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The Chumash Casino is a little slice of Vegas in Santa Ynez, and while the slots, stars and buffet occupy most of everybody's attention, there are also fine cocktails to be had. At the center of the action is the bar at The Willows, the casino's high-end restaurant. 

Richard Hollowell, The Willows' room manager, spends a lot of his off-time designing cocktails for the bar, and as evidence, he can boast a special cocktail of the day for the whole last year. When they are qualified hits, these cocktails are added to the menu, which currently boasts 30 specialty drinks, along with a page of martinis and another page of margaritas. Does Hollowell get any rest? Well, he's helped by bartender Mark Helgeson, who has been mixing things up here for seven years. 

The two start us off with the Moulin Rouge, a simple but effective martini that proves the pomegranate martini craze of the last two years isn't over yet. Take PAMA Pomegranate Liqueur and add it to Belvedere Orange Vodka. Add a bit of lime and lemon and a sugar rim and this is a refreshing treat. The Willows' bar can offer a special grenadine-soaked sugar rim, too. 

We took a suggestion off the margarita menu next, a Madagascar Margarita. This drink hit us full on with its heat and its intriguing complexity within the sweet ingredients. The base is Don Julio Blanco and lemon juice, but that oh-so-special extra aroma comes from Navan Vanilla Cognac, standing in here for the usual triple sec. Add to that some spiciness in the form of fresh jalapeños, muddled with agave nectar and a salt rim with a blistered jalapeño on top and you have a serious drink, ripe for studying all the way to the bottom of the glass. The remaining jalapeño was as hot as the sun on the outdoor patio. 

We ended with a blackberry lemonade, a tall glass of purple loveliness, made from Stoli Blackberi (no surprise there), fresh lemon juice and muddled blackberries. The beverage is fruit-forward and not too sweet, despite what one might think. 

And we don't usually do this, but for once, we recommend a drink we only heard about: the Jamaican Hammock. It sounded so groovy that we're reserving it for our return trip. Peach Schnapps, Raspberry Puree and some Coco Lopez? We're down. 

For now, however, we have to go with the wonderful Madagascar. Such flavor! Such a Drink of the Week! 

MADAGASCAR MARGARITA 

4 slices of jalapeño 

1/4 ounce agave nectar 

1/5 ounce freshly squeezed lime juice 

1 ounce Don Julio Blanco tequila 

1 ounce Navan Cognac 

Muddle jalapeño, agave nectar and lime juice in shaker. Add ice, tequila and cognac. Shake and pour into bucket glass with salted rim and garnish with jalapeño. 
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