Vodka
Vodka is the traditional spirit produced in Poland, Russia and other parts of Eastern Europe from fermented grain, potatoes or other plant stuffs. The word Vodka comes from the Russian endearment meaning "little water" from their word for water "Voda". In truth, vodka is stateless, has nothing to do with Poland or Russia and while customarily claiming the latter's heritage, shows little loyalty to its traditions. Indeed, Smirnoff, former distiller to the Tsar and the world's best selling vodka brand was originally marketed in the west as 'white whiskey' and only recently introduced its first vodka actually produced in Russia since the revolution.

The Poles market a high-strength (96% vol) clear distillate in bottle but they call it Polish Pure Spirit and regard it as a distinct product from a wide range of vodkas they make. The incidence of high-strength spirits in Poland and Russia originally had much to do with their severe winters, when only strong liquors could be transported by traders, lower proof alcohols usually froze.
In one sense, vodka is the closest thing to perfection ever conceived in the long history of spirits. Had it been invented in the 1990s, in the era of alco-pops and ice beers, it would be hailed as a supremely adept piece of marketing wizardry. Nobody, other than a confirmed teetotaller, could possibly dislike it, for the simple reason that it tastes of nothing whatsoever. It is pure, unadulterated, uncomplicated alcohol.
No colour, No taste and No smell. Just the Alcohol.
History of Vodka
Because it is such a simple drink, it is almost impossible to pinpoint the origins of vodka historically. Vodka, although regarded by many as a Russian drink, can be traced back to the twelfth century Eastern Europe for certain but was probably distilled some 1000 years ago. Whether Poland or Russia was the first country to produce vodka depends on how distilling arrived in Europe: was it from North Africa via Europe to the west, or Persia to the south? It could of been the latter, since there are indications that a clear spirit was made in Persia in the 11th Century. But wherever it originated, it was not until the 15th Century that distilling knowledge reached eastern Europe and local crops were established as raw materials. 
Believe it or not, vodka was almost unknown in America until around 1930 when the Smirnoff family arrived in the United States and began their Distillery. The production of Vodka in Russia, was halted prior to world war 1, when the then Czar banned it and by the time that ban was lifted the state had taken control of all industry. In 1914 the Smirnoff family, the first distillers to use charcoal, were producing one million bottles a day. Three years later the entire family of over 100 members was wiped out by the Russian revolution except for one, who escaped with the family formula. 
Russian or Polish?
As to where a drink specifically recognisable as vodka first arose is a matter for Poland and the Russians to sort out between themselves. The following is provided as a basis for any discussion on the where vodka originated from.
The Russians claim that when Christianity was introduced to Kiev in 988, it was said to be because the Grand Prince learned that Islam proscribed alcohol. Quite dismayed, he turned to the Christian church and was delighted to discover that wine was actually required for rituals such as communion. Strong mead was the most powerful drink made in Russia over the following 250 years, but by the 14th Century spirit production was known and beginning to be carried out. Vodka existed long before it acquired its modern name and to begin with was called 'Perevara' (made from mead and beer) and 'Korchma (hooch or pot wine).
Whatever the claims of Russia to the contrary, vodka is claimed as an original Polish spirit by the Poles. The first written reference to vodka production in Poland date from the 15th Century and several authors, among them Goleblowski and Ostrowska- Szymanska, claim it was in use in the country at least a century earlier. 
The Smirnoff Story
The world's top vodka brand, said to sell a case every two seconds somewhere around the globe. Although made in 25 countries, Smirnoff is a British Vodka by virtue of ownership of the American company Hueblein, which developed the brand, but the spirit itself is distilled in a number of different countries.

