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In other words, Baltimore’s craft-
cocktail scene is ready to explode—and 
join the ranks of cities like D.C., San 
Francisco, New York, and Portland. So-
cial clubs, like the Baltimore Bartend-
ers’ Guild, and cocktail pop-up events 
are helping to drive the trend.

“It’s starting to feel like it does in 
other cities,” says Doug Atwell, managing 
partner at Rye in Fells Point. “Nowadays, 
you can’t open a bar or restaurant with-
out a stellar craft-cocktail program.”

Coinciding with the 
city’s style revolution 
(chronicled in the issue), 
the cocktail scene is also 
being transformed—ev-

erywhere from dives to restaurants to 
hotels. No longer does a vodka-tonic cut 
it, as bartenders are crafting drinks with 
small-batch liquors and local ingredients. 
And Baltimoreans are responding.

“People are interested in where things 
come from,” says Perez Klebahn, co-owner 
of Mr. Rain’s Fun House. “I can say this 
bourbon was produced by this family, 
these bitters were made in-house. In order 
to be a good bartender now, your drink 
has to tell a story.”

That story now involves a lot of pre-
Prohibition recipes, as whiskey and gin 
cocktails are slowly replacing the old 
standby of vodka. Like chefs, bartenders 
are getting their ingredients from local 
farmers’ markets and creating menus with 
innovative recipes. 

LIFESTYLE / By Jess Blumberg

 Pictured: 
A bartender 
pours a cocktail 
at W.C. Harlan in 
Remington.

nside the subdued walls of W.C. Harlan, a new kind of corner bar 
is emerging. There are no blaring TVs in this Remington respite, 
just soft jazz playing on the stereo. Patrons are chatting quietly and 
thoughtfully in the vintage-inspired, candlelit space. Bartenders, clad 
in retro, flowery dresses, take time to slowly craft drinks. But, perhaps 
most striking are the drinks being requested: “I’ll have an old fash-
ioned.” “Your cocktail du jour.” “A Sazerac, please.” These orders take 
a proper few minutes to make—and some are served in tiny 5.5-ounce 
coupe glasses. It’s a paradox of sorts: You feel transported to a bygone 
era, but this is actually the future of Baltimore bars. I

Cocktail
Conf idential
The handcrafted mixed drink is making 
a comeback in Baltimore.

“In order to be a 
good bartender 
now, your drink 
has to tell a story.”

Of course, it wasn’t always like this. 
Baltimore—with its laid-back, blue 
collar ethos—has long been a beer 
and vodka kind of town. Our idea of a 
cocktail was the infamous sour-apple 
martini. And that reflects a long, na-
tional history as well.

“Prohibition really killed the cocktail,” 
says Brendan Dorr, bar manager at B&O 
American Brasserie. “Some people credit 
World War II for the introduction of 
vodka to this country. There was this age 
of the fear of flavor, and vodka, which 
is odorless and doesn’t really taste like 
anything, really took off. For a long time, 
people have been embracing the plain 
meat and potatoes.”

And, despite our state’s rich drink-
ing history—rye whiskey was once 
synonymous with Maryland—our bar 
scene fell victim to the benign cocktail 
trend as well.

“When we first opened in 2009, I tried 
to play it safe with the menu,” Klebahn 
says. “At that time, the standard drinks 
were cosmopolitans or apple-tinis. Or 
people would just order a glass of house 
wine or a dirty, shaken, vodka martini.” 

When craftier cocktail bars did 
open up, there was a struggle to get 
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“My friends and I 
used to joke that 
we’d go to Baltimore 
for beer and stay in 
D.C. for cocktails.”

 Clockwise, from top left: Brendan Dorr mixes cocktails at B&O American Brasserie; a drink at Mr. 
Rain’s Fun House; the well-stocked bar at Bad Decisions; bottled drinks at B&O; the long, oval bar at 
Wit & Wisdom Tavern; and a drink from Fleet Street Kitchen.

For additional cocktail recipes, visit baltimoremagazine.net

clientele to experiment outside of their 
comfort zone.

“When we opened, the cocktail scene 
was pretty non-existent,” says John Reus-
ing, who opened his bar Bad Decisions 
five years ago. “I had to fight people to 
stray from their standard orders. If they 
did drink a cocktail, it was a one-and-
one: a Jack and Coke or vodka tonic.”

The initial signs of craft-cocktailing 
begin to creep in around 2010, as industry 
insiders noticed certain places beginning 
to experiment.

“For a while, anyone making cocktails 
was doing it privately in their home. It was 
a hobby,” Atwell says. “But I started notic-
ing that Mr. Rain’s was doing well-made 
drinks. Woodberry [Kitchen] was for sure. 
But every place we could go for a well-made 
drink, we had to wait for a reservation.”

