
Shake, rattle 
and rule
Old Fashioneds on tap, Margarita slushies, and  
food-and-cocktail pairings for discerning diners. 
We look at the latest trends in the drinks space
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Fashioned is in fashion
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Words  
Laura Price

I
n times of crisis, Don Draper has just 
one solution: a stiff drink. Women 
problems? Old Fashioned. Lost a  
big advertising account? Martini. 

Personal identity issues? Whiskey, neat. 
Mad Men’s return for its seventh and 

final series comes amid a boom in US food 
and drink this side of the pond, and classic 
cocktails like its hero’s favourite tipple, the 
Old Fashioned, are trendier than ever. 

The popularity of US TV shows has  
also brought an increase in American 
diner-style and barbecue restaurants such 
as Big Easy, Q Grill and Red Dog Saloon, 
and restaurateurs are looking to pair 
meaty dishes with classic drinks. 

Demand for whiskey and gin is 
exploding, with bourbon one of the 
fastest-growing spirits categories in the 
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UK, according to drinks giant Diageo.
“American booze is definitely on the rise,” 

says Lee Potter Cavanagh, head barman at 
Big Easy’s new Covent Garden branch, 
which serves southern American barbecue-
style food alongside classic cocktails. 
“You’ve got Mad Men, Boardwalk Empire  
and a lot of shows celebrating the 
early 20th century and 
prohibition, so the general 
interest has multiplied. Gin has 
also really exploded in the past 
few years, as well as bourbon, rye 
whiskey and corn whiskey.”

Adapting to surging demand for 
premium US whiskey and bourbon, 
Diageo recently launched its new Bulleit 
Rye, as well as a 45% abv version of Bulleit 
Bourbon, previously available in the UK at 
40% . The company says classic cocktails 
like the Manhattan and Sazerac are 
perfect served alongside steak and other 
meat dishes, which suits the trend for 
American diner-style venues.  

“Both Bulleit Bourbon and Bulleit Rye 
meet this growing consumer demand for 
premium US whiskey, while responding  
to a trend set by bartenders for rye 
whiskey-led cocktails,” says Andrea 
Montague, Diageo Reserve whisky 
ambassador. “Whiskey as a category is 

exploding and Bulleit Bourbon 
and Bulleit Rye are at the heart 
of this revival. Almost all other 
categories have broken out from 
the traditional mould and 
whiskey is only beginning to do 
this, but it’s happening quickly 

and the category is incredibly diverse. 
“We see it with food pairings in 

restaurants, in cocktails and master 
blenders are playing around with different 
wood finishes. Whiskey’s image is 
becoming more current and relevant, and 
that’s exciting as it’s such a huge category.”

At Big Easy, Potter Cavanagh and his 
team serve Old Fashioned and Vieux 
Carré cocktails on tap from re-conditioned 

Whiskey’s image is
becoming more

current, and
that’s exciting

Whiskey business: 
Diageo’s newly-

launched Bulleit Rye
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Five of the weirdest  
cocktail creations

soft-drink kegs. Far from lowering the 
quality of the drink, the former Hix group 
bar manager says that preparing the 
cocktails in advance after a long period  
of recipe trials allows the restaurant to 
produce perfect-quality cocktails more 
consistently – even when the bar is at 
its busiest.

Though the concept of cocktails 
on tap hasn’t quite taken off yet in 
the UK as it has in the US, Potter 
Cavanagh says it’s a great solution  
for operators who want to serve 
“serious” cocktails while freeing up 
time for busy bartenders.

“We know every time we make one 
off that tap it’s going to taste exactly 
the same and it’s going to be perfect 
quality, whereas when you’re in a busy 

Diners are increasingly willing to try new and 
unusual flavour combinations. Here are a few  
of the quirkier tipples:

1. The cheesy one
White Goat – This cheese-based cocktail from Blackleaf Events 
and Cheese Cellar is a blend of premium white rum, Ponthier 
coconut, Cheese Cellar goats’ curd, Ponthier lemon and Valrhona 
Ivoire syrup made from chocolate and double cream. Double-
strain and serve in a Martini glass. 

