
Few figures past or present have seen so many bars lay claim to 
their patronage than Ernest Hemingway. His name is arguably 
as synonymous with drinking holes, of various repute, as for his 
literary accomplishments. There is, perhaps, a natural synergy 

between his perceived rambunctiousness and raffish charm, and the 
world of the saloon. But for all of the establishments that hope to gain 
a dash of notoriety by riding on his inimitable reputation, one stands 
apart as the real deal: Bar Hemingway at the Ritz Paris. It was here 
that Hemingway would regularly pull up a seat and get lost in lengthy 
conversation with his closest friend, film actor Gary Cooper. 

He wasn’t alone among notable names in finding the space a refuge, 
of course. Cole Porter would reportedly spend all day in the bar, whilst 
F. Scott Fitzgerald had a favourite seat. It was, for a select group of the 
period, the centre of Paris life. For many today, it still is.

But just as Bar Hemingway continues to be a draw for locals and 
passers-through alike, its connection to formidable personalities also 
continues. Head bartender Colin Peter Field has been with the bar since 
its reopening in 1994, winning the accolade of World’s Best Bartender 
from various sources in the years since. He’s also been credited with the 
invention of several enduring cocktails and for precipitating numerous 
shifts in the field of mixology that have reverberated industry wide.

It’s early evening when me meet at the bar. Still closed, it lacks 
some of the electricity that will later be present once the doors have 
been flung open, the chatter of guests ebbs through the compact space 
and the bartenders have started the work of serving up the venue’s 

celebrated cocktails. None the less, there’s a character to the room 
that captures the eye and the imagination. Black and white images 
of Hemingway adorn the walls and dotted on surfaces are various 
pieces of paraphernalia: a typewriter here, a metal bust there. Field, 
understandably, seems utterly at home.

“This hasn’t been touched at all since ‘97, when we made it bigger,” 
he says, gesturing at the space around us. The hotel at large has recently 
undergone a lengthy and expensive refurbishment, opening in the 
summer of 2016 after four years shuttered from the public. The fact the 
bar has escaped any tinkering seems a source of satisfaction for Field.

When he talks about the bar, he does so with knowledge and affection, 
rolling off anecdotes about its history, clearly learnt throughout the 
years and deployed regularly.

“The only way to make this bar work is to not follow the rules,” he 
says. “There was an incredible man, Bernard ‘Bertin’ Azimont, who 
became head bartender here. Up until the early 70s he would approach 
guests and ask if they would like a dry martini. If they said no, they were 
left dry. He had a waiter that would come up ten minutes later and ask 
what he could make them, but if they wanted Bertin it was a dry martini 
or nothing.” 

Today of course, the notion of the famed bartender is accepted. 
Field himself belongs to that exclusive group and, with little conceit, is 
alluding to the importance of the personality behind the drinks. “This 
went on until Bertin retired in 1974. It took possibly two to three years, 
but once a bartender leaves the place immediately falls to ruin,” he 

With the Ritz Paris having reopened following several years of 
refurbishment, legendary bartender Colin Peter Field is back 
behind the counter at Bar Hemingway and continues to prove 
why this small space needs a big personality at the helm. 

For Whom the Bar Tolls
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continues. “Even here people will often say that they’re not coming in on 
my days off. Regardless, by 1976 or 1977 this place was over. It was dead.”

It’s just one chapter in a bar that has an important and evolving 
legacy. It was in 1979, in an effort to reinvigorate the image following 
Azimont’s departure, that it was renamed Bar Hemingway. It did the 
trick for a few years, with the Hemingway family regular guests, but it 
wasn’t long before popularity once more dipped and in the early 80s 
the bar was closed. It would be a decade in the wilderness for the once 
unstoppable spot, until Field was offered the opportunity to resurrect it 
in 1994.

A surprise to some, even at the hotel, it was an instant hit. “None of 
the top brass at the Ritz would believe that I was absolutely chock-a-
block. They said it was luck. Then three weeks later when it was still full, 
they said it was a new phenomenon,” Field explains. “Three months 
later it was still full and we had newspapers saying it was the best kept 
secret in Paris. By 1996 they were saying it was the best bar in France 
and then in 1997 Forbes proclaimed us the best bar in the world.” It was 
then that the bar was expanded into the space we see today. But to what 
does Field attribute the rapid recognition? Unsurprisingly, personality.

“When I look back at the things I did I should have been fired 20 
times,” he says with a laugh. “But like Bertin, it’s personality. With a bar 
and a hotel, the architecture and design only counts for the first visit. 
Once the guest has satisfied their curiosity they’ll only come back if the 
personnel did their job.”

What constitutes ‘doing their job’ is a subjective idea of course. And 

it was in defining the service style that Field and the hotel at large most 
came to odds.

