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Ethnography of a Bartender
	In the noir-style fine dining scene, one finds people from a plethora of backgrounds coming together to enjoy the best quality service a restaurant can possibly offer. A grand array of these patrons turn their attention to the exotic drinks that these restaurants serve, sharing life stories and dreams over a glass of spirits. It is a culture of its own, and the tenders of these patrons hear and see many things while serving their guests drinks that are sure to make the night more interesting. My informant, whom I will refer to as Sarah, has had the privilege of participating in the rich culture of bartending and has agreed to give us her story which will provide a glimpse of the daily work life, both usual and unusual, of a fine dining bartender.
	Sarah applied for a serving position at this restaurant three times, and by the recommendation of a chef from her previous job, she was hired into the fold as a server. After two years, she became a bartender and quickly learned the skills of the trade. I proceeded to ask Sarah what typical hours looked like for a bartender, and she said that the opener comes in at 3:30 p.m., and non-openers arrive at 4:30 during pre-shift. The two full bars (see Taxonomy 5) open at 4:30 while the remainder of the restaurant starts up at 5:00. The amount of bartenders that are on duty at this time range anywhere between three and six between the two bars. The restaurant will close at 9:00 or 10:00 and sometimes at 10:30 or 11:00 depending if guests are still present (see Taxonomy 2). All restaurant staff are expected to stay 30 minutes to an hour after closing to clean everything up. 
	Sarah’s opening procedure begins by getting two trash cans as she comes in and placing one in each bar. She and the rest of the opening bartenders will take off their tuxedo jackets and clock in. One person will start setting up the patio bar while the other prepares the restaurant bar. The inside bartender focuses on cutting up fruit for the night’s drinks and making backup drinks for happy hour. These backup drinks, specifically happy hour cocktails, will be placed in large jugs for serving convenience. Any jugs that are low on cocktails will be made fresh. The bartender will then lay out mats for the drinks and shakers and will fill the icebox with two or three five-gallon buckets. The liquors in the well will be checked for capacity; any low amounts will be filled by backups from the liquor room. After that, the bartenders will light candles and turn on the TVs with sports channels showing. Rules for a bar usually dictate that nothing political or religious be shown while guests are present, so the news is generally avoided. Sarah did mention, however, that the restaurant’s owner is very Republican and would not allow CNN or MSNBC to be played. If anything, Fox News is the only permissible news source, which would often cause heated discussions between staff members.
	Next, the inside bartenders will clean everything off and then assist the outside bartenders in setting up the patio bar. Ash trays, drink mats, and glasses are carried out from inside, and all liquors are backed up. Before guests arrive, the bartenders will be talking horses, or discussing who will go home first, second, third, and who will stay and close. Moreover, they will decide who will work inside or outside. The inside workers will split up between those who will work in the well and the others who will work the tables in the bar area. The same strategy applies to the outside workers. Everything operates on teamwork, and tips are split by counting up the amount of cash divided by the total hours of service, then the hourly tips are distributed to servers by their individual hours for the night (see Taxonomy 3).
	In addition to tips, the bartenders will get an hourly pay. In Sarah’s experience, bartenders would get paid more than cocktail servers. Oddly enough, the two have the same job with a different name. Sarah believes this is a ploy for the restaurant to save money and considers this to be one of the “lows” of working in food service.
	When guests arrive, all servers employ the steps of service, which are formal steps used to ensure that guests get the most out of the fine dining experience (see Taxonomy 4). From start to finish, it is every server’s responsibility to “feel out” the guests and decide whether or not certain guests would prefer cordial interaction or to be simply left alone. On the floor, servers focus more on silent service where they avoid interrupting guests while serving. The bar area consists of both types of customers: those who prefer silent service and those who enjoy cordial interaction. 
