
High
    Mix

Call them craft cocktails or culinary cocktails, these beauties 
are shaking up bar menus across the country. 
By Katie Ayoub

FLAVOR

Mary morphs into a Tomato-Water Bloody 

Mary with lemongrass and chilies.

For depth of ĝavor and ingredient harmony, 

mixologists either tune into their own 

palates or rely on the chef®s. Either way, 

matching a culinary-cocktail program with 

the operation’s sensibility is key to its 

success. And if done right, success may add 

up to an intoxicatingly healthy bottom line.

Crafting the cocktail

¯I®ve put programs into restaurants where 

liquor sales increase 20% within a couple 

of months,° says Kathy Casey, president 

of Kathy Casey Food Studios in Seattle. 

Through its Liquid Kitchen platform, the 

company has installed cocktail and beverage 

programs worldwide. Recently creating 

the beverage standards for Toronto-based 

Fairmont Hotels & Resorts, Casey built out a 

theme of craft cocktails for the hotel chain.

¯When I®m developing cocktails for a 

restaurant, I like to make the cocktails 

mesh with the kitchen,° says Casey. ¯I 

like to pull in seasonal ingredients—ones 

that are readily available because they®re 

already on the menu.° She stresses the 

importance of designing a knockout core 

If your bartender is borrowing your 

immersion circulator, studying a dish®s 

ĝavor proĜle, and raiding the pantry for 

ingredients beyond limes and mint, then you 

just may have a mixologist in your midst. 

Although many bartenders of this elite ilk 

don®t necessarily embrace that term, the 

buzzword does position their skilled alchemy 

above vodka slinging and beer-tap pulling. 

Mixologists³also known as bar chefs, 

startenders and social alchemists—

approach cocktails as chefs approach 

food. They look for fresh ingredients, 

and they look for ways to make them 

signature. Housemade everything is the 

order up at the bar—from sours and bitters 

to juices and extracts. Many also look to 

the past, gaining inspiration from properly 

executed old-fashioned cocktails, such as 

Manhattans and, well, old fashioneds.

An offshoot of this classic-cocktail 

renaissance is the culinary cocktail. While 

embracing the principle of handcrafting 

that lies at the heart of classic cocktails, 

mixologists who concoct culinary cocktails 

also pull ingredients and techniques from 

the kitchen. So, for instance, formulated 

as a culinary cocktail, a classic Bloody 

Kathy Casey Food Studios developed 
a pear/nutmeg infusion for FrĊs Vodka, 
which lists vodka-infusion recipe ideas 

as value-added on its Web site, 
www.frisvodka.com.
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cocktail list. ¯You can do these crazy, fun 

culinary cocktails, but your core list should 

be wonderful, too.°

That core list, she says, should include the 

ever-popular Cosmopolitan, Mojito, lemon 

drop and margarita. “And if you’re known 

as a super-creative, out-there place, then 

go for it—add lots of craft cocktails on your 

menu,° she says. ¯See it as an extension of 

what you®re doing in the kitchen.°

For Seattle®s Italian-inspired Volterra, Casey 

created a number of drinks, including the 

best-selling Tuscan Limoncello Rosemary 

Drop. Featuring vodka, housemade 

limoncello, fresh lemon juice, simple syrup 

and fresh rosemary, the glass is rimmed 

with rosemary-scented sugar. “That one 

takes the popular lemon drop and turns 

it into something extraordinary, and it 

matches the menu®s theme,° says Casey.

In her upcoming cookbook, Sips & Apps 

(Chronicle Books, 2009), she features a 

drink called Cucumber and Elderĝower 

Fizz that she says tastes like honeysuckle. 

It features muddled cucumber, fresh 

lemon/lime sour, Monin elderĝower syrup, 

soda water and perhaps gin or vodka.

¯The ĝavors are really fresh and work well 

together,° says Casey. ¯But that®s the trick. 

You can’t put things together just to be 

crazy. Everything needs to be balanced. 

You see it with food: crazy, esoteric 

mixing of ingredients. You can sometimes 

put wacko stuff together and it tastes 

delicious, and sometimes it just doesn®t.°

Can I borrow your  

immersion circulator?

At mk in Chicago, John Kinder uses the 

sous-vide method to infuse all sorts of 

ĝavors into high-proof alcohol. Those 

infusions become the bases for an 

intriguing collection of culinary cocktails. 

He has moved some of his drinks from 

behind the bar and onto pairing menus  

for the restaurant®s Spirited Dinners, 

where three courses are each paired  

with a Kinder-styled cocktail.

¯I go in and watch the chef, and see what 

things are cooked in,° says Kinder, who 

prefers the term bartender to mixologist. 

¯When pairing, think of brown-spirit- 

based cocktails as red wines,° he says. 

