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I MET JASON KOSMAS AND DUSHAN ZARIC at what may be one of Keith McNally’s most popular bars, Pravda, where I was a consultant. Some people in the hospitality business just “get it,” and from the beginning these two were naturals. Jay and Dushan embraced the cocktail culture that Keith and I were pursuing as a core theme for Pravda. They understood that it was much more than just a drink–it was a complete experience, a return to classic recipes made with real ingredients and craft bartending techniques–but also a return to a service style from another era.

Both Jay and Dushan went on to manage the bar staff and just after the new millennium decided that the time was right for a different sort of speakeasy, and so they opened Employees Only. This speakeasy, unlike the ones run by gangsters where a good drink was rare and bad ones cost a fortune, celebrated premium products and classic bar service and you could walk right into the joint…no password necessary.

Employees Only captured the hearts of New Yorkers and the joint has been full since the doors opened. The timing was impeccable–New York was ready for a late night place with solid food and great drinks. Ten years later and again the timing is impeccable; the book Speakeasy will hit the shelves at the most exciting time in the history of the American cocktail. Speakeasy gives the reader an inside look at the creative process brought to bear in crafting the retooled classic cocktails. The reader can share in the creative process more fully by producing their own homemade syrups, cordials, and infusions.

New York has always been the home of great bar culture–it may be our most important natural resource. I say natural because after two hundred years the bar and grill seems as natural to New York City as the redwoods do to California. Employees Only, along with other pioneering bars like Milk & Honey and Pegu Club, has created a new template for the New York bar that is inspiring imitators both here and abroad. Jay and Dushan are returning to the classics and reinventing the classics, but most importantly they are in the vanguard to return bartending to a craft profession again.



–Dale DeGroff
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THIS BOOK COULD NOT HAVE HAPPENED were it not for a small army of dear people who have helped either during development, with inspiration and mentoring, or just simply by giving support during the last twelve years since we first started toying with the idea of writing down our recipes and techniques. So all of you listed below–please accept our most sincere gratitude for everything you have done to make this book happen.

First and foremost we would like to thank our wives, Carolyn Kosmas and Jelena Zaric, for their unselfish support, patience, and the courage to stick it out with the two of us and our nightlife careers. Our daughters–Lola, Mia, and Uma–for inspiration and the opportunity to serve for a smile as a tip. We would also like to thank our partners from Employees Only–Igor Hadzismajlovic, Billy Gilroy, and Henry LaFargue–for their support, love, wisdom, and hard work, without which we would never be able to have such an amazing restaurant.

Our chef, Julia Jaksic, and sous chef, Josh Blakely, who so selflessly shared their kitchen with us and let us intrude into their space whenever we had even the dumbest of ideas. Our Employees Only bar staff, current and past, the boys with tattoos who simply rock! You guys are the baddest, meanest, and most soulful gang in the world. We salute and thank you. Our bar manager, Robert Krueger, who is the smartest student we ever had and a man who has in time become a master in his own right. This book was majorly helped by a last minute save from master barmen Dev Johnson and Bratislav Glisic.

Employees Only’s general manager, Stephanie Markowitz, who provided us with guidance, clarity of thought, and lots of love. All the EO managers, servers, bussers, food runners, door people, kitchen people, coat check girls, porters, and psychic ladies who stood in the trenches with us all these years. Rebecca Kahikina, our office manager, for all the hard and sometimes unnecessary work that we load onto her.

All our customers, guests, regulars, and fans–thank you for your support and loyalty. Employees Only exists because of you.

We cannot forget to thank our literary agent Donna Bagdasarian for her love and faith in us and especially for her patience. Honey—we are sorry for all the drama we gave you; you know we love you.

All the great people at Ten Speed Press, in particular Lisa Westmoreland, for their foresight and courage to sign us up; and especially our editors, Dawn Yanagihara and Sara Golski; and creative director, Nancy Austin, and art director Toni Tajima, for making sure that in reality we have a great book. Our photographer, John Kernick, whose photos blew our socks away and made us, our restaurant, and our drinks look really damn good.

Personally, we also wish to thank our mentor, teacher, and friend Dale DeGroff for all the teachings and inspiration. Dale, you gave us our careers, taught us, inspired us, and always lead by example to show what a real professional bartender should be.

Our friend Simon Ford from Plymouth Gin who supported us and always had our back.

Thank you, Mr. Gilbert John Barretto, for all the wisdom, guidance, and help to make us more balanced individuals and men who understand that a life lived is a life of service.

We also wish to thank Keith McNally and Anna Opitz for all the experience we learned while working for them at Pravda in SoHo.

Our dear friends from Jean Georges Culinary Concepts, Frank Soto and James Gersten, who gave us the opportunity to teach and give back.

