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DEDICATION


In loving memory of my mother-in-law, Marty Moore, an “Old Fashioned” kind of gal
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INTRODUCTION





New York City has been at the epicenter of the twenty-first-century cocktail renaissance since the beginning, offering far too many bars to include in a single book. But I wanted to offer travelers and locals alike a balanced cross-section of mixology-forward establishments, encompassing all five boroughs of the mighty metropolis. Each of the hundreds of neighborhoods has its own unique flavor, and my aim is to give readers a taste of some of the more established ones, as well as the true up-and-comers that usually don’t find their way onto the itineraries of tourists and the bridge-and-tunnel crowds.


I’m focusing almost entirely on craft-cocktail-forward venues, but I do include some beer-centric sites that also prioritize well-made spirits-based mixed drinks. And even though there’s an emphasis on “craft,” that doesn’t mean this is going to be some unapproachable exploration of highfalutin, velvet-rope kind of places. You’re often as likely to find a well-made, award-winning cocktail in a neighborhood dive bar as you are in an upscale den of exposed brick, suspender-and-bowtie-sporting bartenders, chandeliers, and art-deco revivalist décor.




New York City is a lot of things to a lot of different people, with eating and drinking venues that express an exponential number of disparate personalities. If a speakeasy is too much of a “scene” for you, you might be more at home at a punk rock tiki bar. If you’re tired of drinks with too many ingredients that you can’t pronounce or that you need a decoder ring to decipher, you might find your preferred vibe with simple, well-made Old Fashioneds and martinis.


To quote a famous, Queens-born band, “Well, New York City really has it all. Oh yeah, oh yeah.”


And a taste of that is in the pages that follow.











STOCK YOUR HOME BAR





Not everyone needs to have a cocktail-bar-sized budget to pick up the essentials for your own amateur bartending endeavors. Here’s a quick checklist of what you’ll need:


Shaking Tins: Shakers typically come in a set of two, one 28-ounce and one 18-ounce. Stainless steel is the most common (even though they’re called “tins.”)


Strainer: Also popular in stainless steel, strainers are recognizable by a spring that wraps around the bottom of the circular device—that specific style is frequently known as a Hawthorne strainer. The Hawthorne strainer differs from a julep strainer, which is just a disc with a handle and small holes in the circular portion like the sort you’d find at the bottom of your sink. They both prevent the shaker’s ice from getting into the finished drink. The spring on the Hawthorne strainer helps agitate the liquid when being shaken.


Jigger: The best sort resembles a stainless steel hardboiled egg holder, with a 1-ounce cylindrical cup on one end and a 2-ounce one on the other.


Barspoon: Often recognizable by its long, braided neck, a barspoon is roughly equal in volume to a teaspoon—unless it’s a European barspoon, which is closer to a half teaspoon.


Mixing Glass: Shaking tins, of course, can also be used for stirred drinks, but I prefer these small crystal pitchers because it’s easier to adjust the color, if need be, in hue-sensitive drinks.


Ice Molds: The bigger the ice, the better in my opinion. One large cube—or a sphere, for that matter.


Juicer: The standard is the handheld variety with the lemon/lime holder at the end of the squeezable arms—think nutcracker, if the nutcracker had a bowl attached to it.


Muddler: A good wooden muddler—which vaguely resembles a tiny baseball bat—is invaluable for squeezing the oils and essences out of herbs, cherries, and the like.


Citrus Peeler: Not only are you going to be juicing a lot of citrus, you’re also going to be expressing the oil from peels, using said peels as garnishes, and making a lot of fancy spiraled twists, so this tool is vital to crafting cocktails.


Microplane: I would put this tool within the “optional” category, but they’re really the only game in town for when you need to zest a lemon. When you’re not making cocktails with it, you’ll more likely than not to be using it to grate cheese.


If you were to buy all of these items as a set, you likely won’t pay much more than $150.













MANHATTAN


UPTOWN & MIDTOWN
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We’re going to start in a place that needs no introduction—a borough that happens to be the namesake of one of the most popular whiskey-based classic cocktails. Manhattan may have the smallest square mileage of all five boroughs, but it’s got the highest concentration of world-class drinking establishments.
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HARLEM





THE HONEY WELL


3604 Broadway


Manhattan


The first thing you’re likely to notice upon entering this below-street-level bar and eatery is the calming, incense-like scent of gently singed wood. That’s likely from the preparation of the Monk-Fashioned, a reinvention of the Old Fashioned with a heavy Scottish accent: Aberfeldy 12-Year-Old Scotch whisky, Cigar-infused Angostura bitters, Chartreuse, simple syrup, wood smoke, and Peat Monster spray.