So, for chef/owner Michael Kornick®s 

hardwood/charcoal-grilled 

bison rib-eye with braised 

russet potatoes, spinach 

and caramelized pearl 

onions, Kinder created 

the Black Mirror. 

He infuses bourbon 

with black tea and 

black peppercorn in 

an immersion circulator. He passes the 

mixture through a chinois, then bottles it. 

For service, he combines the black tea/

black peppercorn bourbon with crème de 

mure and crăme de cassis. He Ĝnishes the 

cocktail with a splash of San Pellegrino 

sparkling water to ¯loosen up the ĝavors 

and scrub the palate.°

Why use sous vide? ¯It sucks all of the air 

out, so the alcohol can®t evaporate, but 

the method spreads everything out and 

lets everything in,° says Kinder. ¯All the 

ĝavors become deeper and more vibrant.°

For service, the sous-vide bags are 

stacked in the bar®s cooler, ready to go.  

Todd Thrasher adds  
saffron to turn the classic  
Gibson into a culinary cocktail.
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“Going to a restaurant is increasingly becoming  

more and more about the total experience, and a  

good cocktail program adds to that total experience.° 

³Peter Vestinos
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FLAVOR

¯I don®t have to worry about the bartenders 

measuring incorrectly, and they don®t have 

to worry about mixing,° he says.

As for added labor and food cost, Kinder 

says it’s worth it. “You should put as much 

effort into your cocktail program as you 

put into your wine list,° he says. ¯It®s your 

customer®s Ĝrst introduction to what 

you®re doing and what you®re all about.°

Hey, what goes with papaya?

¯I don®t believe that making a cocktail 

is just putting two or three liqueurs into 

a mixer,° says Todd Thrasher, co-owner 

and drink maker (his own moniker) at 

Restaurant Eve in Alexandria, Va. ¯If  

chefs put in the time, we should, too.°

Indeed, Thrasher spends a lot of time 

watching executive chef/co-owner Cathal 

Armstrong work his magic in the kitchen. 

He also spends a lot of time at farmers’ 

markets. “Our restaurant follows the 

seasons, and I make drinks that follow 

the seasons,° he says. 

His cocktails are inspired by local, seasonal 

ingredients, and by the same ĝavor proĜles 

seen in a dish. “I wanted to do a green-

papaya cocktail, and I had a good idea of 

what I was going for, so I went into the 

kitchen and asked [the chef] what goes 

well with papaya,° says Thrasher.

For the resulting cocktail, the Paw Paw, 

he cooks down fresh lemon, lime and 

pineapple juice, habaČero chile, palm 

sugar and honey. Once cooled, he adds 

light rum to the mixture, and pours it over 

ice, adds green-papaya juice, and rims the 

glass with a ground, toasted rice. ¯It®s not 

about the liquor, but the other ingredients,° 

he says. ¯You get sweet, savory and spicy.°

Order a Bloody Mary in late winter,  

and you’re out of luck. Order one in late 

summer, and you might be a bit surprised  

by what’s presented. “I don’t like the texture 

of tomato-based cocktails,° Thrasher says. 

¯But I was watching Julia Child make tomato 

consommĄ years ago, and she inspired me.°

He purées fresh tomatoes with onion  

and serrano chile, then strains that mixture 

through cheesecloth over a stockpot for 12 

to 24 hours. He gently simmers the tomato  

water with a stalk of lemon grass for 10 

minutes, and lets the ĝavors infuse for  

one hour. He seasons with salt and pepper, 

chills, and, for service, adds pepper-infused 

vodka and a savory garnish.

Another one of his famous culinary cocktails 

is the New Age Gibson, which features his 

housemade carbonated saffron vermouth, 

saffron-onion garnish and, of course, gin.

¯A good cocktail program adds value 

through publicity,° says Thrasher. ¯You also 

want people coming in for your cocktails. 

There®s a much better proĜt margin with 

liquor than with wine.°

Old-fashioned fun

“Going to a restaurant is increasingly 

becoming more and more about the total 

experience, and a good cocktail program 

adds to that total experience,° says Peter 

Vestinos, bartender at Chicago®s Sepia. ¯It 

is also there to complement and enhance 

the food, just as wine does. Restaurants 

will often excel on so many levels, but fall 

ĝat on their bar programs.°

Vestinos makes his own bitters, tinctures 

and syrups, and is dedicated to classic 

cocktails. ¯I®m not trying to reinvent the 

cocktail,° he says. ¯I just want to bring it 

back to where it was.°

Kendal Duque, Sepia®s executive chef, 

puts a seasonal, contemporary spin on 

Todd Thrasher’s Tomato-Water Bloody 
Mary was inspired by Julia Child®s 
tomato consommé.
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