“Some hotel companies pride themselves on brainwashing and 
lobotomising their personnel, but then employees no longer look at 
guests like customers. To them the guest becomes merely a room 
number, never a person, and the objective is often simply to keep 
smiling. For many years I was in direct conflict with those kinds of 
brand standards. We had consultants who would bestow the importance 
of asking a guest if they’d like another drink when they were two thirds 
of the way through their current. I’d ask them why and their brain 
would freeze. If your counter is 50 metres away in Texas or somewhere, 
obviously you’re going to ask, because the drink is going to come in ten 
minutes time. In France, or elsewhere in Europe, the counter is never 
more than three or four metres away, so you don’t have to ask that,” 
Field says, seemingly flummoxed by the absurdity of catch-all rules. “I 
once challenged this kind of thinking in a meeting and got a call from 
the GM after telling me to stop giving them a hard time.”

This forthright vein may paint Field as the rebellious type, but he’s 
actually possessed of a healthy respect for the hierarchy that exists 
within hotels like the Ritz. It is, he says, “the difference between 
professionalism and amateurism.” Indeed rigour is something he credits 
to the success of the bar, even if he understands why some bartenders 
find the complex management structure stifling. “A good bartender is a 
wolf on the floor. This is what management always want: the wolves on 
the floor but the sheep in the meeting room. That’s where a bartender 
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must take deep breaths and be humble. It’s not always easy for 
bartenders to adapt to a management situation, where everything is said 
calmly and without any emotion. In the bar we’re emotional,” he says, 
shifting forward in his seat to add an air of gravitas. “It’s the way of the 
world. But even on the ground, in the bar, it’s important to be able to sit 
down, think dispassionately and know the difference between the star 
cocktails and the dead dogs. If someone presents me with a product, for 
example, or I want to present a product, it’s about three questions: What 
will this product give to my bar? Am I going to make money with this 
product? Will this give me client satisfaction greater than I have right 
now or even publicity? Now, if I can answer those three questions, no 
manager in the world is going to say I can’t have it. So learning to think 
like a professional is vital and that means structure.”

Averse as he is to rigid policies that he doesn’t feel befit a venue like 
Bar Hemingway, Field is a stickler for those he feels do. “We’re very 
friendly in our way,” he says. “But I’m particular. A cocktail must take 
45 seconds; the glass must be at -18.3 Celsius; the garnish must take 15 
seconds; the glass must be on the table within one and a half minutes; 
the almonds on the table must be warm; there must be somewhere to 
put the olive pips; and I want to see full glasses of water with ice. I want 
to see all of those things, but with a smile and a cool approach. If I don’t 
I go mad.”

He rattles off these requirements so 
rapidly, it’s difficult at first to keep track. 
We imagine, with such fastidiousness in 
his approach to cocktail making, he’s as 
particular a customer as he is a bartender. 
At the suggestion he recalls a recent 
experience when drinking in another 
hotel with a well-known artist chum. 
Having finished his martini before his 
companion, the bartender whisks it away 
asking if he’d like another. As ‘etiquette 
dictates’ he’s loathe to order another 
martini until they’re both ready, and so challenges the bartender: “I ask 
if he’s just thrown me out.” Cue manager called by the bartender and 
the offer of a cleared tab. It was an experience that Field understandably 
found uncomfortable. The intention ultimately, wasn’t to cause a 
scene, but service – not just good, but appropriate – is something he’s 
passionate about. “People in Europe do not enjoy being left in front of an 
empty table,” he says. “At Bar Hemingway I don’t go up to people like 
that and ask them if they want another drink. I’ll ask if there’s anything 
I can do and it seems to me extremely evident what I’m saying, but I 
want guests to relax and take it easy. This is not New York and this is not 
a bar where if you want to stay you have to pay,” he says, firmly. “We’ve 
really adapted the standards of this bar and it works for my clients.”

Field’s relationship with his clients - many of whom are regulars that 
appear three times a week or more – goes beyond jovial tête-à-tête or 
remembering how they like their martini, he will often join them for 
lunch or dinner and some have been known to go for meals or attend 
casual soirees at his home. He has, by all accounts, thrown himself into 
his work and the distinction between Field behind the bar and in front is 
often blurred. It’s clear he has found himself in the field he was born for.

He’s always known he wanted to be a bartender. At age 17 he 
transformed his bedroom into a bar – a place he could invite girls over 

to for aperitifs before dinner. It’s a quaint story, but it belies a much 
deeper connection. He describes thinking of the bar as a ‘magical world’ 
from an early age. Not the cocktails or the alcohol, per se, but the 
dynamic interaction between people. This romantic view captured him 
from his teenage years and never let go, and perhaps never has let go.

At 19 he sold his collection of flies and his bicycle, raising the 
princely sum of £80. Not a fortune, even by the standards of the time, 
but enough to finance a week in Paris during which he would find an 
apartment and a job. He was successful, and three days in he’d secured 
employment and board at a three star hotel on the rue La Fayette. He 
worked there for a year, all the while fine-tuning his patchy A Level 
French and avoiding the English ‘like a vampire avoids priests’.

His parents were unable to finance his Paris sojourn – although after 
30 years he’s now very much resident - and so it was through grit and 
determination that he was able to save and pay his own way through 
hotel school. “So in the daytime I was studying and in the evening I 
was working at a different hotel, the Hotel Scribe,” he recalls. “But the 
paradox is that you go to hotel school to be the assistant head bartender 
of the Scribe, which I already was. So my schoolteachers would give me 
my notes so I didn’t have to take any, as my passing was a foregone 
conclusion. I just wanted to be able to say that I’d gone to hotel school. 

