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»— Where Can a Guy Geta Drink in This Country?

*Ranked in
)

arder

They are the great Americaninvention. And there hasnever

been a better time to drink them than now. We traveled 34,462 miles
and sipped 400 gin fizzes, Manhattans, and Gibsonswith one goal—
to compile the first ranking of the nation’s best cocktail bars

By Kevin Sintumuang

IF YOU HAVEN'T NOTICED,
we are in the middle of a
cocktail revolution in this

country. A wave of bitters
and tinctures and hard-to-find spirits
has spread so quickly and widely that

no one has stopped to take its measure.
Until now. A yearago, we at GQ decided
to rank the nation’s very best cocktail
bars—in order. So we traveled. A lot.
Enough miles to circle the earth, the
moon, and then some. We explored
New York and San Francisco, where the
renaissance began ten years ago. But also
Nashville and Houston and Decatur and
Healdsburg, where it has washed up and
settled. Recommendations came from
bartenders, writers, blogs—anyone who
knew the difference between a Gibson
and a Vesper. In the end, we visited
twenty-one cities and 102 bars. We drank
no fewer than three cocktails at each,
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but usually many more. Most we tried to
limit ourselves to a few sips, but some we
finished—the pull of a good cocktail was
just too great. The winners are listed here
(and in more robust form on GQ.com).
But first, a few lessons learned after
twelve months of serious drinking:

¥ Today’sbartenders don't just pour drinks.
They make their own tinctures and bitters.
They scour eBay for out-of-print recipe books
and antique glassware. They are alchemists
and madmen.

¥ If you don't like cocktails, you've been
drinking the wrong ones. Like jazz, another
great American idea, they were built for
riffing. For variation. They aren’t just sweet
like mojitos or boozy like martinis. They
canbesour. Savory. Herbaceous. Bitter.
Spicy. Dry. Smoky. There is nothingina
glass more versatile.

¥ Ice may be the most important part of

a cocktail. In most drinks, it's the majority

of what’s inyour glass. Any place that

uses cubes with holes in the middle or with
oversize dimples can’t make a good cocktail—
it's physics: The stuff just melts too fast.
Thebest places carve ice out of huge blocks
or use Kold-Draft machines, which produce
perfect crystal-clear cubes.

# Old-timey accuracy matters, but the drink
matters more. Handlebar mustaches, arm
garters, entrances with passwords—these
things can quickly sour into preciousness.

If adrink was good—balanced and true—we
drank. Ifitwasn’t, we didn’t.

¥ Bartenders are better concierges to their
cities than actual concierges.

¥ Charcoalpills do nothing. Sleep is the
only hangover cure, and the noon checkout
time at hotels, for that reason, is cruel.

¥ Mostimportant: We learned that every city
inthis country deserves a bar that cares deeply
about the craft of the cocktail. It brings the
social fabric of a metropolis together and adds
tothe culinary allure of atowninaway thata
good beer bar, wine bar, or dive barjust can't.
There's no substitute for a well-made drink.
Therereally isn't. If you don’t believe us, let’s
discuss it one evening over a Gin Gin Mule. »
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A DEATH & CO.

The dxinhsinvented atthis spotin New Yoxk's East Village have a way of
showing up en menus avound the countywy.

- No. ZIG ZAG CAFE
Seattle

+ Like anything worthwhile, a night at Zig Zag Caf¢ must be earned.
I'rom the fish merchants at Pike Place Market, you'll take slairs,
worn wooden ramps, a skybridge, more stairs. [ts location renders
Google Maps useless. Still, people find it. By 5 p.M. the dozen
barstools arc almost always filled. Patrons come for the casy
conversation and the drink-all-day coziness. Above all, though, they
come for the cocktails of Murray Stenson. The man is effortlessly
lalented, a bartender superhero. In fact, he may be the country’s best.

It’s not obvious. Murray is not theatrical. He does not wear arm
garters or shake things above his head. His endless energy is more
about efficiency. Speed. Simplicity. We've seen him glance at a long
recipe brought in by a guest, then leave. Did he blow Lhat guy off?
After forty-five seconds, he returned with the drink. “Good find!” he
said. There is no way he memorized that recipe. There is no way he
found the ingredients so quickly. There is no way the cocktail is any
good. But then you sip. And you understand. Each drink Murray pours
is a mini-revelation, an introduction to rare spirits and a bold use
of common ones. Behold the Sayonara, whose slow, intense pepper-
infused-tequila burn can only be soothed by the sourness from a sip
of the same drink: firc and extinguisher in a single glass.

Still, if you ever have doubts about Murray’s talents, do this:
Sit near the end of the crescent bar. Peek behind it. Look closcly at
his workstation. Five drink racks. About twelve bottles in cach.
Artfully tiered from floor to torso, like a medieval organ powered
by Dubonnet, kirsch, and Tuaca. If you think any ordinary bartender
could play such an instrument, you'd be wrong.

No. ANGEL’'S SHARE

New York
«This is the closest you'll get to a Japanese cocklail experience
without crossing the Pacific. The hushed conversation. The hand-

carved ice. The drinks poured with an assertive snap of the wrist.
There are a dozen temples like this in Tokyo, but only one Stateside.

No. THE VIOLET HOUR
Chicago

*Wrigley Field may be Chicago’s best bar, but Violet Hour mixes
the best cocktails in town. Out of the three dozen drinks, there’s
always a worthwhile variation on the sidecar, the Negroni, and the
old-fashioned. The bartenders utilize five shapes of ice, and as

the line grows outside this elegant haunt, their attention to detail
remains the same; mint is carefully placed atop drinks, bitters
dropped with painterly precision.

