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Link Ray, $13, Jim Kearns, The 

Happiest Hour, New York City. 
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by Gabriella Gershenson

There was a time in the not-so-distant 

past when it felt like patrons of craft 

cocktail bars had to prove their worth in 

order to be taken seriously by the per-

son mixing their drink. A certain scholar-

ship and self-consciousness came along 

with the American reawakening of what 

a cocktail ought to taste like and how it 

ought to be crafted, as well as a certain 

snobbery (if you’ve ever tried to order 

a vodka Martini in one of these places, 

you know what I mean). Now, thanks to 

that very movement and its orthodoxy, 

the standard for good cocktails has been 

raised. This wholesale betterment of 

drinking culture has—maybe counter-

intuitively—led to a relaxation among 

its practitioners. Around the country, 

quality establishments are shifting their 

emphasis to creating fine drinks and 

maintaining a more democratic atti-

tude toward what constitutes one. This 

refreshing attitude is exemplified by the 

growing trend of “choose-your-spirit” 

cocktails, which are appearing on bar 

menus around the country. 

A choose-your-spirit cocktail is exactly 

what it sounds like—a fixed base cock-

tail that is designed to go well with any 

number of liquors. “I call it ‘choose your 

own adventure’ or ‘you pick it we pour 

it,’” says Jim Kearns, beverage director/

managing partner of The Happiest Hour 

in New York City. He launched a choose-

your-own-booze cocktail list when the 

bar opened in 2014, noting, “There was 

nobody else doing that type of program 

at that moment in time.” His inspiration 

for this approach to drinking was midcen-

tury soda fountains, where refreshments 

were conceived to be nonalcoholic, 

but could be spiked at the customer’s 

request. “I thought, let’s put together 

drinks with flavor profiles that are under-

standable and a quick read, so you could 

say, ‘I want that with that spirit’ and 

that’s it,” says Kearns on the guiding 

principle of his concept, which is ease. 

According to Kearns, there are a few 

keys to making drinks that will work with 

multiple spirits. For one, keep it simple: “I 

basically start by working on a low-ABV 

or a [nonalcoholic] drink and figure out 

which three spirits go with it at the end,” 

he says. “It’s a little bit like retro-engi-

neering a drink.” In the case of the Link 

Ray, a riff on Cel-Ray soda, Kearns cre-

ated a base that includes lime and celery 

juices, the gentian root liqueur Suze, and 

a rim seasoned with kosher salt and cel-

ery powder. “Each drink on our signature 

menu has three spirits that can go with 

it, or vodka, which might not taste like 

that much but it won’t interfere with the 

flavor either,” says Kearns. The spirits he 

chose for the Link Ray—jalapeño tequila, 

London dry gin or 80-proof white rhum 

agricole—were intended to complement 

the cocktail’s inherently vegetal quality. 

The Link Ray, as well as the other 

“booze-your-own-adventure” signature 
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drinks, are batched before service and 

doctored to order. “The idea is to mini-

mize the work of the bartender and get 

out as many drinks as you can at one 

time,” says Kearns. Part of the success of 

such a formula, he adds, relies upon reci-

pes being executed correctly. “If your bar 

backs aren’t making syrups properly and 

batches properly—everything is essen-

tially a batch base for a cocktail—every-

thing else is tanked for that duration of 

service until the batches are disposed 

of or changed. It’s extremely important 

that it be managed very tightly.” In order 

to monitor the consistency of his drinks, 

Kearns uses a refractometer to mea-

sure the brix level in his syrups. “All of 

the syrup recipes include the target brix 

level, so within five percent of that is 

where it has to be to be up to spec,” he 

says. “Measuring it makes things more 

correctable if there is a mistake made.”

For guests, deciding what spirit they 

want makes drinking a more collabo-

rative experience, says Jason Stevens, 

director of bars and beverage at the La 

Corsha Hospitality Group. For him, the 

choose-your-spirit model also solved a 

problem at Deck Nine, the outdoor bar he 

operates as part of Boiler Nine in Austin, 

Texas. “We weren’t able to build a full sit-

down bar on our deck,” says Stevens. But 

he did build a service bar. “The question 

was, ‘How can I give guests a feeling of 

having an interactive experience when 

they don’t have a bartender to interact 

with?’” The solution? The “Drift Away” 

menu that features eight drinks, under 

the headings “Tall,” “Frozen,” “Fizzy” 

and “Boozy.” Alongside each cocktail is 

a description of its contents, three spirit 

options and a drawing of the type of glass 

it comes in. The idea, as at The Happiest 

Hour, is to offer drinks that can be readily 

understood from the description alone. 