Your next sensory experience will be visual, as you take in the scenery: green vinyl mid-century stools, long wooden bar, and an exposed brick ceiling—this is underground, after all, but not in a secret kind of way, as a sidewalk sign ensures that you’re able to find the entrance. On top of the bar there are a couple of mini-clawfoot bathtubs with the Honey Well logo emblazoned on them, filled with various sparkly decorations (including small disco balls). Somehow the bar manages to be both lively and intimate at the same time, making it just the sort of relaxing refuge you’d want after a long day of work or exploration.




The music alternates among hip-hop, pop, and indie rock, providing an eclectic soundtrack for the inventive—and sometimes completely crazy—liquid offerings. An example of one of the more out-there creations is the Apple Jack, whose name would make you incorrectly assume it’s some kind of apple-brandy-based cocktail. Check out these ingredients: Knob Creek rye whiskey, apple, organic whole milk, black tea, pineapple, clove, cinnamon, and allspice. You’d also be wrong if you thought, with those components, that it’d be a heavy, oddly hued opaque experience. The Apple Jack is actually clarified, the result of a process that takes up to two weeks. The bartender called it a bit of a “science experiment” from one of the members of the staff. And the best part: it’s served in a clear glass shaped like one of those half-pint milk cartons you’d get with lunch in grade school.











MONK-FASHIONED
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This one’s for all the smoke lovers out there, perfectly marrying a good stogie with a great cocktail—all in the same glass!


GLASS: ROCKS


GARNISH: EXPRESSED ORANGE PEEL




	Apple wood chips, for smoking


	¾ ounce rosemary syrup* (see p. 5)


	3 dashes cigar-infused angostura bitters** (see p. 5)


	⅛ ounce Green Chartreuse (Note: If you can’t find Chartreuse, consider substituting with Faccia Bruto Centerbe)


	2 ounces Aberfeldy 12 Year Scotch whisky





Build in a rocks glass and add one large ice cube. Stir a few times and then express an orange peel. Light and extinguish soaked wood chips so there’s ample smoke emanating from it and enclose chips, with cocktail, inside a bell jar (or substitute with a clear bowl on top of a flat plate). Garnish with the expressed orange peel.
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ROSEMARY SYRUP*




	2 cups water


	8 stalks rosemary


	2 cups white sugar





On medium-low heat, add two cups of water and let eight rosemary stalks steep for 15 minutes. Then add two cups of white sugar and whisk until all sugar is dissolved. Strain, let cool, and then refrigerate.


CIGAR-INFUSED ANGOSTURA BITTERS**




	Angostura bitters


	1 cigar of your choice





In a bell jar, add a bottle of Angostura bitters and place a smoking cigar upright so the lit end doesn’t touch liquid. Let it burn for 2 to 3 minutes, then remove the cigar.











BURRO LOCO
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If you like a bit of spice in your drinks, this cocktail is for you. The heat is also tempered a bit with fresh ingredients like cucumber and pineapple.


GLASS: COLLINS


GARNISH: SLICE OF CUCUMBER




	2 pieces cucumber


	2 pieces Serrano pepper


	¾ ounce lemon juice


	¾ ounce pineapple


	½ ounce spiced agave syrup* (see p. 7)


	2 ounces mezcal


	Top with ginger beer





In a cocktail shaker, muddle the cucumber and Serrano pepper. Add the lemon juice, ice, pineapple, agave, and mezcal and shake. Pour into a Collins glass, top with ginger beer, and garnish with a slice of cucumber.
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SPICED AGAVE SYRUP*




	2 cups water


	Peels from a whole orange


	1 teaspoon allspice


	½ teaspoon cardamom


	2 cups agave nectar





On medium-low heat, add the water, orange peels, allspice, and cardamom. Lower the heat and then add agave nectar and stir until mixed. Strain, let cool, and then refrigerate.
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HARLEM





BIRD IN HAND


3569 Broadway


Manhattan


If there’s one lesson that you can take from Bird in Hand, it’s that pool tables aren’t only for dive bars. This sprawling Hamilton Heights gastropub wouldn’t fit even the loosest definition of dive, but that doesn’t mean you can’t enjoy some friendly cue-ball competition while you sip a well-crafted Old Fashioned and slurp raw oysters—yes, Bird in Hand offers some freshly shucked bivalves with some spot-on mignonette (alongside cocktail sauce, if you prefer).


