buy in a bottle. 

For instance, at Sirens Lounge, a nightclub in Durham, N.C., owner-manager Lindsay Locke touted the "smooth, natural fruit flavors" of her house-made vodka and rum infusions in variations like citrus-mint and apple-pear-cinnamon. She disdained the "Jolly Rancher effect," or candy-like flavors, of some branded vodkas. 

Or consider the following description of the taste of house-infused raspberry vodka. "It's as if you stepped into a berry patch and popped some fruit into your mouth," said Bob Brunner, bar manager of Paragon, an American bistro in Portland, Ore., that is part of the Mill Valley, Calif.-based Paragon Restaurant Group. 

The process of maceration, or soaking fruits in alcohol to extract flavor, color and aroma, is straightforward. However, materials and methods vary dramatically among the operators. For instance, one swears by fresh fruit, while another relies on freshly frozen. One insists on refrigerating the mixture while infusing, while another specifies that it be room temperature. The maceration times range from 30 hours to two weeks. 

There is difference of opinion about straining, too. One operator allows gravity to drain the infused liquor from the spent fruit, while another uses a juice machine to aggressively squeeze out the last drop. About the only consensus is that infusions are quite handy for making popular and profitable signature drinks. 

"I wanted to do something special with the cocktail list," said Brunner. "The infusions have taken it to the next level." 

His infusions are the basis of hot-selling cocktails like Streetcar Infusion, made with house-infused blackberry and raspberry vodkas, Cointreau, sweet and sour and fresh lemon juice, and New Bad Habit, with five house-infused vodkas—blackberry, blueberry, pineapple, raspberry and strawberry — and the same mixers. On average, Paragon sells 125 New Bad Habits per week. Drinks are priced at $7.75. 

Brunner's house-infused raspberry vodka recipe calls for 10 pounds of fresh-frozen raspberries, two 1.75-liter bottles of Smirnoff Vodka, one 1.75-liter bottle of Smirnoff Citrus Twist Vodka and four ounces of superfine sugar. He macerates it in an open container at room temperature for 30 hours. At the 15-hour mark, he stirs it. At 30 hours, he strains it, explaining that the berries have given up the maximum amount of flavor and color and will yield only bitterness if they soak longer. He strains it through a colander and chinoise, or fine-mesh sieve, and stores the liquor in plastic pouring bottles in the beer cooler. 

Brunner uses the same method with slight modifications to infuse strawberry, blueberry, blackberry and pineapple as well. They all have been profitable additions to the Paragon bar. By Brunner's reckoning, a batch of raspberry infusion that costs him about $104 in fruit and liquor yields 70 cocktails that sell for $7.75 apiece, yielding about $542 in sales. That's an 80-percent profit margin. Not included in the equation is Brunner's personal labor, of course: He does all the infusion work himself. 

At Matchbox, a Washington, D.C. restaurant that bills itself as a vintage pizza bistro, fruit infusion cocktails account for 60 percent of drink sales, according to general manager James Riley. "Infusions are part of our culture and who we are," said Riley. 

The repertoire includes three vodka-based infusions — mango, watermelon and strawberry-blueberry — plus a rum-based pineapple infusion. While some patrons sip them straight up, many like them mixed in martinis like Matchbox Punch, which combines all four house infusions with pineapple juice, orange juice, sweet and sour and grenadine. 

The day-shift bartenders spend an hour in the morning cutting up fresh fruit for the infusions. "It's high maintenance, but it's worth it," said Riley. It's unnecessary to use super-premium spirits; good-quality, medium-priced brands are fine. The maceration, which lasts about 10 days, takes place in lemonade jars with spigots. Riley doesn't strain the infusion, citing the strainer screen in the spigot that holds back solids during pouring. However, occasionally a small white watermelon seed or a bit of mango pulp finds its way into a drink. That's alright, Riley said, and even desirable: "It shows that it's hand-made and authentic," he said. 

At Sirens Lounge, the Cosmojito is a favorite infusion made with fresh limes and oranges, fresh mint, simple syrup and Bacardi O Rum. The fruit and mint are cut by hand and macerated with the spirits in a large glass vessel that sits at the bar. "It really catches the eye," said Locke. After a two-week soak, the liquor is drained and the fruit passed through a juice machine to capture the last of the liquid. It's an important step, Locke said, because much flavor and alcohol are trapped within the fruit. "We used to strain it by hand in cheesecloth," she said. "Then we switched to the juicer, which is much easier." 

"Fruit infusions are very, very popular," said Locke. "They're one of the ways we distinguish ourselves from the competition."