2. The fishy one
Slipping Mary – Once known for the Meat Bar it launched in 2012 
serving beefy cocktails, Shaka Zulu in Camden still serves fishy 
cocktails at its Champagne & Oyster Bar. The Slipping Mary is a 
Bloody Mary mix with chilled Grey Goose Le Citron vodka and 
Fine de Claire oyster.

3. The one for sweet toothers
Kindergarten Cup – Jason Atherton’s Social Eating House serves 
this cocktail made of Skittles-washed Ketel One, Aperol, lemon, 
egg white, ‘Wham Bar’ syrup and vanilla bitters. Not to be 
consumed before a trip to the dentist.

4. The savoury one
Bacon & Egg – One of the London Cocktail Club’s first creations 
for its Goodge Street launch in 2010, the Bacon & Egg is a blend 
of smoked bacon-infused Jack Daniel’s Old No 7, egg white, 
maple syrup, lemon juice and angostura bitters. Creator JJ 
Goodman recommends garnishing with a pancetta crisp, “or a 
bacon and egg sarnie”.

5. The meat-and-potatoes one
Smash Potato – Callooh Callay Bar, on east London’s Rivington 
Street, serves a potato-infused vodka with pepper and sausage-
fat-washed vermouth. Not your average meat and spuds then.

Licence to distill: 
apéritif Kamm  

& Sons
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them perfectly
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cocktail bar on a Friday at 7pm you can’t 
guarantee the same thing,” he says. 

“It does require a lot of prep and it’s an 
additional expense when you’re building 
the place, but it makes sense in the 
long-term.”

As well as the two cocktails it serves on 
tap, Big Easy also has a frozen slushy 
machine dispensing Margaritas, a 
Strawberry Daiquiri, Miami Vice, Piña 
Colada as well as the Sazerac, which is 
enjoying a revival. Potter Cavanagh has 
adapted the recipes to complement  
the restaurant’s food, making the Old 
Fashioned with maple syrup instead of 
sugar and the Piña Colada with coconut 
water so as not to overwhelm diners with 
rich cream. 

“The last thing you want to do is kill 
people’s appetite with loads of sugar or 
cream,” he says.

Shorter, stronger, drier, bitter
As well as developing a taste for American 
cocktails, diners and drinkers are also 
turning away from fruity drinks and 
looking for something more dry and 
bitter, says Alex Kammerling, founder of 
British apéritif Kamm & Sons. He hopes to 
see the rise of simple drinks, with people 
appreciating spirits in their purest forms 
as well as in cocktails. 

“Drinks are clearly getting shorter, 
stronger and more bitter,” says 
Kammerling, whose team makes Kamm  
& Sons by hand at a small distillery in 
Clapham, London. The company’s  
sales have doubled year-on-year. 
Meanwhile, independent drinks maker 
Sipsmith has just moved to a larger 
London distillery to expand its team  
due to growing demand for its hand-made 
gin and vodka. 

“Just look at the popularity of the 
Negroni. Five years ago cocktail lists were 
still very fruit-heavy, but now people are 
stepping out of their comfort zone and 
putting more faith in bartending.”

Big Easy’s Potter Cavanagh agrees, 
adding that customers are becoming more 
comfortable with trusting mixologists. 
“You’ll see a lot more small, independently 
made and distributed products on bar 
shelves,” he says. “People are becoming 
more comfortable ordering something 
that they don’t know.”

The gin category continues to thrive, 
boosted in part by the rise of the Negroni. 
“Gin has been on the rise for a couple of 
years now and shows no sign of slowing. 
In the UK, demand for premium and 

luxury brands with heritage is driving 
premium gin growth,” says Tim 
Homewood, Tanqueray No. Ten brand 
ambassador. “Gin is also benefiting from 
the cocktail revival because it offers a 
fantastic canvas on which to create 
cocktails. The dedication of bartenders to 
create bespoke, quality drinking 
experiences for customers showcases 
mixology at its best, leaving 
consumers wanting more. 

