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Food-friendly cocktails provide additional opportunities in the on-premise 

By Sally Kral

MIXOLOGY
C O C K T A I L  &  F O O D  P A I R I N G

When Christian Suzuki started his bartending career 
at 15 Romolo in San Francisco, the staff was 
trained to encourage guests to pair their meals 

with cocktails. “The general manager and bar manager want-
ed us to create culinary moments that would satisfy all the 
senses,” he says. “One day, I came into 15 Romolo and had 
a Tequila and Sherry cocktail with a bone marrow dish. The 
aromas, the plating and the bridge connecting the flavors 
from food to cocktail created an experience that’s forever 
tucked away in the back of my mind. It’s what I want every 
guest to feel.” Suzuki later joined the staff at another San 
Francisco bar called Maven, where cocktail pairing recom-
mendations are offered for many dishes on the menu. “With 
my approach to cocktail development, transitioning to 
Maven felt organic,” he says. Suzuki also works as bar manager 
at the San Francisco cocktail lounge Tradition. 

A rising number of bartenders and mixologists are taking 
a more culinary, hospitality-focused approach to their craft. 
As today’s consumers continue to seek inventive dining 
experiences, it’s no longer enough for mixologists to have 
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Cheers
Sparkling wine cocktails can offer a lighter touch in 
food pairing. At New York City’s Bottle & Bine, the 
Ha! He’s A Ginger (top)—made with vodka, Cham-
pagne, Cointreau and ginger liqueur—complement the 
flavors in the restaurant’s beet dumplings (bottom).

an encyclopedic knowledge of cocktails. They must be versed 
in all aspects of dining and hospitality as well. While wine 
and food pairings have always been popular, some passion-
ate mixologists are paving the way for cocktail pairings to 
become mainstream. “In a few years, cocktail pairings won’t 
just be a trend—they’ll be a major component of cocktail 
programs,” Suzuki says.

New Frontier
At Bottle & Bine in New York City, beverage director and 
head bartender Moses Laboy says cocktail pairing is on the 
rise. “Guests are now often as educated as hospitality profes-
sionals, so bartenders really need to wow their customers 
with that first cocktail and then guide them through the 
culinary experience.”

Angie Silberberg, beverage director at Chicago restaurant 
Entente, says her guests don’t usually expect to pair their 
cocktails with food, but they’re intrigued when the idea is 
proposed. “Some consumers are all for it, while others need 
to have a conversation first about exactly why each flavor 
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profile works well with certain ingredients 
and flavors on the plate,” she says. “Most 
people are open to it with some gentle nudg-
ing.” Silberberg recommends pairing lean or 
medium-fatty sushi and sashimi with the 
Hesperus Is Phosphorus cocktail ($12), which 
features Jougo Kokuto shochu, Chareau aloe 
liqueur and Manuel Acha Blanco vermouth. 
She notes that Entente’s light, floral cheese-
cake also goes well with the aloe and cucumber 
flavors in the cocktail.

Suzuki says customers at Maven are highly 
receptive to cocktail and food pairing. “I’ve 
noticed that my guests are interested in differ-
ent approaches to service and programs,” he 
says. “They compare dishes and cocktails from 
other establishments and sometimes even offer 
their own input.”

One of Suzuki’s favorite pairings is a brunch dish 
with a Tequila drink. When someone orders the 
duck hash—featuring duck confit, sofregit sauce 
and a fried duck egg—at Maven, he recommends 
the 40 Thieves cocktail ($12), which blends 
Espolón Reposado Tequila, house-made sesame 
syrup, sambal hot sauce and lime juice. “The  

HA! HE’S A GINGER
By Moses Laboy

Ingredients:
1½ ounces Reyka vodka;
1 ounce Domaine de Canton ginger
   liqueur;
½ ounce Cointreau orange liqueur;
Splash Castillo Perelada Brut Reserva Cava;
½ ounce fresh lemon juice;
Candied powdered ginger1.

Recipe:
Combine vodka, liqueurs and juice in 
a cocktail shaker. Add ice and shake for 
about 10 seconds. Double strain into 
coupe glass rimmed with candied pow-
dered ginger. Top with Cava.

Food Pairing:
Beet dumplings with caramelized cabbage 
purée and roasted beets

HESPERUS IS 
PHOSPHORUS 

By Angie Silberberg

Ingredient:
1½ ounces Jougo Kokuto shochu;
½ ounce Chareau aloe liqueur;
1 ounce Manuel Acha Blanco vermouth.

Recipe:
Combine shochu, liqueur and vermouth in 
an ice-filled mixing glass. Stir for 40 rota-
tions and strain into a chilled coupe glass.

Food Pairing:
Lean or medium-fatty sushi and sashimi or 
light, floral cheesecake

SAN FELIPE 
By Luis Hernandez

Ingredients:
1½ ounces chorizo fat–washed Santa Teresa
   1796 Solera rum2;
½ ounce Torres 10 Gran Reserva brandy; 
2 dashes St. Elizabeth allspice dram;
1 dash Elisir Novasalus amaro;
¼ ounce piloncillo syrup3;
Orange peel.

