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Creative Cocktails
Chicago mixologists trade tradition for innovation when it comes to handcrafted libations.

BY KRISTIN LEE JENSEN

Time-honored sips like a refreshing daiquiri or perfectly balanced 
Negroni have long dominated the libations landscape, anchoring drink 
menus with myriad other mainstays. Many Chicago bars continue to 
pay homage to these types of traditions, but some mixologists are tak-
ing classic cocktails and turning them on their heads. 

Take the Old-Fashioned at The Aviary in the West Loop, for exam-
ple: The drink is offered in the rocks instead of on them, served in iced 
spheres that patrons must break open to enjoy. Meanwhile, bartend-
ers at The Berkshire Room in River North take creative control with 
“Dealer’s Choice” libations, in which guests choose a spirit (like blended 
scotch), a profi le (such as strong and stirred) and glassware for off-menu 

creations. And of course, there are the barmen behind Wicker Park’s 
The Violet Hour, winner of the James Beard Foundation’s 2015 award 
for Outstanding Bar Program. The lounge’s signature Juliet and Romeo 
blends Beefeater gin with muddled cucumber, mint and rose water.

This fall, there’s even more reason to celebrate Chicago’s cocktail 
creativity: Happy hour had been banned in Illinois since 1989 until 
Gov. Bruce Rauner signed a bill in July allowing drink specials 
throughout the state. Join in the revelry and shake up your dining 
experience with a handcrafted libation; there’s a reason, after all, that 
renowned mixologist Jim Meehan has declared this era to be the 
“Platinum Age of the Cocktail.” 

The Berkshire Room
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“REMINGTON’S is new to the 
Chicago scene, but comes on 
strong with a fabulous location 
across from Millennium Park and 
its crowd-pleasing menu. A must-
try is the Venetian Spritz.” (20 N. 
Michigan Ave.; 312-782-6000; 
remingtonschicago.com)

“The Old-Fashioned at THE GAGE 
… has been a Chicago favorite since 
it opened in 2007.” The recipe for 
this popular cocktail blends sherry 
syrup with Buffalo Trace bour-
bon and Angostura bitters. (24 S. 
Michigan Ave.; 312-372-4243;  
thegagechicago.com)

“Try the Maestro’s Manhattan 
(straight up) at MILLER’S PUB. 
Miller’s Pub is the complete opposite 
of The Gage. It is a Chicago insti-
tution that has been around since 
1935.” (134 S. Wabash Ave.; 312-
263-4988; millerspub.com)

More Cocktail Bars to Try in the Loop
For those seeking a one-of-a-kind nightcap, handcrafted cocktails abound at the bars 
and restaurants in the Loop.

Cherry Circle Room
Beverage director Paul McGee has curated a libations list influenced by “Drinks,” Jacques 
Straub’s 1914 vintage cocktail book. Historically inspired selections are complemented by 
a limited edition Cherry Circle Rye Ale, on tap from local brewery Marz Community Brewing 
Company. (12 S. Michigan Ave.; 844-312-2221; cherrycircleroom.com) 

Atwood 
Housed in the historic 1895 Reliance building, this restaurant and bar offers a selection of 
classics alongside new twists. A throwback to the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair is the White 
City, blending Tanqueray 10 gin with lemongrass syrup, club soda and egg white. (1 W. 
Washington St.; 312-368-1900; atwoodrestaurant.com) 

Big Bar 
Choose between “big” and “very big” sizes at this bar, boasting stunning views of the 
skyline as well as inventive drinks named after Chicago icons. For instance, The Bean and 
Blizzard of ’67 are both served frozen, while The Blues Brothers and Mag Mile Mojito offer 
more tropical flavors. (151 E. Upper Wacker Dr.; 312-239-4795; chicagoregency.hyatt.com)

Loop Libations 
“As to creative cocktails in the Loop, I’m a bourbon/bubbly girl,” says Sheila Garg, 

chef concierge at the Hotel Monaco Chicago, which is centered in the neighborhood. 
Discover her favorites and find a few of your own at the following places. 

