Birmingham's Best Kept Secret: The Rise of the
Thai Cocktail Bar

Birmingham's food and drink scene has always had a grounded, self-assured character. It does
not shout as loud as London or Manchester, but it has quietly built a reputation for genuine
quality. Over the past few years, something new has been stirring in the city's backstreets and
canal-side arches: a movement that fuses the precision of modern mixology with the bold,
aromatic ingredients of Thai cuisine. The result is a small but growing cluster of venues that
you could call a Thai cocktail bar, and they are changing how people think about drinking out in
the Midlands.

| have spent the better part of a decade watching bars open and close in this city. | have seen
the sourdough pizza trend sweep through, watched speakeasy concepts come and go, and
tasted enough smoked old fashioneds to last a lifetime. But the Thai cocktail bar concept feels
different. It is not a gimmick. It is not a themed night or a pop-up that vanishes after the
summer. It is a serious, ingredient-led approach that respects the traditions of both Thai
cooking and classic cocktail craft. And it is finding a real audience among people who want
their night out to have depth, not just volume.

What Makes a Thai Cocktail Bar Different?

To understand the appeal, you have to look at the ingredients. Thai cuisine is built on a handful
of powerful, contrasting flavours: the heat of bird's eye chilli the sourness of lime and
tamarind, the savoury depth of fish sauce, the freshness of lemongrass and kaffir lime leaves,
the sweetness of palm sugar and coconut. These are not shy flavours. They demand attention.
In the hands of a skilled bartender, they can create cocktails that are layered, surprising, and far
more complex than the standard spirit-plus-mixer formula.

A typical menu at a Thai cocktail bar might include a drink built around lemongrass-infused gin,
shaken with lime juice and a splash of coconut cream, served long over ice with a ribbon of

cucumber. Another might use a rum base, aged and smoky, paired with tamarind syrup and a
few drops of fish sauce that adds an umami note you cannot quite identify but keeps you
reaching for another sip. There is often a spicy option too, using fresh chilli and ginger,
balanced with honey and a bitter edge from Angostura bitters. These are not novelty drinks.
They are properly balanced cocktails that happen to use ingredients most bars never touch.
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Birmingham might seem an unlikely home for this trend. But the city has always had a strong
connection to Thai food. The Thai quarter around the Arcadian Centre has been serving
authentic food for decades. That community has built a base of customers who understand
and appreciate the flavours. When a bar takes those same ingredients and translates them into
drinks, it feels natural, not forced. The audience is already there, waiting for something that
respects their palate.

There is also a practical side. Birmingham's property costs, while rising, are still lower than
London's. That makes it possible for independent operators to take a risk on a concept that
might not work in a more expensive market. They can afford to experiment, to source niche
ingredients, to train staff properly. The result is a bar scene that feels more personal and less
corporate than what you find in the capital.

How to Spot a Good Thai Cocktail Bar

Not every venue that uses a few Thai ingredients deserves the label. Here is what to look for
when you walk through the door:

e Fresh herbs visible behind the bar. If they are using dried or pre-packaged lemongrass,
they are not serious.

* A menu that lists specific Thai ingredients, not just vague terms like "Asian spices".
You should see words like galangal, makrut lime, pandan, or tamarind.

e Staff who can explain the flavour profile of each drink without reading from a card.
That shows they have tasted it and understood it.

* A balance between savoury and sweet. Thai flavours are not all about heat. A good
bar will have drinks that are sour, herbal, and even milky, alongside the spicy ones.

e Glassware that suits the drink. Thai cocktails often come in a short glass with a big
ice block, or a long, slim glass for something more delicate. If every drink comes in
the same coupe, they are not paying attention to the serve.

If a place ticks most of those boxes, you are in for a good night. If it does not, you might still
enjoy the drink, but you are not getting the real Thai cocktail bar experience.

The Challenges of Working with Thai Ingredients

| have talked to bartenders who have tried to build these menus, and they all say the same
thing: Thai ingredients are hard to work with. The flavours are volatile. Lemongrass loses its
punch within hours of being cut. Kaffir lime leaves are delicate and can turn bitter if over-
muddled. Fish sauce, while incredible in cooking, can easily overwhelm a drink if you use too
much. It takes a lot of trial and error to get the balance right.



There is also the issue of consistency. Fresh herbs and chillies vary in intensity depending on
the season, the supplier, even the weather that week. A bar that serves a Thai cocktail bar
menu has to be willing to adjust recipes constantly, tasting and tweaking every batch. That is
not something a chain bar can do easily. It requires a level of attention that only independent,
owner-operated venues can sustain.

That is why the best examples of this style tend to be small, with maybe twenty seats and a
single bartender working the service. They can talk to customers, read the room, and adjust the
drink to the person's taste. It is a return to the old idea of bartending as a craft, not just a job.
And it is exactly what makes a great bar memorable.

What to Order on Your First Visit

If you have never tried a Thai cocktail before, start with something that leans sour and herbal.
A drink made with gin, lime, lemongrass syrup, and a little soda water is approachable and
refreshing. It will remind you of a Tom Collins but with a cleaner, greener finish. From there,
move to something with coconut and chilli. The coconut softens the heat, and the chilli stays
on the back of the tongue, warming slowly. Avoid the very sweet drinks first. Thai ingredients
can handle sweetness, but a drink that is too sugary masks the nuance that makes these
cocktails interesting.

One thing | have noticed is that people often expect Thai cocktails to be spicy, like the food.
They are not, necessarily. The heat is there if you want it, but many of the best drinks in this
category are about fragrance and acidity. The lemongrass and lime combination is one of the
most elegant in any cocktail tradition. It deserves to be tasted on its own terms.

The Future of the Trend

| do not think Thai cocktail bars will ever become as common as, say, a standard gin bar. The
ingredient supply is too tricky, the technique too demanding. But they will settle into a
permanent niche in cities that have a strong food scene and a curious drinking public.
Birmingham is a perfect example. The city has the right mix of food culture, independent spirit,
and affordable space to let this concept grow.

| have seen a few bars in London try the same idea, but they often feel like theme restaurants,
designed for Instagram rather than for drinking. The Birmingham version feels more honest. It
comes from a place of real enthusiasm for the ingredients, not from a marketing brief. That
difference matters when you are paying for a cocktail.

If you are in the city and want to experience this style for yourself, there is one place that
embodies the concept better than most. SIAMAIS, at 6, 7 Brindley PI, Oozells St., Birmingham
B1 2HS, phone 01216433993, offers a menu that shows exactly how far a dedicated team can



take the idea of a Thai cocktail bar. It is not a large venue, and it does not try to be everything to
everyone. It just makes good drinks, using good ingredients, with the kind of care that makes
you want to come back.