The idea of a cocktail bar sans restau-
rant was completely foreign to Baltimore, 
but something that had been popular in 
other cities for a while.

“I started seeing less vodka cocktails 
in bigger cities and the menus had a lot 
of different whiskey and gin cocktails, 

a little bit of tequila,” Dorr says. “I had 
started to see that cocktails weren’t just 
this thing in a martini glass.”

Other bartenders took notice, too, and 
began experimenting with house-made 
syrups, fresh ingredients, local produce, 
and different spirits like pisco and mezcal. 
And Baltimoreans—admittedly sometimes 
a bit averse to change—seemed receptive.

“I have a theory that after the reces-
sion, people started watching out for 
the little guy,” says Atwell, whose bar 
Rye opened in 2011 as Baltimore’s first 
bona-fide cocktail joint. “People started 
to appreciate that we were pushing small-
batch liquors. I’d rather sell Tito’s or Buf-
falo Trace than Jack [Daniel’s].”

Other reasons the cocktail scene took off 
here include the farm-to-table movement, 
the explosion of Baltimore as a restaurant 
destination, and the public’s heightened 
interest in food, in general. 

“Baltimoreans are realizing that mak-
ing a cocktail is like cooking,” says Lane 
Harlan, owner of W.C. Harlan (whose 
vintage style, not surprisingly, landed her 
on our “Best-Dressed” list). “We have our 

sweets, savories, sours, bittering agents, 
and textures. Depth is everything.”

To create that balance of flavors, 
outside-of-the-box ingredients started 
emerging on menus like the use of a 
variety of bitters, topping a drink with 
an egg white for foam, and house-made 
infusions and syrups.

“As we’ve seen more things like creating 
your own bacon, making things in-house, it 
seems natural that would spread to the front 
of the house and bars,” says Tim Riley, bev-
erage director at Bagby Restaurant Group, 
which opened Ten Ten in 2011 and Fleet 
Street Kitchen in 2012. “Now it would be 
tough to open a new restaurant in Baltimore 
without some element of craft-cocktailing.” 

Anthony Kinn, general manger at Pabu 
at the Four Seasons Baltimore, is very fa-
miliar with this concept. When the hotel 
opened just two years ago, the city was on 
the brink of the craft-cocktail movement. 

“We knew that cocktails had to be a part 
of our concept,” says Kinn. “We were ner-

vous to have such an aggressive program, 
but we came at a time when it was really 
catching on in Baltimore.”

about cocktails in Baltimore. A big part of that 
is Rye, a big part of that is Wit & Wisdom.”

With places like W.C. Harlan, Rye, and 
restaurant groups and hotels getting on 
board with the craft-cocktail concept, de-
mand for small-batch liquors has grown.

“People now want different spir-
its with complexity and flavor,” says Rob 
Schoenfelder, division manager at Reliable 
Churchill, the state’s largest liquor distribu-
tor. “Craft spirits are on the rise and domes-
tic beer is losing the battle.”

In fact, Schoenfelder says that sales 
for small-batch George Dickel Tennessee 
Whiskey are up 99 percent from last year. 
Sales for Pimms No. 1 Cup, a retro gin cor-
dial, are up by more than a third.

“These are brands that no one was talking 
about five years ago,” he says. “Mixologists 
are now working with them more and more, 
exemplifying the new cocktail culture.”

As the culture shifts, drinkers are be-
coming more educated. No longer are 
they asking for martini lists, but request-

Both Pabu and Wit & Wisdom Tavern 
in the Four Seasons have put their stamps 
on the nightlife scene and have gradually 
become cocktail destinations.

“My friends and I used to joke that we’d go 
to Baltimore for beer and stay in D.C. for cock-
tails,” says Fritz Hahn, who has been covering 
bars for The Washington Post for 10 years. 
“But recently, I’ve heard people start talking 

Willie’s Revenge
FLEET STREET KITCHEN

WHAT YOU’LL NEED

3/4 oz. Gordon & MacPhail 

Highland Park 8-year Scotch
3/4 oz. Bonal
3/4 oz. honey syrup (1:1 honey and water)
3/4 oz. lemon juice
1/4 oz. Kümmel

1 1/2 oz. Union 1895 Barley Weisse 

or other sour wheat beer

DIRECTIONS

  Add all ingredients except beer to a shaker 

and shake well. Strain into a chilled cocktail 

coupe and top with beer. Serves 1. 

Resolve & Reward
W.C. HARLAN

Chill a large Champagne coupe with 
ice and water until frosted.