Recipe:
Combine rum, brandy, allspice dram, 
amaro and syrup in a mixing glass with 
ice. Stir and strain into a double rocks glass 
over fresh ice. Express an orange peel into 
the drink as garnish. 

Food Pairing:
Alder-smoked bacon with whipped ricotta, 
apple and maple vinegar

Cocktail Recipes With Food Pairing Suggestions

1Combine 1.34-ounce jar of powdered ginger with one quart of granulated white sugar. Whisk until well blended.

2Finely chop ¼ pound chorizo. Sauté over medium heat for 2 minutes. Add 15 grams butter and simmer on low for 30 minutes. While still 
hot, pour the mixture into a container with 1 bottle of Santa Teresa rum. Allow to cool and then rest at room temperature for 2 days. Put 
infused rum in a freezer for 2 hours, allow fat to set and then strain.

3Combine ¼ pound piloncillo with 700 ml. hot water. Let the piloncillo dissolve completely.

At Maven in San Francisco, the acidity and earthiness of the Tequila-based 40 Thieves 
cocktail cuts through the richness of the restaurant’s duck hash, served during brunch.
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and maple vinegar. “The natural acid in the rum and the 
bitterness of the amaro help cut through the creaminess of 
the ricotta, and the chorizo and bacon are great together,” 
he says.

Hernandez stresses the importance of having a well-rounded 
knowledge of all aspects of food and beverage to offer high 
quality pairing suggestions for guests. “For bartenders, it has 
to start with food education, which is something I always try 
to work on with my staff,” he says, noting that the more some-
one learns about the kitchen and the bar, the more pairing 
opportunities he or she will find. “You run into a lot of spirits 
that are used for certain dishes. You can have a rum Old Fash-
ioned with Jamaican jerk chicken and realize that they go 
incredibly well together because some people use the Old 
Fashioned ingredients as a part of the chicken’s marinade. 
Finding those flavor combinations is always great.” � mw

Sally Kral is an Ithaca, New York–based freelance writer.

alcohol content than beer and wine, so too much complex-
ity can really destroy the palate,” Pacific’s Diedrich says. 
“Keep your drinks simple and your portion sizes small.”

Bezuidenhout concurs, noting that three to four ingredi-
ents in a cocktail is ideal in order to not overwhelm the 
senses. His La Perla ($14 at Forgery and Wildhawk) blends 
Partida Reposado Tequila, Domecq Manzanilla Sherry and 
Mathilde Pear liqueur. “This is a nice, dry aperitivo cocktail 
and pairs well with jamón, manchego cheese and marcona 
almonds,” he says. “I also like it with sardines or white ancho-
vies in olive oil.”

Suzuki notes that finding the right pairing is largely about 
knowing your ingredients well. “The cocktails must be bold 
yet simple,” he says. “Being able to explain what each ingre-
dient brings to the drink helps guests better understand how 
pairings work.” Suzuki points to his Besos y Letras cocktail 
($11) at Tradition. The drink features Cazadores Blanco 
Tequila, which finishes off slightly sweet and voluptuous. 
“From there, I wanted to take a dessert route and chose 
González Byass Nectar Pedro Ximénez Sherry and Bonal 
Gentiane Quina aperitif to continue with a full-bodied 
theme,” he adds. “A quick dash of saline helps enhance the 
raisin and vanilla notes of the Sherry and the honey-like 
qualities of the Bonal. Whether your after-dinner nibble is 
a scoop of vanilla ice cream or even a cheese plate, this cock-
tail pairs beautifully with both.”

It’s important to know the food you’re pairing just as 
well as the cocktail. “Pairing is a team sport,” Bottle & 
Bine’s Laboy says. “You have to understand the kitchen 
and the chef. Go into the chef ’s walk-in, take a look at 
the ingredients she’s using and follow her lead when 
making your cocktails. When you use this approach, natu-
ral pairings will happen between items coming out of the 
kitchen and the bar.” Laboy pairs his Normal Man cock-
tail ($14), which comprises matcha-infused Elijah Craig 
Small Batch Bourbon, brown sugar, Peychaud’s bitters and 
apple wood smoke, with Bottle & Bine’s foie gras torchon, 
which includes Granny Smith apples, chicken liver mousse 
and crispy prosciutto. 

Taking the collaboration even further, many mixologists 
use the same ingredients found in the kitchen—and vice 
versa. Silberberg’s Entente Old Fashioned ($12)—blending 
James E. Pepper 1776 rye whiskey, Demerara sugar, and 
Angostura and The Bitter Truth Orange bitters—marries 
well with Entente’s chicken liver mousse, which is topped 
with an Old Fashioned–style clarified jelly that features 
Angostura bitters, orange and satsuma. “Our chef put a jelly 
together, and it’s a match made in heaven, particularly for 
an Old Fashioned that’s made with rye for some more spice,” 
Silberberg says.