But before you even get to the billiards nook, you have to make your way through a stunningly long room with an equally lengthy bar, local art on the walls, stained hardwood floors, and an attentive and friendly staff. Hell, you probably won’t make it to the game area if the comfy couch near the front entrance is available. It’s an easy place to lose all sense of time and sip concoctions like the Murders in the Rue Bourbon—Woodinville bourbon, Manzanilla sherry, and orange bitters served in a coupe glass. The sherry balances the bourbon’s subtle sweet notes with a bit of that leathery umami that’s common in such Iberian fortified wines.


If that’s not your cup of tea, you’ll likely find much to enjoy with the Notorious F.I.G., with Pinhook bourbon, cider, lemon, thyme, and fig. If you’ve been bitten by the agave bug, the Headbanger is likely to be up your alley, with tequila, lime, agave, and Fever Tree blood orange ginger beer). And, aside from the aforementioned oysters, there’s plenty of heartier fare, like a grass-fed Berkshire porkchop and the house mac & cheese, with white cheddar, gruyere, parmigiana, pancetta, and panko. Make sure you also get a side of the fried pickles. That’s an order.








HARLEM





THE GOOD GOOD


1694 Park Avenue


Manhattan


With its bright, vibrant aesthetic palette, this bar succeeds in evoking the Caribbean and international heritage of its trio of creative forces—Lesly Bernard (who’s also behind another of the establishments featured in this book, Charlie’s in the Bronx) and sisters Juliet and Justine Masters.


Upon entry, you’ll first encounter the bar in a cozy corner in the front. It’s essentially two halves that intersect in a right angle, creating an atmosphere unto itself, separate from the array of roomy booths that populate the rest of the hardwood floor space. Ceiling fans with blades shaped like the leaves you’d find in a rainforest keep the air circulating so the good good times can continue.


When I ordered the house rum daiquiri from the menu, the bartender asked, “Any particular rum that you want?” I can probably count on one hand the number of times I’ve ever been asked to choose a rum—whiskey, yes; gin, occasionally, but very rarely rum. I was in an Agricole mood, so I went with Martinique’s Rhum Clement. And it proved to be a winning choice, as the rhum really expressed itself in all its grassy glory amidst the drink’s other ingredients.


A mix of calypso, jazz, reggae, and funk found its way to my ears as I sipped a contender for one of the ten best daiquiris I’ve ever sipped. The aroma of fried sweet plantains coming from the kitchen certainly complemented the experience. The menu’s other bites included jerk mushrooms, curried carrots, codfish fritters, a coconut fish sandwich, as well as burgers, a ribeye steak, and hot honey fried chicken. Escapism at its best.











THE GOOD ’N’ SOUR
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The Good Good’s own riff on a classic New York Sour, known for its float of red wine atop the Scotch whisky-based cocktail. The bar prefers Dewar’s, but the likes of Cutty Sark or Johnnie Walker Red would work as well.


GLASS: ROCKS


GARNISH: NONE




	2 ounces Dewar’s (or similar blended Scotch whisky)


	1 ounce lemon juice


	1 ounce simple syrup


	¼ ounce cabernet sauvignon


	2 dashes orange bitters


	1 dash Angostura Bitters





Add all ingredients into a cocktail shaker with ice and shake. Double strain and pour into a rocks glass.













HARLEM





SUGAR MONK


2292 Frederick Douglass Boulevard


Manhattan


Sugar Monk was designed as a nod to the uptown speakeasies of a century ago, with live jazz on Monday nights that intentionally evokes the mood and energy of the Harlem Renaissance. And it’s impossible to not be in that frame of mind when you’re mere steps from the iconic Apollo Theater. The Monday event also gets its own special menu with era-specific classics like the French 75, Last Word, Clover Club, Sidecar, Mary Pickford (my personal favorite), and other old standbys. But don’t sleep on Sugar Monk’s signature sips, like Queen of the Desert (Cazadores Blanco tequila, pineapple, lime, cucumber, habanero, lemon verbena, and elderflower), Milkmaid’s Dream (Pisco Suyo, Amaro Montenegro, strawberry, lemon, grape, vanilla, orange blossom, aged balsamic vinegar, and milk), or the Ugly Beauty (Fords Gin, elderberry, green apple, Meyer lemon, bergamot, wormwood, licorice, French tarragon, and lemon balm).


