
SPEAKEASY STREET   

Prohibition is history, but these retro bars prove that everything old is new again.

At PX, a swank Washington, D.C.–area bar, the hum of jazz and the clink of ice is the soundtrack for glamorous 
30-somethings sipping martinis on vintage sofas under imported cut-glass chandeliers. Behind the bar, co-owner and “Mix 
Master” Todd Thrasher chills a combination of gin, syrup, and fresh-herb blends behind the dimly lit bar. It’s like a secret 
speakeasy soirée during the 1920s — minus the flappers and the chance of a raid.

Finding PX can be a little challenging: There’s 
no sign or address indicating there’s a business 
located on the second floor above fish-and-chips 
eatery Eamonn’s: A Dublin Chipper. If you 
notice that the blue light beside the red door on 
South Columbus is illuminated, ring the 
doorbell and wait. You’ll hear the click of heels 
on the stairs, then the slat in the door will slide 
back and a woman will peer out. “Yes? Do you 
have a reservation?” If you’re lucky enough to 
have one (or if there’s space upstairs), she’ll 
unbolt the door and let you cross the threshold.

Not since the post-Prohibition era has it been so 
easy to recall the Roaring Twenties’ obsession 
with the art of the mixed drink. Across the 
country, retro-inspired bars relive a time when 
bartenders dressed dapper, jazz was all the rage, 
and the cocktail was king. 

“I’m enamored by old-time bars and the idea of 
going to a place that not everyone knows is 
there,” says Thrasher, mastermind behind drinks 
like the Bittersweet Gin Fizz, a blend of bubbly homemade vermouth, cherry bitters, and gin. 

In Manhattan, a fortune teller in the window at Employees Only gives away the hangout. Like PX, the bartenders here are 
serious about their craft: Dressed in smart chef coats, they whip cocktail shakers over their shoulders as they work the art 
deco–inspired bar. The five men behind Employees Only turned to Prohibition for inspiration because it represents a time 
before mass production trumped high-quality ingredients. “The same thing that happened with peas and carrots also 
happened to the way people drink,” explains co-owner Jason Kosmas. At Employees Only, fresh ingredients and 
traditional recipes mean timeless cocktails with a contemporary spin, like the Grand Fashioned, blood orange juice shaken 
with Grand Marnier, bitters, and lime. 

At Tosca Cafe in San Francisco, it’s easy to harken back to a decade when getting “spifflicated” 
(tipsy) was the “cat’s pajamas” (great), because this is the “real McCoy.” A year after its 1919 opening, Prohibition forced 
it to be reincarnated as a cafe and espresso bar. Today, Tosca is filled with relics like ornate espresso machines and red 
leather banquettes — and the cocktail of choice is still a blend of steamed milk, chocolate, and brandy called “House 
Cappuccino.” “It’s the most camouflaging mixer I can think of,” the bartender says as he starts the espresso machine 
whirring. Luckily, ingredients like ginger mash, pomegranate juice, and muddled basil do the trick today — and, in any 
case, the drinks are certainly better off without the coffin varnish. 
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