	When it comes to feeling out guests, servers can usually tell what kind of dinner people want by simply observing their clothes, party size, and relationship with each other. Servers will approach more formal-looking groups with a full dinner menu, while more laid-back guests may only at first be offered bar menus unless they ask for a formal dinner. Servers are expected to use suggestive selling while taking orders; in other words, the most expensive item on the menu will be suggested and embellished by the server in order to make it marketable to guests. Proper use of language is key while taking orders. There is a difference, however, between the proper use of language and the use of proper language. Proper English will generally work well with the educated business class, but it may not sell with the more country-style or Southern guests. It is always better to approach guests with the use of their own vernacular in order to get the best business. 
There are linguistic imperatives within the steps of service, however. For example, in this ethnography, customers have been referred to as “guests,” and must always be addressed as such in fine dining. This is because the fine dining community seeks to treat customers as if they were welcomed guests to a hospitable home as opposed to simple tools of business. Furthermore, for the sake of etiquette, servers must not ask guests if they are ready to order, but rather should ask, “Would you like a few more minutes?” This gives off the impression that there is no rush. Servers must not ask guests if they would like another drink, but rather should ask, “Would you like a fresh drink?” To ask someone if they would like “another” drink sounds as if it carries implications of how much alcohol someone consumes, so the latter question is more tactful. Finally, servers should not ask, “How is everything tasting?” but rather, “Is everything exactly as you would like?” This reflects both the virtue of respect and the emphasis of fine dining experience within the steps of service (see Taxonomy 4).
Focusing specifically on the bar, the majority of guests prefer interaction from the bartenders. Guests who sit at the bar by themselves generally want to be talked to, and there are a myriad of guests that Sarah has encountered over the years. Men particularly like to talk, harass, or joke around with Sarah because she is a woman, and female guests often do the same with male bartenders. Sarah became used to regulars hugging her and kissing her on the cheek while on the job, and she would commonly have friendly conversations with her usual patrons. 
Sarah described the regulars of the bar as “all sorts, including people from every socioeconomic status.” She mentioned that, even in an expensive fine dining establishment, people from lower-class backgrounds would regularly come in and order a glass of water while socializing. I asked her to categorize the types of guests that visit the bar, and most of them usually fall into groups like country people, families, college kids, the business class, the elderly, and hipsters (see Taxonomy 1).
	Country-style people, or “rednecks” as some are called, are among the many frequenters at Sarah’s bar. The men will almost always drink domestic beer only, such as Bud Light, Miller Lite, or Coors Light. Very few will drink Budweiser. The women generally prefer sweet drinks, like sweet martinis, white zinfandels, moscatos, and “Sex on the Beach.” They are usually very respectful and polite, saying “yes ma’am” and such, and they tip well. But once the alcohol starts flowing, Sarah mentioned that they are more likely to be “hands-on” than other groups. In other words, they like to touch and grope female bartenders while they work. Couples within this group have little issues with making out in public.
	Family groups that frequent the bar are there to enjoy each other and care little for socializing with strangers. They have a laid back demeanor, and usually have no more than one or two drinks of liquor, beer, or wine, especially when their children are present. The tipping quality of this group is “hit or miss.” Fathers generally tip well, and mothers generally do not. I asked Sarah if she thought this was because she is a woman, and she was unsure. She mentioned that it could be possible, but it may be because women tend to be more frugal. 
	College kids are the absolute worst guests to deal with. They enjoy mixed drinks, gin, mojitos, and cucumber gimlets, the most difficult drinks to make. According to Sarah, they are very rude and extremely frustrating, especially fraternity and sorority members who like to act out in front of their friends. They are also the worst tippers of all the guest categories. In regards to horrible tipping, Sarah noted that, although there is not a racist bone in her body, African-Americans will not tip 98 to 99 percent of the time. She said that bartenders can count on black guests writing a “0” on the check.
	The business class is split between those that prefer formal dinners and those that just come to relax. The formal dinners are usually reserved for people in business meetings, and those in the relaxed group prefer to blow off steam and thus drink a lot. The people in the relaxed group come to the bar to get away from the cares of the business world. They are generally polite and are the best tippers, always giving a minimum of 20 percent. They like to joke around with Sarah and her coworkers, sometimes crudely, but not so much that it crosses the line. They order very expensive drinks like the best imported beers, wines, and cocktails.