The main bar area is smaller than most of the other Harlem bars mentioned previously, but that is one of its greatest assets. The limited square footage ups the intimacy factor, as does the dark walls, candlelight, and cozy velvet chairs. And on jazz nights, the music just adds to the warming vibe—which is a rare occurrence, since live music can often make bar atmospheres oppressive and jarring. The huge mural depicting various types of greenery reinforces Sugar Monk’s commitment to fresh ingredients. In fact, the bar has a genuine forager on the payroll, James Beard award nominee Tama Matsuoka Wong, author of the 2012 cookbook and field guide, Foraged Flavor.













UGLY BEAUTY


[image: Image]





Despite its name, this one’s all the latter and none of the former.


GLASS: ROCKS


GARNISH: STAR ANISE




	1 ounce gin infused with Meyer lemon peel* (see p. 17)


	½ ounce absinthe


	¼ ounce Vicario Dragoncello


	1½ ounces apple juice (Preferably Red Jacket Orchards Fuji Apple Juice available at Whole Foods)


	½ ounce lemon juice


	½ ounce store-bought elderflower syrup


	2 dashes bergamot bitters





Combine all ingredients in a cocktail shaker. Shake and serve in a rocks glass over a large cube and garnish with star anise.
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GIN INFUSED WITH MEYER LEMON PEEL*




	3 Meyer lemons


	750-milliliter bottle gin





Add the peels of three Meyer lemons to a bottle of gin and rest for up to 3 days, then strain.
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THELONIOUS
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When your bar’s called “Sugar Monk” and you’re all about jazz, it’s not too much of a mystery where co-founder/partner Ektoras Binikos got the inspiration for the name of this cocktail.


GLASS: NICK & NORA


GARNISH: LEMON PEEL AND LAVENDER SPRIG




	2 ounces rye whiskey


	½ ounce allspice dram


	½ ounce maple syrup


	1 ounce lemon juice


	Dash lavender bitters





Combine all ingredients in a cocktail shaker except the bitters. Shake all ingredients and serve up in a Nick & Nora glass. Dash some lavender bitters on top and garnish with a lemon peel and sprig of fresh lavender.
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UPPER WEST SIDE





THE OWL’S TAIL


215 West 75th Street


Manhattan


The Owl’s Tail is a rather popular, relatively compact space that’s a few steps away from the Beacon Theater. With that in mind, before you even think of stopping here for a drink, check the Beacon’s show schedule. If something big is happening, it’s not all that fun to be at the bar around happy hour time—or post-show time. However, all would not be lost, as there’s a fairly spacious, covered outdoor space that extends onto the street, one of those permanent holdovers from the high pandemic era.


I’m a bigger fan of the main indoor area, though, which features about six spots at the bar, five more at the window ledge and a handful of small tables in the dining room. If you feel like you’re being watched, it’s not because you’re paranoid. There’s a giant painting of a multi-colored owl’s head overlooking all of the tables. The management team is pretty keen on the venue’s namesake bird of prey, with strategically placed carvings and figurines throughout. The best seat in the house, in my humble opinion, is at the corner seat at bar, where a wooden one sits atop it to keep you company.




The drink menu changes seasonally. I visited in the winter, so I opted for something hot—the Francophile, which is a riff on a classic mulled wine, with Calvados, Cabernet Sauvignon, lemon, cinnamon, and simple syrup. But the remarkably cordial bartenders—remarkable because they manage to serve with a smile even when the crowd reaches nightmarish proportions—are happy to mix the classics all year round. The list is a veritable Mixology Hall of Fame with an Old Fashioned, Sidecar, Sazerac, Naked and Famous, Aviation, Last Word—you get the idea.


The food menu is above and beyond for a largely drinks-focused establishment, with high-end charcuterie, Moroccan Spice Olives, Shiitake & Taleggio focaccia, ahi tuna tartare, Wellfleet oysters and more. The meatballs were a pleasant surprise. Instead of being smothered in marinara, they swim in a white wine broth with complex flavors that evoke Chinese five spice. A place that has access to a revolving clientele of concert and comedy fans on any given night could probably survive on giving, maybe, sixty percent. Not the Owl’s Tail, which seems to always bring their A game. You could say . . . they really give a hoot.
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