Cherry Circle Room
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“Craft cocktails—where do I begin? 
How about right here adjacent to 
Hotel Palomar at SABLE KITCHEN 
& BAR, the mecca for craft cocktails 
in Chicago? I’m a tiny bit biased, but 
I strongly believe they’ve earned their 
keep in the city. For instance, take 
the War of the Roses cocktail, a per-
fect balance of Pimm’s, St-Germain, 
Tanqueray, mint and … grapefruit 
bitters—so good it’s been featured 
in the likes of GQ magazine [and] 
Esquire.” (505 N. State St.; 312-755-
9704; sablechicago.com)

“If you’re looking for a more inti-
mate atmosphere, I’d head over 
to THE BERKSHIRE ROOM, just 
two blocks away inside the Acme 
Hotel. … Order the Weston, made 
of wheated bourbon, Dark Matter 
Coffee essence and pipe tobacco. It’s 
become … an iconic Chicago-style 
libation.” (15 E. Ohio St.; 312-894-
0945; theberkshireroom.com)

More Cocktail Bars to Try in River North 
Make your way to these establishments for an unparalleled libations experience. 

Three Dots and a Dash
This Tiki bar’s mastery of Polynesian mixology is taken to another level in a group drink 
aptly named Treasure Chest No. 3, made of aged Jamaican rum, strawberry, vanilla, passion 
fruit, pineapple and lemon, served in a treasure chest with a bottle of Dom Pérignon. (435 
N. Clark St.; 312-610-4220; threedotschicago.com) 

Celeste
With architecture reminiscent of turn-of-the-century Chicago, this multilevel space 
boasts a rustic bar on the first floor and Deco Room on the second floor; each offering 
its own separate menu. Head upstairs for a more extensive cocktail selection, with intri-
cately crafted libations ranging from agave to scotch. (111 W. Hubbard St.; 312-828-9000; 
celestechicago.com) 

The Broken Shaker
From the duo that earned a No. 22 ranking on The World’s 50 Best Bars list at its original 
Miami location, the Freehand Hotel’s newest addition boasts Chicago-inspired drinks as 
well as hits like Banana Rum Manhattan, made of sweet vermouth and Bacardi 8 infused 
with banana and spiced bitters. (19 East Ohio St.; 312-940-3699; thefreehand.com)

River North Selections
“As a concierge located in the epicenter of Chicago’s most vibrant nightlife scene in River North, I thank 

[the following] establishments for making my job so much easier,” says Bobby Gonzalez, concierge at Hotel 
Palomar Chicago. Try his suggestions for a satisfying sip in this trendy neighborhood. 

Sable Kitchen & Bar 

Three Dots and a Dash
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“Certainly, the now Michelin-starred 
LONGMAN & EAGLE started the 
neighborhood’s revolution.” An 
extensive selection of whiskey cock-
tails highlights the libations list here, 
with inventive offerings like Twilight 
Tea. (2657 Kedzie Ave.; 773-276-
7110; longmanandeagle.com)

“ANALOGUE is an unassuming, 
Cajun-tinged restaurant. … It exudes 
the best parts of Logan Square—
perfectly adventurous menus eclipsed 
by some of the most thoughtful 
cocktails in the city. … Their Sport 
of Kings cocktail really tells it like it 
is.” (2523 N. Milwaukee Ave.; 773-
904-8567; analoguechicago.com)

“BILLY SUNDAY lives uninhibited 
on the food and beverage front. The 
Czar’s Mango Lassi [is] served in a 
Russian nesting doll and reads like a 
grocery list.” (3143 W. Logan Blvd.; 
773-661-2485; billy-sunday.com) C

More Cocktail Bars to Try in Logan Square 
Quench your thirst with an array of tempting libations found at other favorite 
establishments in Logan Square.  

The Whistler 
Live music serves as the soundtrack for sipping cocktails off this menu, which changes 
daily. Try the Shrinebuilder, a spicy and herbaceous selection built around a concoction 
called verdita, a blend of cilantro, mint, peppers, pineapple and lime. (2421 N. Milwaukee 
Ave.; 773-227-3530; whistlerchicago.com) 

Scofflaw
Gin is the focus at this cocktail bar with a newly expanded patio. Stop in for brunch at 11 
a.m. on the weekends for one-of-a-kind sips like the Red Snapper, made of gin, tomato 
and spices, and garnished with meat and cheese. (3201 W. Armitage Ave.; 773-252-
9700; scofflawchicago.com)

Chicago Distilling Co.
Using organic grains sourced in Illinois, this small-batch distillery opened in February and 
produces white whiskey, vodka and an award-winning gin. The spirits are used in the 
cocktails served up in their 1,700-square-foot tasting room. (2359 N. Milwaukee Ave.; 
872-206-2774; chicagodistilling.com)

Logan Square Favorites
For creative concoctions, “Logan Square it is,” says Judson Corrie, concierge at Waldorf 

Astoria Chicago. He adds there are “a few little drummers carrying up the cause” in 
addition to storied establishments in the neighborhood. 

Analogue

Scofflaw
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