Our cocktail-nerd community deserves a huge thank-you as well for the amazing effort of making the American cocktail a part of the mainstream today. Most notably we would like to thank Dave Wondrich, Gary Regan, Tony Abou-Ganim, Audrey Saunders, Julie Reiner, James Meehan, Eben Freeman, Aisha Sharpe, Willy Shine, Ann Tuennerman, Steve Olson, Paul Pacult, Sasha Petraske, Eben Klemm, Jacques Bedenzenhuit, Julio Bermejo, Thomas Estes, Marcovaldo Dionysos, Scott Beattie, H. Joseph Ehrmann, Eric Seed, Phil Ward, and all the rest whose names are now escaping us but you know we are thinking of you as well.

Finally, we wish to thank the countless unknown American bartenders who have passed on the teachings of the bartending trade down through the centuries to us. Thank you for giving us the chance to now be the last link in the chain and to have earned the right to pass it on. We hope we have made you proud.



–Jason Kosmas and Dushan Zaric
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IN LATE 2001, a small group of bartenders at the most popular bars in downtown Manhattan saw the writing on the wall: chefs in the vanguard were beginning to use ingredients that they touted on their menus as “homemade,” “handcrafted,” and “organic,” and the public was paying attention. The bartenders saw change coming to their craft, too. The days of the vodka Martini were numbered. So they launched a project to change the way people were drinking in their town. Little did they know that they would help destroy bottle service, bring back classic cocktail culture, and singlehandedly revive the mustache.

PAVING THE WAY FOR CLASSIC COCKTAILS

Our story begins in 1998, when we were young, eager bartenders behind the wildly fashionable bar Pravda, located in Manhattan’s über-hip SoHo neighborhood. Pravda, a Soviet Russia-themed subterranean vodka and Martini bar, was envisioned by restaurant mogul Keith McNally and opened in 1996 under the tutelage of Dale DeGroff, the most influential figure in the rebirth of the cocktail. Pravda was one of the first bars to take the leap into making drinks with fresh juices and Boston shakers. Ironically, the classic American bar style was the heart of the communist-themed lounge. Pravda’s cocktail menu was heavy on vodka, with more than nine homemade infusions on the menu and more than a hundred frozen vodkas from all over the world. But the cocktails incorporated fresh and seasonal ingredients and were executed in the classic style of bartending, focusing on technique and balance of flavor. Any drink on the menu made with vodka served up could be called a Martini. This opened up enormous possibilities of what could go into a Martini. Pravda set a new level of quality and expertise that few other restaurants could live up to.

Your then-young, fearless authors worked at Pravda, and we quickly became friends. After closing, we would sit in big armchairs and share stories, drinks, ideas, and laughter, unwinding from another frenzied evening of bartending. Before long, we were the major contributors to the direction of Pravda’s cocktail menu. The timing coincided with the emergence of a new American interest in good food. The nation was getting its first taste of the Food Network, and chefs were reaching celebrity status. People became obsessed with writings and publications about food, and the Internet made information accessible to all those who sought it. In the world of mixology, the Martini was the perfect medium to incorporate strange and exotic fruits and herbs not seen before in cocktails. The moniker Martini gave consumers a comfort level in ordering these wild new concoctions. The Martini became the gateway drug that eventually pulled people into the world of classic drink making–a vehicle for introducing then-uncommon ingredients such as pomegranates, blood oranges, and kumquats. We crafted our own syrups and revised the existing recipes with all-natural ingredients. The infusions once made with sweetened sulfured dried fruit now contained both fresh and dried organic produce.

After working at Pravda for more than a year, Dale DeGroff held a follow-up training there. Dale is the godfather, the James Brown of drink making. Dale spoke of the history of the cocktail and instilled in us a pride to treat our jobs as a profession. He described it as a centuries-old craft handed down from generation to generation. He gave us an original copy of the How to Mix Drinks or the Bon Vivant’s Companion–the first-ever cocktail book, published in 1862 by the father of our profession, the “Professor,” Jerry Thomas. We had an epiphany as to how many generations had delved into its secrets. It compelled us to research the foundations of cocktail making and resurrect long-lost ideas. As there was no demand for such books at the time, we easily created our own library, thanks to eBay and used bookstores. We lined up our books chronologically to make comparisons, draw conclusions, and witness the evolution of the cocktail. Dale continued to periodically instruct us over the next few years as we developed our own style.

Crafting homemade ingredients like the masters of old became our focus. Moving beyond one-note cocktails, we raided the kitchen to develop intricate flavors. We began to realize that vodka as a spirit was preventing our cocktails from realizing their full potential. It simply does not contribute any flavor. We reached for gin, brandy, and rye whiskey–and our drinks came bursting to life. However, these cocktails clearly had no place in a vodka Martini bar–and now, neither did we.

