
SeptemBER: 
Lessons from New York 



  In early September, I visited New York City for the first time 
in five years – and for the first time with cocktail curiosity.  

  My goal while there was to visit as many cocktail lounges as 
possible, which I ensured by pitching a related travel story for 
the Chicago Tribune, focusing on how NYC’s cocktail scene 
has changed since it was launched just about ten years ago. 

  To ensure a well-researched article, I booked a full agenda.  



It all started in 2000, with a lounge called Milk & Honey. 

  A tiny speakeasy hidden on a sketchy side street in New York’s (then, 
especially) dicey Lower East Side, Milk & Honey was New York’s premiere 

speakeasy-style craft-cocktail lounge. Accessible only via referral or 
membership, it was instantly successful: no sign, no menu, impossible to get 

into. 

  Milk & Honey inspired a new wave of  speakeasy-style lounges and, with them, 
bars that sought to amp up their menus to make cocktails worth sipping. This 
new wave of  handcrafted cocktails inspired by pre-Prohibition-era drinks rose 

from the ashes of  the ultra-sweet vodka cocktails of  the 1990s, such as the 
Cosmopolitan. 

  To this day, Milk & Honey requires reservations made via a closely guarded 
phone number—or referral from a member. Our own CPCC member Veronica 

was an original member (!) and had a cocktail named after her upon the 
lounge’s opening. 



Based on recommendations & reviews, this was my itinerary: 

Wednesday night 
No. 7 - Ft. Greene, Brooklyn 

Thursday 
Randolph Coffee Bar - Nolita   
Bemelman’s Bar @ Carlyle Hotel - Upper East Side  
Dram - Williamsburg  
Hotel Delmano - Williamsburg 
Mayahuel - East Village 
Death & Co. - East Village 
PDT - East Village 
Painkiller - Lower East Side 
Milk & Honey - Lower East Side 

Friday 
Clover Club - Carroll Gardens 

Building on Bond - Boerum Hill 
Mission Delores - Park Slope-ish  
Dutch Kills - Long Island City 

Saturday 

Henry Public - Brooklyn Heights 
Madam Geneva @ Double Crown Hotel - NOHO 

Pegu Club - SOHO  
Flatiron Lounge  - Union Square 

Little Branch - West Side 



That’s a lot of  bars. 
 Even so, I didn’t make it to the following: 

Apotheke - Lower East Side 
The Back Room - Lower East Side 
Raines Law Room - Union Square 

Brandy Library - Tribeca 
King Cole Bar @ St. Regis Hotel – Midtown/East Side  

The Counting Room - Williamsburg 



The stand-outs: 

Mayahuel 
Tequila and mezcal-based cocktails 

boast original, complex flavors, 
served in a ridiculously tiny sub-

street level restaurant 

Death & Company 

Off  the beaten track in Long Island 
City, Queens, this classic cocktail 
joint was delightfully uncrowded, 

unstuffy, and affordable 

Milk & Honey 

My first visit, even ten years into 
the lounge’s operation, felt fresh 

and special, dark and mysterious. 
Truly worth the hassle of  getting in. 

Little Branch 

With the ambiance of  an 
underground rec-room, Little 

Branch was buzzing with a 15-
minute line at half-past 2 on a 

Saturday night. Drinks are expertly 
executed and produced. 



Chicago could learn a lot from New York. We all could.  
Following are a handful of  trends worth mentioning. 

  Simple garnishes – or none at all. Of  the 19 venues at 
which I sampled drinks, almost all of  the best were garnish-free. 

  Tiki trend – I went to one full-on tiki joint, Painkiller, which 
opened within the past 6 months in the Lower East Side, and it was 
amazing. A few others (Dram in Williamsburg, most notably) have tiki 
options on the menu, which means tropical fruit, pellet ice and 
ridiculously ambitious garnishes abound in some instances. 

  “Bartender’s Choice” – This ordering option – leaving 
your tipple up to the bartender, based on your spirit and flavor 
preferences – is on menus everywhere in New York. A few Chicago 
lounges have added it recently; I suspect they all will within a few 
years, but it may take awhile to catch up. After all, NYC has about 7 
years on Chicago, cocktail-wise. 



New York bartenders – and, gradually, Chicago, as well – give credit 
where it’s due. The best example I’ve seen is a drink made by Pegu 

Club owner Audrey Saunders, the Gin Gin Mule.  
Even our own Whistler offers a version. 

Gin Gin Mule  by Audrey Saunders 

  1½  ounces London Dry gin 
¾ ounce lime juice  
1 ounce simple syrup 
8 to 10 mint leaves, chopped  
2 ounces ginger beer  
Sprig of  mint garnish 

  Muddle the lime juice, simple syrup, and mint leaves together in the 
bottom of  a mixing glass. Add ginger beer and gin. Shake well. 
Pour into a highball glass filled with ice, and top with additional 
ginger beer and a sprig of  mint. 