	The elderly often come in groups, usually women, and enjoy harassing the bartenders. Male bartenders ordinarily serve elderly women because they are more likely to get better tips, but they have to endure their picky, needy, and crude demeanor. Sarah recalled that an older lady told one of her male coworkers that he was “a tall glass” of everything she wants. They expect priority, and will make comments like, “Hey! My glass is right here and it’s empty!” They do not tip well and will only give about 10 to 15 percent. Bartenders are very fortunate to get 20 percent from this group. The elderly prefer drinks from the well as opposed to more expensive drinks, and they order a lot of two-part drinks such as rum and Coke. The men generally like to drink domestic beers. 
	The last typical guest category is hipsters, many of whom are college-aged young adults. As hipsters, they do not like things that are mainstream and prefer more exotic drinks. So, they like handcrafted drinks and imported beers. Their party size varies; some will come in with two or three at a time, and others may have parties of 12 to 20. They are not the friendliest guests, and many of them prefer to socialize within their own group. Their exclusive demeanor is not so extreme that silent service is required, however. A lot of them are smokers and prefer the patio bar, and if they are not talking with each other, they are reading books. They tip about as well as the elderly, which is not much. Bartenders are fortunate to get 20 percent from this group.
	As in nearly any case when it comes to categorizing people, there are always outliers. A lot of military men that Sarah has served seem to be “off” in their behavior. One of them said that he would love to see her in recreational clothes. Others can be far more vulgar, but if vulgarity is not the issue, there are other parts of their personality that come off as strange. Sarah attributes much of this to possible PTSD. Other outliers include older men who are a bit perverted in nature. One of whom includes a very old gentleman that the female bartenders dreaded to see come through the door. He would always attempt to kiss them on the lips, and when he did at one time, he put his tongue in Sarah’s coworker’s mouth. The manager came and put a swift end to that. 
	Other interesting stories include a woman falling on top of Sarah. She was on blood pressure medication and had been drinking at a previous restaurant before coming to Sarah’s. Sarah found her in the restroom holding on to the sink by her arms, being unable to stand and having had urinated on herself. She was heavyset, and as Sarah and her coworkers tried to help her out, she fell on top of Sarah. Eventually the ambulance came and took the woman away. Also, a man came to Sarah’s restaurant and told her that he was Job from the Bible, and he wanted to see what he could buy with $4. A rich businessman once took out a roll of $2,000 and offered to give it to Sarah if she came home with him. She declined, and informed him that it was not that kind of place. Even in a fine dining restaurant, though, there are plenty of prostitutes and drugs. Also, bartenders would sometimes sneak drinks. Often, they would “accidentally” make them incorrectly and then position themselves in such a way that they could not be seen by either the guests or the management. 
	For Sarah, being a buzzed bartender puts her at her best. She would often bring a drink of her own to work, although her manager never knew about it. Drinking on the job could have gotten her fired, but she sees it as a great asset to flow with the rest of the environment. In fact, the more people drank, the more they were willing to talk about God and spirituality. When Sarah had time, she would engage in conversations initiated by her guests who enjoy talking about passions. Sarah would tell them that she was an Education student in college and that she had traveled to different countries. This would often spark discussions about other nations, service, and ultimately, God. Faith was a subject that came up quite a bit as the nights progressed and the drinks flowed. Many of her patrons would often mention that they are Christians but that they did not seem to fit other Christians’ criteria because they drank. Sarah assured them that one can be Christian and drink, even if people in the conservative South did not approve. Sarah did not initiate these types of conversations, but with her relaxed view of faith and her buzzed patrons, she had plenty of room to witness to her guests.
	With all of the exotic drinks, etiquette, and intriguing stories, it is clear that the world of bartending, especially in fine dining, has a rich culture of its own. Sarah has seen and heard much within her community of service. People from all backgrounds come together to enjoy life and share their passionate interests with the help of strong spirits and fine-quality service. The atmosphere is rife with emotionally and spiritually charged conversation and thought, and never leaves room for a boring day. Bartenders experience this firsthand, interact with a diverse mixture of people, and embrace both the ordinary and extraordinary.  