“At the same time, consumers 
are becoming more discerning 
and have a desire to be more 
knowledgeable about what they 
are eating and drinking,” he 
adds. “This is helping to drive the growth 
of Tanqueray, especially Tanqueray No. 
Ten as it is hand-crafted in small batches 
and uses fresh citrus fruits (grapefruit, 
orange and lime), camomile flowers, and 
other fresh botanicals.”

A taste for Italian drinks is also 
gathering speed, according to 
Huddersfield-based supplier Continental 
Wine & Food, which says limoncello and 
Aperol are increasingly being used as 

bases for summer cocktails such as 
spritzers. With a boost in demand from 
younger drinkers, as well as an improving 
economy, Continental says it expects the 
trend for Italian products to continue.

Equally, Latin American drinks  
will be popular this summer, with the 
upcoming football World Cup in Brazil 
and the rising popularity of Peruvian food.

Gareth Evans, group bar 
manager for Jason Atherton’s 
Social Eating House, says 
Brazilian batidas – a type of fruit 
cocktail shake made with cachaça 
– will join the popular Caipirinha 
on British cocktail lists.

It’s not just about the drinks though. As 
Big Easy’s Potter Cavanagh is all too aware, 
restaurateurs need to be mindful of the 
way cocktails interact with food.

One chef taking the food-and-cocktail 
pairing concept to another level is Ryan 
Clift, founder of the Tippling Club in 
Singapore. Clift’s approach, which involves 
putting as much effort into cocktails as 
into food, has already been copied in the 
US and Europe. While it hasn’t yet caught 

People are becoming
more comfortable

ordering something
they don’t know

Ice on the prize: Vieux  
Carré cocktails at Big Easy



on in the UK, Clift says it’s an opportunity 
for chefs to bring out a more exciting 
dining experience.

“When you open a bottle of wine, you 
can’t create anything – you just pour it in a 
glass,” he says. “But when you create a 
cocktail and a dish, both avenues are from 
the ground up, and that’s more gratifying. 
The end result is genuinely a better pair 
than a wine.”

Besides an appreciation for food 
pairings, diners are also looking for more 
unusual cocktails. At Social Eating House, 
Evans serves popcorn-infused Buffalo 
Trace bourbon with cherry ‘bespoke-a-
cola’, 3D bitters and snacks. 

At The Alchemist in Manchester and 
Leeds, the drinks offering includes 
‘molecular madness’ 
cocktails such as the Cola 
Bottle Libra, produced and 
bottled in the company’s 
prep lab and served as a 
transparent liquid in a  
cola bottle. 

As with Potter Cavanagh’s 
consideration for the less sweet-toothed 
diner, restaurants are also taking into 
account healthier eating habits. 

At The Anthologist, a central London 
bar owned by restaurant group Drake & 
Morgan, mixologists offer a 
dieter-friendly selection of ‘skinny’ 
cocktails, with calorie contents 
clearly marked on menus.

Restaurants are also branching out 
towards unusual receptacles beyond 
the traditional glassware. The 
Anthologist serves one of its cocktails 
in a goldfish bag, while The Alice 
House in West Hampstead has 
jam-jar shooters and iced punches 
served in teapots.

Above all, people are becoming 
more aware of what goes into a 
drink and more appreciative of 
cocktails as a clever concoctions. 

“The major change is the way 
consumers are viewing cocktails,” 
says Evans. “They’re becoming a lot 
more aware of the quality of 
ingredients in drinks. I like the fact 
that people are engaging a bit more 
with it now.”

So whether it’s classic Draper-
esque Old Fashioneds on tap or a 
Banoffee Martini served from a 
teapot, one thing’s for sure:  
cocktails are set to become an  
even more important part of the  
dining experience.

Consumers are 
becoming more

aware of the quality of 
ingredients in drinks

Straw deal: drinkers 
appreciate the craft 

of cocktail making
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