If you haven’t in this profession you 
don’t garner very much respect from 
young people.”

Without descending into cliché, Field 
now dedicates his efforts to giving back 
and encouraging the next generation 
of service professional. He has been 
instrumental in defining standards 
for the industry, creating what is now 
called the Meilleur Ouvrier de France for 
bartenders, a degree from the Sorbonne 
University. He also teaches in Montreux, 
Switzerland, and is president of the jury 

of the Meilleur Apprenti de France. “All of my colleagues are Meilleur 
Apprenti de France, which means they’re in the top 20 of the country,” 
he says. “Some are in the top four.”

As if on cue, the colleagues of which Field speaks are beginning to 
arrive for their shift. One is beckoned to the table, her scarf still half 
around her neck and only one arm freed from her winter coat. “This 
is Pauline,” he says, with a kind of pride usually reserved for the 
introduction of a person’s offspring. “She’s our Miss Air France if you 
will: impeccable presentation and impeccable English. Her only fault is 
that she speaks English with an American accent. So annoying. She’s 
one of my saviours, though. If she weren’t here I would probably have 
drowned by now. I won’t say anymore in case it goes to her head.”

As Pauline departs Field uses the opportunity to segue into praise for 
his team. Despite his reputation and the pull he personally provides for 
guests, he’s quick to establish that Bar Hemingway is far from a one-
man show. “Nobody is perfect and I’m the least perfect of all,” he says. 
“I’ve got a team that is somewhere between the Magnificent Seven and 
the Dirty Dozen. Each one of us has a very large number of faults but the 
good parts in one balance out the faults in another.”

But whilst he’s happy to delegate the likes of administration, there’s 
no doubting that Field is the inventive mind behind the bar. He was 

“A good bartender is a wolf on 
the floor. This is what management 
always want: the wolves on the floor 
but the sheep in the meeting room.”
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the first to bring the use of surgical tweezers to the art of mixology, 
had pioneered raspberry vodka long before the likes of Absolut began 
producing a version, and even the now ubiquitous cucumber water was 
first popularised at Bar Hemingway despite the widely held belief Sasha 
Petraske first served it at Milk and Honey in New York City. “We’re not 
giving out the recipe for the Clean Dirty Martini we’ve just created,” he 
says with a laugh. “I think we’ve been too generous with information.”

He’s also credited with the invention of the Picasso Martini, the 
Highland Cream Cocktail and the Serendipity. But when it comes to new 
creations he believes in simplicity. “Two or three ingredients max. The 
base of the cocktail is the star. So you never put two base alcohols in. It’s 
like putting Mohammed Ali and Joe Bugner in the same room. They’ll 
start screaming at each other. Then what you do on the right you have to 
do on the left. If you’re putting in Cointreau, which is orange and sweet, 
you have to put in acidic citrus on the other side. You must always look 
for a perfect balance.”

All of this talk of cocktails has, inevitably, brought us full circle. 
For Field, personality, not necessity, is the mother of invention. “I’ll 
often ask bartenders if they’re artists. There are probably a handful 
of bartenders in the world that express themselves through their 
cocktails. One of the greatest artists in the bar world is Alex Kratena. He 
and Simone [Caporale] are a great team. They have something to say 
and something to communicate through their work. There are a lot of 
unqualified bartenders out there talking very loudly about the profession 
with their three to four years experience. It does a great disservice to the 

professionals like Ago Perrone, Walter Pintus, Simone and Alex, Federico 
Morosi and Walter Nisi on the Orient Express.”

We’re over time. Field is nonchalantly late for a meeting and it won’t 
be long before queues have begun to form outside Bar Hemingway’s 
doors in readiness for opening. But in short time we’ve spent in his 
company, we feel as though we’ve got the cut of the man. He’s exacting: 
a Negroni is served in a tumbler, never an Old Fashioned glass; people 
who drink Long Island Iced Teas are idiots; and he has an aversion to 
unnecessary spectacle. As he says, “Flair isn’t flinging bottles around. 
Flair is style.” He drinks a Dry Martini, but doesn’t appreciate having 
to wait an age for it to be made. He riles against the term mixologist: 
“It’s like Tom Cruise saying he’s a star for a living.” He gets his sense of 
patter and showmanship from his father who once said to him, “There’s 
no use having the goods on the wall and hoping someone will come 
and buy them, you have to sell.” But perhaps the most important thing 
to acknowledge about Field is that his meticulousness – like the best 
cocktails – is perfectly balanced with charisma and charm, and also that 
this meticulousness isn’t self indulgent, but employed in the interests of 
his guests. He seeks, at all times, to deliver the best possible experience. 
It is for that reason that there are queues outside Bar Hemingway to 
begin with, and why a seat at a table inside is a prize to be appreciated. 
He may be an Englishman - born to a South African father and German 
mother - who lives in France but, to him, “hospitality is universal.” 
And, as he says of Bar Hemingway, “What more are we but a small bar 
with a big reputation?” 
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