CHANGE IN THE CITY

The real push for us to open our own bar came after September 11, 2001. Before that date, New York was an exciting city with an air of perpetual adolescence, and we were reaping the benefits of all this lifestyle had to offer. After the initial shock of the terrorist attacks, the downtown New York restaurant and nightlife scene seemed to change. People contend that America lost its innocence that day, but it also lost its naughtiness. Nightlife in the city became sporadic, sober, and dull. Destinations that used to be open until 4 a.m. were closing their doors early; only a handful of restaurants stayed open past midnight. New York’s restaurant employees were the ones most affected by this. Our income became inconsistent, and there were few options to go out to after a hard night’s work. While mega-clubs and bottle service dominated the late-night scene, restaurant employees would gather in small dark pubs, sharing stories. There was a sense of camaraderie among us misfits (who, by the way, now run and own some of the best restaurants and bars in the country). We wanted to capture this feeling and bottle it.

    Our ambitions were simple: to open up a first-class cocktail bar that would be entirely owner operated. Over the course of a week, we would completely staff that bar ourselves, creating a direct link between the customer and the establishment. We wanted to transport people back to a time when drinking cocktails was part of a lifestyle, and to romanticize it. A secluded destination was ideal for this concept, to keep out the distractions of daily life and reserve the restaurant for people in the know. Many locations we scouted were too big for our original concept, so we envisioned a faux business exposed to the street with two swinging doors passively marked “Employees Only,” which would lead into our hidden cocktail den. Employees Only came to represent the fact that we, the owners, were also working there (see our photo). It also beckoned our intended audience of peers in the business. Finally, it created a barrier between the real world and the restaurant industry.

DRAWING INSPIRATION FROM THE SPEAKEASY

We found the perfect metaphor to romanticize our concept in the speakeasies of the 1920s Prohibition era. It was a time when cocktails were truly forbidden fruit and finding them was a risky, clandestine adventure. To be historically correct, however, we should point out that few speakeasies looked like Francis Ford Coppola’s Cotton Club. Most were little more than dingy basements with a wood plank on top of two barrels and a couple of chairs. This may sound disenchanting, but speakeasies were also the first places where it was socially acceptable for women to drink with men. Flappers emerged, and, together with fellow male imbibers, took their chances in defying the new law.

Don’t think for a moment that, in their defiance, people were raising perfectly crafted cocktails. Most speakeasies served whatever alcohol they could get their hands on. Most drinks that were served were horrible–and some, containing poisonous methyl alcohol, were even lethal. Many of the mixed drinks created during Prohibition fell into one of two categories: those designed to mask the flavor of bad hooch and those created outside of the country. Either way, Prohibition accelerated the evolution of the cocktail and exported it around the world.

Before Prohibition, cocktails were a purely American phenomenon. They represented the melting pot of the inhabitants of this young country. The idea of “bastardizing” a spirit was appalling to most in Europe, where the cocktail did not progress past simple aperitifs. When the reality of Prohibition set in, many well-to-do Americans vacationed in other countries where booze flowed like water. Realizing this, expert bartenders discovered new places to display their craft. Some emigrated to Caribbean islands such as Cuba, a mere ninety miles from U.S. shores; others fled to Europe and Great Britain, where drinking was part of the daily lifestyle. Cities like London, Paris, and Milan became the stomping grounds of the thirsty American elite.

Out of these migrations, new cocktails were born. Influenced by their surroundings, bartenders in the Caribbean crafted tropical cocktails with new flavors never seen before in mixology. In Europe, many expanded on the aperitif, and old-world flavors crept into cocktail making. New spirits and bitters native to these countries increased the complexity of the cocktails created there. Back in the United States, the small number of speakeasies had to play down the poor quality of bathtub gin, white lightning, and the merchandise of rum runners. Some had to become very creative.

Though Prohibition ended up a failed experiment and many of the cocktails consumed in the speakeasies are best forgotten, drinking was changed forever. Mixology was recognized as a culinary art form around the globe, and cocktails as the first original American contribution to the world of gastronomy. By the time Prohibition was repealed on December 5, 1933, cocktails had attained worldwide acceptance and influence. The notion of what could be a cocktail had expanded exponentially. Seventy years later, we decided to take this idea and romanticize it, to give it our own incarnation. We realized that most restaurateurs were bringing Paris and Shanghai to New York, yet no one was trying to preserve what New York was infamous for. Employees Only would be a New York speakeasy.

THE COCKTAILS

The vision behind the bar at Employees Only was to take a culinary approach to classic mixology. All cocktails would be either reenvisioned or modified classics or inspired by classic themes or ingredients. By blending drinks with homemade and contemporary ingredients, we sought to change the way people perceived the old standards and to make cocktail drinking as fun and accessible as it once had been. In a reprint of How to Mix Drinks or the Bon Vivant’s Companion, we found our bar jackets in a portrait of a bartender wearing
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