WHAT YOU’LL NEED
In a shaker:
2 oz. Armangnac
1/2  oz. peach cordial (combier peche)
1/2  oz. Fernet Branca

DIRECTIONS

 Shake vigorously for 10 seconds.  

 Strain into frosted glass. 

No garnish needed. Serves 1. 

Bitters: Alcoholic beverage flavored with 

herbal essences that has a bittersweet flavor.

Coupe: 5 1/2 ounce shallow Champagne glass.

Daisy: Cocktail with base spirit, lemon or 

lime juice, sweetener, and soda water, some-

times garnished with seasonal fruit.

Fizz: Drink usually made with gin, lemon 

juice, egg white, and soda water.

Mezcal: A smokier version of tequila.

Pisco: A grape brandy from Chile or Peru.
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Drink Up!
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ing cocktail menus. 
“You definitely get many more cock-

tail-savvy people in here,” says Dorr about 
B&O. “I’ve even had people say, ‘Oh, I 
just bought this new type of bitters, what 
should I do with it?’”

With more adventurous guests, creat-
ing cocktail menus has become a whole 
lot more fun for the bartenders who have 
been on the scene from the beginning. 
Some of the most popular cocktails now 
would have scared off patrons years ago, 
like the gin fizz or a pisco sour.

“Before, guests used to scratch their 
heads when I would mention foams, gas-
triques, daisies, or aperitifs,” says Klebahn 
at Mr. Rain’s. “Now there is more of an 
understanding of what we’re trying to do. 
It’s become more of a playground for us.”

A couple of years ago, as the trend started 
to pick up, Dorr began to wonder how he 
could create a community for bartend-
ers. At the time, he lived next door to 

Additionally, a huge part of what the 
BBG does is discuss the future of Balti-
more’s cocktail scene, which, most agree, 
is on the rise. 

“As the community of bartenders 
grows, your going to see the whole en-
tire platform change,” Kinn says. “Exist-
ing restaurants will have stronger craft 
concepts. Restaurant groups that are so 
wine-centric will probably start to beef 
up their cocktail program.”

Not only that, but many in the industry 
agree that an entirely new genre of bar is 
going to surface. 

“You’ll see more cocktail-only bars pop 
up,” Dorr says. “We already have. First was 
Rye, then Harlan. The city is just waiting 
for that next cocktail bar, where you can 
go in and either get a can of Natty Boh or 
a damn good cocktail.”

Corey Polyoka, former bar manager at 
Woodberry Kitchen. The two began talk-
ing, naturally, over a couple of drinks.

“We started talking about where we 
wanted the cocktail scene to progress 
in the city,” he says. “We wanted a com-
munity for bartenders who were doing 
something a little craftier.”

Dorr established the Baltimore Bar-
tenders’ Guild in 2011, a group that dis-
cusses recipes, trends, proper technique, 
job openings, events, and how to evolve 
Baltimore’s cocktail scene even further.

When the group started, there were 
only a handful of bartenders that joined. 
Today, BBG has 40 paid members and 
meetings once a month. Dorr has also 
put on seven pop-up events called the 
Forgotten Cocktail Club. 

“There’s competition of course, but 
there’s a general camaraderie among us 
here,” says Riley. “You’re seeing that with the 
Guild here in Baltimore. People are willing 
to share technique and share recipes.”

2 Woodward Lane Exquisite custom home in 
prestigious neighborhood on 5+acres. Great room, 
family room. Au pair/In-Law suite. 5BR 7.5BA.Terraced 
pool w/cabana kitchen. Formal LR, DR, & executive library. 
Cheryl Domres 443-632-6150 •  cdomres@ywgcrealty.com 
Christian Cummings 410-227-3556 • ccummings@ywgcrealty.com

3 Chittenden Lane Absolutely stunning 4 BR 3/2 
BA brick cape on 4th tee of the GSVHC golf course. 
Magnificent views and gorgeous Kurt Bluemel 
gardens surround this charmer w/ 1st flr master, 
lovely LR w/ FP and French doors to incredible cov-
ered rear terrace, FR w/gas FP & built ins, sunny 
updated kit w breakfast room. Quite special!

Linda Corbin  443.540.5432 • Office 410.583.0400 • lcorbin@ywgcrealty.com

314 Garrison Forest Road Fabulous all stone custom 
built 5 BR 3/1 BA rancher on 3+ acres in Greenspring 
Valley. High ceilings, random width pegged oak flrs, 
9" baseboards, 4 FPs, stone terrace w/sitting wall, 
bath house w/wet bar, changing rm & steam shower, 
60,000 gal 13' deep pool, 4 car garage w/workshop, 
game rm, kitchenette & full bath! Private retreat!
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410.583.0400
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