“If someone is looking at the menu, I like 

to have visual aids like, what does the 

glass look like, what does the cocktail 

look like? If customers think they’re going 

out on a limb ordering mezcal, at least 

they know what they’re ordering.”

Though the drinks he’s offering are 

ostensibly riffs, Stevens takes much of 

his inspiration from classic cocktails. 

The Negroni Special, for instance, con-

sists of a base of vermouth, Campari and 

Gran Classico, with an option of gin (for 

a Negroni), aged bourbon (essentially a 

Boulevardier) or mezcal. “A lot of classics 

are built on swapping out a base spirit,” 

says Stevens. “The Negroni Special came 

from the fact that the Negroni is part of 

a large and beautiful family of cocktails 

that utilizes similar spirits with similar 

ratios. The Campari stays the same, but 

the spirit itself changes the drink.”

If you’re going to craft a cocktail base 

that works with many spirits, Stevens, 

like Kearns, recommends keeping the 

ingredients straightforward. He also 

urges thorough vetting of each variation. 

“If you’re picking rum, tequila and gin, 

make sure each one makes a beautiful 

cocktail,” he says. “Sometimes cocktail 

“I BASICALLY START BY WORKING ON A LOW-ABV 
OR A [NONALCOHOLIC] DRINK AND FIGURE OUT WHICH 
THREE SPIRITS GO WITH IT AT THE END. IT’S A LITTLE BIT 

LIKE RETRO-ENGINEERING A DRINK.”
— Jim Kearns, The Happiest Hour, New York City

Negroni Special, $11, 

Jason Stevens,  

Deck Nine, Austin.  

RECIPE, p. 90.
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recipes and ratios need to be tweaked to 

make sure the cocktails really sing.”

Though it can be seen as one size fits 

all, the choose-your-liquor format is also 

an excellent way to highlight specific 

spirits. At Estereo, a Latin American bar 

in Chicago, beverage director Michael 

Rubel designed the Breezy as a platform 

for Latin American liquors, such as Pisco, 

cachaça, mezcal, tequila, rum and aguar-

diente. “These are all unaged spirits, 

which really speaks to the place and time 

from where they come,” says Rubel. 

For the Breezy, he starts with a base of 

yerba maté tea, another quintessentially 

South American beverage, using a pro-

prietary blend. Rubel opted to cold-brew 

the tea, which tones down the tannins 

and recasts the beverage, which is usu-

ally sipped hot, as a cool drink. He also 

makes his own falernum, an infusion of 

almonds, spices and lime zest in high-

proof Jamaican rum, then cuts it with 

simple syrup. “I wanted to choose a drink 

that would showcase every spirit but 

still speak to our Latin American roots,” 

says Rubel, noting that his favorite spir-

its for the Breezy are Montesierpe Pisco, 

Paranubes Aguardiente de Caña or Novo 

Fogo Cachaça ($9, recipe, plateonline.

com).

But a successful choose-your-spirit 

cocktail doesn’t necessarily require 

housemade infusions and proprietary 

tea blends. Dan Greenbaum, an owner of 

Brooklyn’s Diamond Reef, serves a drink 

he simply refers to as “Booze and Juice”: 

two ounces of spirit plus one Granny 

Smith apple, juiced to order, served over 

ice. “I don’t want to take credit personally 

for this drink,” says Greenbaum, whose 

colleagues first tasted it at The Baxter 

Inn in Sydney, Australia, where it’s served 

with whiskey. “It’s like saying we invented 

the gin and tonic.” At Diamond Reef, the 

apple is juiced to order in a centrifugal 

juicer, mixed with any liquor and cooled 

with ice cubes or a single block of ice. “An 

apple is obviously not as fragrant as say, 

citrus, but it’s good,” says Greenbaum. 

“The machine makes a little noise, peo-

ple see it, the drink looks really nice.” Pro 

tip—serve it quickly or the pretty green 

juice will oxidize, though the drink will 

taste the same.

“I think the cocktail world gets carried 

away with thinking more is better, but we 

really believe the opposite—simplicity is 

great,” says Greenbaum. “We give people 

a choice. A lot of bars focus more on what 

the bartender wants than what the cus-

tomer wants. This is going back toward 

giving people options.”

Gabriella Gershenson’s favorite cocktail is a Shirley 

Temple.

“WE GIVE PEOPLE A CHOICE. A LOT OF BARS 
FOCUS MORE ON WHAT THE BARTENDER WANTS THAN 

WHAT THE CUSTOMER WANTS. THIS IS GOING BACK 
TOWARD GIVING PEOPLE OPTIONS.”

—Dan Greenbaum, Diamond Reef, New York City

"Booze and Juice," $12, Dan 

Greenbaum, Diamond Reef,  

New York City. RECIPE, p. 90.
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