At The Eddy, Hernandez took cues from the kitchen for 
his San Felipe cocktail ($15), which combines chorizo fat–
washed Santa Teresa 1796 Solera rum, Torres 10 Gran Reser-
va brandy, St. Elizabeth allspice dram, Elisir Novasalus amaro 
and house-made piloncillo syrup. He pairs this drink with 
The Eddy’s alder-smoked bacon with whipped ricotta, apple 
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tonic water. Diedrich recommends pairing cured meats 
with the Oh Snap!, while salted caramels go well with the 
Sherry Cobbler.

“When pairing cocktails with food you need drinks with 
a good balance of sweetness and acidity,” Bezuidenhout 
says. “Sherry, vermouth and fortified wines help achieve 
this balance. The addition of salt or spice is a nice touch, 
too.” His Sichuan cocktail ($9 at Wildhawk) blends  
Bodegas Yuste Aurora Amontillado Sherry, Noilly Prat 
Ambre vermouth, Pierre Ferrand Dry Curaçao liqueur and 
a house-made Sichuan tincture. “I like to pair this drink 
with salt and pepper fried squid or with spicy Chinese rice 
dishes,” Bezuidenhout adds.

Bottle & Bine’s Laboy notes that he enjoys pairing rich, 
heavy meals with bright cocktails. “My Izzy & Jane drink 
($14)—featuring Fidencio mezcal, house-made jalapeño- 
and rosemary-infused agave syrup, Cointreau orange liqueur 
and fresh lime juice—goes really well with heartier dishes 
like meats, stews and pastas,” he says. “The smoky, spicy, 
herbaceous flavors work nicely with food.”

Sparkling wine cocktails are another go-to for Laboy when 
pairing with food. The Ha! He’s a Ginger drink ($14) mixes 
Reyka vodka, Domaine de Canton ginger liqueur, Cointreau, 
Castillo Perelada Brut Reserva Cava and fresh lemon juice. 
This cocktail goes well with Bottle & Bine’s beet dumplings 
with caramelized cabbage purée and roasted beets. “The 
notes of ginger and the brightness of the Cava play nicely 
with this beet-forward dish,” Laboy says.

Culinary Cues
Most mixologists agree that a fundamental rule of cocktail 
and food pairing is to keep things simple. “Spirits have higher 

 
acidity of the cocktail breaks through the richness of the hash, 
while the sambal is the perfect marriage between the spices of the 
sofregit and the earthiness of the sesame,” he explains. 

Balancing Act
When it comes to the main rules for pairing cocktails with 
food, mixologists agree that balance is key. “It’s important 
to either have harmonious or contrasting flavors to create 
balance,” Silberberg explains. For her Johnny Be Good cock-
tail ($13)—comprising Two James Spirits Johnny Smoking 
Gun whiskey, Luxardo Abano amaro, Demerara simple syrup, 
lemon juice and an egg—Silberberg recommends apple pie 
to harmonize with the cocktail’s warm baking spices.

At The Eddy in New York City, head bartender Luis 
Hernandez creates contrast in flavors by using bright, highly 
acidic ingredients. His I’m Sorry Miss Kahlo cocktail ($15) 
comprises Corralejo Blanco Tequila, G.E. Massenez Poire 
Williams eau-de-vie, Rare Tea Cellars Southern Decadence 
Magnolia Shrubbery syrup, nopal cactus juice, Bittermens 
Orange Cream Citrate syrup and egg white, garnished with 
dried flowers. “The green notes of the nopales and the 
texture of the egg white pair well with our charred arctic 
char with pickled allium broth, aioli and dill,” Hernandez 
explains. “This is one of our brightest cocktails, and it helps 
bring acidity to the fish.”

Sherry also pairs well with cuisine due to its natural acid-
ity. Kevin Diedrich, owner of Pacific Cocktail Haven in San 
Francisco, and Jacques Bezuidenhout, partner of San Fran-
cisco bars Forgery and Wildhawk, often serve Sherry-based 
cocktails with food. Diedrich’s Sherry Cobbler ($11) features 
a house blend of three Lustau Sherries—Pedro Ximénez, Palo 
Cortado and Oloroso—Tempus Fugit Spirits Crème de 
Noyaux liqueur, Small Hand Foods pineapple gum syrup, 
Angostura bitters and orange marmalade. And his Oh Snap! 
cocktail ($12) mixes Hidalgo La Gitana Manzanilla Sherry, 
Aviation gin, St. George absinthe verte, turbinado simple 
syrup, lemon juice, muddled sugar snap peas and Fever-Tree 

Mixologists often work closely with chefs in creating cocktail pairings. 
The San Felipe at The Eddy in New York City is made with fat-washed 
rum and pairs with smoked bacon, ricotta, apple and maple vinegar.

above: At Entente in Chicago, the cheesecake is paired with the 
Hesperus Is Phosphorus. right: The Hesperus Is Phosphorus 
(left) also complements sushi, while the Old Fashioned (right) 
goes well with the restaurant’s chicken liver mousse. 