Smirnoff's 'Russianness' lies mainly in its origins, although in 1994 the company launched its first vodka produced in Russia since the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917. The company dates from the immediate aftermath of Napoleon's retreat from Moscow and, in 1815, the year of the battle of Waterloo, Ivan Smirnoff leased a fire-scarred warehouse where he began to produce vodka. In those days, Smirnoff's vodkas were flavoured with raspberries, strawberries, plums, currants and other fruits. During a fair visited by the Tsar in 1886, Piotr Smirnoff got himself noticed by having a real bear in his pavillon and waiters dressed as bears serving vodka. Smirnoff was awarded the warrant to supply the Imperial court with vodka and other drinks.
In the wake of the October Revolution, Vladimir Smirnoff was detained and led out several times to the firing squad but each time the deed was postponed. He was eventually rescued by white Russians and fled to Paris, where he managed to open a small distillery, but no one was interested in the vodka. He met Rudolf Kunett, a member of a Russian family who had formerly been grain suppliers to the smirnoff distilleries. Now in the USA, Kunett bought Smirnoff's vodka recipe from him and in 1934, opened a small distillery in Connecticut. Despite the repeal of prohibition he couldn't get the sales off the ground and managed only 6,000 cases a year. eventually, unable to raise the money for the trading licence, Kunett sold the formula and distillery to Heublein, a local drinks firm.
The Russian connection was quickly jettisoned in the USA during the McCarthy era and the fact that the product was made in Connecticut highlighted. In the following years it had a role to play in a lifestyle that included mixed drinks like the Screwdriver, Moscow Mule and the Bloody Mary.
_________________________________________________________________
Vodka is now one of the most popular spirits used by the Cocktail Bartender. It is one of the best mixers or it could be one of the worst - for anyone throwing caution to the wind. It is therefore used in many cocktails to provide the power, or the 'Kick', whilst still not disturbing the palate by introducing a new flavour.
Because of the high alcohol content vodka will not freeze, therefore store at least one bottle in the refrigerator. Vodka is one of the most mixable and versatile of spirits and therefore is used in numerous cocktail recipes providing that extra kick. Vodka should be served neat (or straight up) in a shot glass. It is especially suited to caviar, smoked salmon and spicy foods.
...........Trivia ..........
There is a Russian Ritual of smashing the glasses in the fireplace after consuming Vodka to ensure that the toast that was made will come true.
(Ed note) If you do have Russian or Polish guests at the Bar, apart from stocking up on your Vodka stock, you'd be advised to keep this in mind if they start to drink.
Production of Vodka
Originally distilled only from potatoes, Vodka is now made from a variety of raw materials including Grain, Potato and molasses - from which 96% of pure alcohol is extracted. In Turkey even beets are used to produce vodka. This is then filtered through activated charcoal to remove all taste, good or bad, and then re-distilled with aromatic herbs that gives each vodka its special character. Some charcoals are so important to the making of vodka that distillers have patented them. High- end vodkas are sometimes triple or even quadruple-distilled. Others may be filtered through fine quartz sand.
Occasionally, aromatic extracts are added to the base. Either way the best Vodkas are produced from a rectified grain spirit. Vodka is now produced in almost every country and each one a variation on the classic vodka style. The goal is to come as close as possible to nothing and bottle it without ageing.
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Types of Vodka
Polish Vodkas are considered the best and are often strongly flavoured. Russian, Finnish and Swedish Vodkas are less scented and more neutral in taste.
An eastern European habit is to drop lemon, lime, or orange peels, peppers, strawberries, in fact anything into the bottle of Vodka to provide a simple but effective home flavouring.
Some common types
Moskovskaya which is one of the best dry Vodkas.
Kristal, Russkaya, Stolichnaya which are mellower as are Finlandia, and Absolut.
Pouring brands like Smirnoff, and Karloff.
As well as the colourless Vodkas there are some coloured varieties. These colourants used are all natural products;
PRIVATE
Limonnaya
Lemon Skin

Starka, Okhotnichya
an infusion of aromatic herbs and leaves from Crimean Apple and Pear trees.

Pertsovka
Hot Peppers

Vodka, wherever its made (whatever its taste or aroma) should be served in a chilled glass and well chilled itself.
The most popular brand of vodka is Smirnoff. In addition two imports, at premium prices, are making a big splash Absolut from Sweden and Stolichnaya from Russia. Absolut has been so successful that flavoured vodkas are made. For example, Absolut Pepper, for spicy "Bloody Marys" and "Cajun Martinis".
Stolichnaya has countered with a lemon-flavoured premium, a mountain-glass and heather-honey premium, and a super premium called Crystall. Finland has joined the upscale import market with Finlandia, Iceland has come out with Icy, Denmark is contributing Denaka, England has added Tanqueray Silver made by the makers of Tanqueray Gin.
Others include; Kremlyovskaya - made in the Vladimir region of Russia. Luksusowa – an original potato vodka made in Poland. From Holland, a family recipe developed by the Nolet family over 300 years ago and handmade in small batches is Ketel One.
Flavoured Vodkas
There are now more than 30 different flavoured vodkas all made by an addition of natural flavouring materials. These include:
PRIVATE
Absolut Citron
Lemon flavoured with mandarin orange and grapefruit accents.

Absolut Kurant
Blend of the tart taste of blackcurrant berries

Absolut Peppar
A jalapeno pepper and paprika

Finlandia Pineapple
Rich pineapple scent and delicate pineapple tang

Finlandia Cranberry
Ruby red colour and distinctive flavour of cranberry

Gordon’s Citrus
Tangy lemon and lime flavour enhanced with oil of orange from the West Indies

Gordon’s Wildberry
A blend of berries and natural flavourings

Okhotnichya
Made from honey and herbs

Smirnoff Citrus Twist
Vodka with a lemon-lime flavour

Stoli Kafya
Made from a blend of coffee beans from Guatemala, Costa Rica, Mexico, Indonesia and Colombia

Stoli Ohranj
Flavoured with orange zest, juice and pulp.

Stoli Persik
Made with aromatic essence and the oil of white peaches

Stoli Razberi
Naturally with raspberries

Stoli Strasberi
Made with the juice and oil of strawberries.

Stoli Vanil
Blend of the essences of Madagascan and Indonesian vanilla beans

Stoli Zinamon
Created from oils of Sri Lankan cinnamon bark and Chinese cassis for a ‘red hot’ taste.

Gordon’s Wildberry
Blend of berries and natural flavourings

Smirnaff Citrus Twist
Lemon-lime flavour

Stoli Kafya
Blend of coffee beans from Guatemala, Costa Rica, Mexico, Indonesia and Colombia

Stoli Limonnaya
Zest of lemon peel

Stoli Ohranj
Orange zest, juice and pulp

Stoli Persik
Aromatic essence and oils of white peaches

Stoli Pertsovka
White, black, cubeb and red chilli peppers

Stoli Razberi
Flavoured with rasberries

Stoli Vanil
Essence of Madagascan and Indonesian vanilla beans

Stoli Zinamon
Oils of Sri-Lankan cinnamon bark and Chinese cassis
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