	  
Taxonomy 1: Guests
	Type of Guests
	Drinks
	Attitude
	Tips

	Southern/Country Style
	Men usually order beer, domestic only. Women – sweet martinis, white zinfandels, moscatos, and “Sex on the Beach.”
	Very respectful and polite. More hands- on and touchy when drinking, though.
	Good tippers.

	Families
	Usually no more than 1 or 2 drinks of liquor, beer, or wine, especially when children are present.
	Laid back. Usually there to enjoy each other, not to socialize.
	Hit or miss. Men tip better.

	College kids
	Mixed drinks, gin, mojitos, and cucumber gimlets. Difficult to make.
	Frustrating to work with. Rudest guests, especially fraternity and sorority members.
	Absolutely the worst tippers.

	Business class
	Very expensive drinks. Imported beers, wines, and cocktails.
	Drink a lot. Like to joke around, but don’t cross the line. Prefer not to talk about work.
	The best tippers. Minimum of 20%.

	Elderly
	Prefer well drinks, two-part drinks, and domestic beers.
	Rude. Very picky and needy. Expect to be prioritized.
	10-15%. Fortunate to get 20%.

	Hipsters
	Handcrafted drinks and imported beers.
	More reserved and prefer not to socialize. Attitudes vary.
	Don’t tip very well. Fortunate to get 20%.




 

	
	
Taxonomy 2: Schedule











Taxonomy 3: Set-up and Closing Procedures









Taxonomy 4: Steps of Service and Etiquette
1. Servers have 30 seconds to greet a new table.
a. This time is used to “feel out” guests, i.e., to decide whether or not silent service is required.
b. It is imperative that patrons are referred to as “guests,” not “customers.”
c. Servers are expected to remember names, foods, and drinks of guests.
2. [bookmark: _GoBack]Servers must begin with offering specials, appetizers, and drinks.
a. Here, suggestive selling is employed. Specials first. 
b. Servers have 1 minute to prepare wine and beer after drink order has been taken. 
c. 3 minutes for a mixed drink.
3. Following appetizers, servers will again employ suggestive selling while offering entrees.
a. For the sake of etiquette, servers must not ask guests if they are ready to order, but rather should ask, “Would you like a few more minutes?”
b. Servers must not ask guests if they would like “another drink,” but rather should ask, “Would you like a fresh drink?”
c. Proper use of language is key.
4. Servers will take entrée orders.
a. When taking orders, servers will begin with the head of the table or guest of honor, then women starting with eldest, then men starting with the eldest.
b. Servers will strike before serving entrees.
c. Serve from the left, and clear from the right.
d. The “Two minutes or two bites” rule applies here: After delivering food, servers will wait for guests to either take two bites of their food or wait two minutes before asking how their food is.
e. Servers must not ask, “How is everything tasting?” but rather, “Is everything exactly as you would like?”
f. Servers will crumb between every course.
g. If a recook is necessary, the manager will deliver the recook.
5.  Servers will offer dessert.
a. Suggestive selling.
b. Always offer dessert drink.
c. Continue service until guests are ready to leave. They will typically take their time.
6. Servers will clear as a team.





Taxonomy 5: Terminology
Chit – Sign-out ticket.
Clear – Clear tables.
Covers – People.
Dirty – A drink with olive juice added.
Dry – A drink made with dry vermouth or gin.
The floor – Restaurant area.
Full bar – Bar that sells liquor.
“Hands?” – “What is it that you need?”
In the weeds – Need help.
Jigger – Alcohol measurer.
Neat – Straight up.
On the rocks – Served with ice.
Silent service – Formal service in which there is no interruption of the guests.
Steps of service – The formal steps taken to ensure fine dining experience.
Strike – To provide fresh silverware for entrees.
Suggestive selling – Suggesting food and drinks to the guests starting with the most expensive.
“Table’s dry” – “That table’s drinks are empty.”
Talking horses – Discussing which of the servers will go home first before closing.
Two-part – Liquor with mixer (e.g., Rum and Coke).
Up – Drink in a martini glass.
Verbal tip – Overly nice while only tipping 10-15%.
The well – Behind the bar.




Opening	


As you come in, place trash cans in both bars.


Operationalization


One person sets up outside bar. Another person sets up the inside bar.


Clock in.


Inside bar


Cut fruits for the night.


Make backup drinks (e.g.) happy hour cocktails in jugs.


Lay out drink mats.


Fill ice using 5 gallon jugs. Requires 2 or 3 trips.


Check liquors in the well and and get backups from the liquor room if low on anything.


Light candles, turn on TVs (sports; no news), and help outside bartenders.


Outside bar


Carry out glasses, mats, and ice.


Pull out wagon for liquor to add to patio bar.


Discuss roles


Decide who will work inside and outside.


Inside workers will decide who works the well and who will work the tables.


Outside: one person will work the well while all others work the tables.


Tip splitting and closing


Before closing, leave chit and accept tips for the night. Tips are split by counting up the amount of cash divided by the total hours of service, then the hourly tips are distributed to servers by their individual hours for the night. 


Store all items and clean everything off.
















Opener comes in at 3:30 pm


Non-opener comes in at 4:30


Bar opens at 4:30


Restaurant opens at 5:00


Preshift starts at 4:30


Restaurant closes at 9:00-10:00


Restaurant may close at 10:30 or 11:00 if guests are still present


Happy hour: 4:30-6:30


