THE ANATOMY
OF A 8§15
COCKTAIL
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No- & CLOVER CLUB

Brooklyn

+ They got the old-timey part down. The
étoile wallpaper, the pressed-tin ceilings,
the astute devotion Lo classics like the
Atholl Brose (a whiskey drink from 1475).
But what makes Clover Club better than
other turn-of-the-century-style joints is
that all of that eldness never overshadows
a Brooklyn-style casualness, which feels
just right for right now.

No. The Alembic
San Francisco

*There’s a kind of poetic humor to the
drinks at this pubby cocktail bar on

the Haight, where the minimum tattoo
requirement for employees must be five,
maybe six. The smoky and sweet Vasco

da Gama, our favorite whiskey drink in
the country, is served on the rocks with
global ingredients: Buffalo Trace bourbon,
masala-spiced apple syrup, Islay scotch.
The Gilded Lily is a sparkling Chartreuse-
and-gin cocktail topped with edible gold
dust. It’s perfect for Dubai, and perfectly
ironic on a street where the homeless
mumble Ginsberg’s “Howl.”

No-6 DEATH & CO.
New York

* Death & Co. should be flattered: Their
drinks are the most widely imitated

in the country. Our pick, the Oaxaca old-
fashioned, is a south-of-the-border version
of what many consider the original cocktail,
but with mescal and tequila instead of
bourbon or rye, and agave nectar instead

of sugar. Why did it take a century for
someonc to invent this?

No. DT
New York

«[t’s easy to focus on the gimmicks: The
entrance is a phone booth inside a hot-dog
joint; they serve Tater Tots. But bartender
Jim Meehan is a master at updating classic
cocklails and inventing new ones. The
Benton’s old-fashioned uses bourbon infused
with bacon. It's one of the only constants

on the menu. The other, God bless, is Tots.

No. PX
Alexandria, Virginia

«It’s a shame more people from D.C. don’t
come here—something about Alexandria
being in the suburbs. Oh, well. Their loss.
PX is the finest farm-to-glass bar in the
country. Put another way, no one uses fresh
berries, herbs, and roots quite so expertly. So
don’t be fooled by what looks like the most
ho-hum drink on the menu, the gin-and-
tonic. It includes a housemade tonic infused
with lavender and lemongrass. You won't
find a better one anywhere.

San Francisco

No.9 COMSTOCK SALOON

+Only months old, Comstock feels like it’s
been here since the gold rush. The delft tiles.
The antique glassware. The vintage bamboo



ceiling fans, slowly cutting the air like
primitive steamboat paddles. As worn-in as
this place appears, it really is the next phase
of the American cocklail bar. An evolution. A
quality spot that’s less aboul ice and bitters
and more about why we come Lo bars in the
first place: hospitality and conversation.
The vintage drinks (try the pisco punch, the
John Collins, and the Martinez). superbly
made and without fuss, arc a bonus.

1@ HOLEMAN & FINCH
Atlanta

«Co-owner Greg Best is cither nuts, a genius,
or both. Consider the Pig-Pik Sour,

a drink made with bourbon, bacon sugar,
and smoked egg whites. IU's one thing

to smoke brisket; it's another to smoke
something that is dangerously just a few
degrees away from turning into a gallon

of quiche. There is a cocktail on the menu
that uses “becet soda” Beets are as juicy as
polatoes. Sct in Buckhead, where former frat
bows live, the bar has a manly workshop vibe.
On one visit, a bro grabbed the menu from
us, tossed it aside, and said, “That’s not what
it's about, man. Just tell them what yvou like.
Trust them.” We do completely.

11 THKI-TIH
LIJ\ ll?r;r les

*The menu lists fifty-two rum drinks.

most of them potent and delicious. The

best include mysterious homemade syrups
far better than the high-fruclose nonsense
that gave tiki drinks a bad name. Therc are
also two beers available. Literally two cans—
one cold, one warm. They cost $20 each.

No..4 ¢ THE PATTERSON HOUSE
) Nashville
* More than any dive or honky-tonk, the
atterson House reminds drinkers that
when vou're in the South, you're on sacred
ground: America’s Bourbon Belt. The
library-themed haunt is named after the
saintly governor who fought Prohibition.
Shame he never got to try Vincent's Ruin,
made with Bulleit bourbon, clderflower
ligueur, lemon, and an absinthe rinse, or
the Reelfool, a Manhattan variant using
both sweet and dry vermouth.

No.l 3 s s .
Boston )

+ A few blocks from Fenway, this is (perhaps
unintentionally) the most elegant sports
bar in the country. A bit of Paris by the
Citgo sign. Around midnight, a waitress
gracefully hops atop a marble bar to write
the specials. Look for the whiskey smash:
Its crushed ice and mint sprig make even
foam-fingered fans look sophisticated.

No. /1 RICKHOUSE

I SanFrancisco
* First words you'll utter at Rickhouse: “Give
me a minute!” The menu is twenty-eight
pages long. It opens with a table of contents.
Skip it and try our favorite: the Laphroaig
Project, a strange vet pleasant mix of tropical
flavors, herbaceousness, and peat.

POT
Thename ofthis Manhattan gem stands fox “Please don’ttell.” Gops.
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takhed4ink
accuracy—but
not themaselves—
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& FINCH

With a feaqless
menu, H&F has
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boys of Buchhead
(bottom Lejt).

VIOLET HOUR
Wiche Paxhk's
duink templeis
hushed, civiliged,
sensible.















