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Foreword


I was living in the West Village of Manhattan when, out of the blue, I met the love of my life and future husband—a born-and-raised Kansas Citian—at a wedding in Puerto Rico. After a year of long-distance dating, I took the plunge and moved from the Big Apple to Cowtown. How does this love story relate to a book for food lovers?
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In New York, I had had the extremely good fortune to be a frequent dining companion of the restaurant critic for the New York Times. At some of the most sought-after tables in the world, I ate food prepared by some of the country’s most ambitious and acclaimed chefs. Hardly a week passed when I wasn’t gulping down foie gras, truffles, or shiatsu-massaged sashimi on the Times’s dime. Manhattan, of course, is also the hungry urbanite’s paradise where you can get any kind of food, at any hour of the day, delivered to your apartment. Before I lived in New York, I spent five years in Italy, where I still travel frequently as a guidebook writer. The Italian art of making masterpieces out of a few select, fresh, local ingredients is well-known, whether it’s a cheap pizza napoletana or a Tuscan bean soup or an expensive seafood entree. But eating out in Italy was only part of it for me: Zipping around Rome on my scooter, stopping at street markets and specialty stores for the best tomatoes, artichokes, arugula, clams, fresh mozzarella, pancetta, or focaccia was part of my daily rhythm—and I certainly didn’t consider myself a gourmet cook. Properly made cappuccino, perfect espresso, and good-quality, affordable wine, too, were a given. In between all that, I came home to visit my family in the San Francisco Bay Area and the Napa Valley—the very cradle of foodie civilization in the United States. What I mean to say with all of the above is that for the best part of a decade, and without really meaning to, I’d been living a decadent epicurean lifestyle—a freewheeling food lover’s version of Studio 54. Lo and behold, my privileged eating habits and exposure to the finest ingredients and suavest preparations had made me an accidental food snob.
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So when I moved to Kansas City and looked around and saw—apart from BBQ places that I immediately fell in love with—a lot of boring but busy national chains, sad-looking Chinese buffets that apparently offered the only “exotic” cuisine available, and about 8,000 identical sports bars serving the same Sysco-supplied chicken fingers to Jayhawks and Chiefs fans, I was underwhelmed. Don’t get me wrong, I have a lot of love for the canonical cooking of K.C.—BBQ, steak, and just about any form of meat—but I brought with me some major bias about the food scene here, and on the surface of things, that bias appeared to be grounded in reality.


But as I got to know the city better, and especially during the structured task of conducting research for this book, I found my eyes widening and my mouth watering more and more every day. New York and Napa, eat your heart out: There are some amazing food finds here.


It has been an immense pleasure seeking out, or stumbling upon accidentally, all the foodie treasures strewn about Kansas City. It has also been an immense pleasure, now that I have a house, kitchen, and lifestyle that can accommodate much more of my own cooking than I ever did in Italy or New York, to ransack K.C.’s best local markets, delis, wine stores, butchers, and bakeries—almost as I did on my scooter in Rome, but with a lot more trunk space—and plan menus for my family at home.


As unlikely as it may be, I have become a major flag-waver for many aspects of my new hometown, and the food scene is a big factor. I am both delighted and proud to show off in this book the surprisingly varied epicurean highlights of Kansas City.


Food lover, yes. Harsh critic? No. I’m not too hard to please: I like quality ingredients, and I like stuff that tastes good. On occasion, even the right chicken fingers and spinach-queso dip can make me happy.


Yours in epicurean indulgence,


Sylvie
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Introduction
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From its roots as a cattle crossroads, Kansas City has always been a food town. A big-belted all-American city full of hearty appetites, enormous portions, and, most famously, barbecue. Only recently, however, has Kansas City come into its own as a bona fide foodie town, with sophisticated and diverse options, well beyond the realm of smoked meats, to please discerning palates. Culinarily speaking, Cowtown is a heck of a lot more sophisticated than outsiders might think. Even people who live here may not be fully aware of the variety and dynamism in the Kansas City food scene. For a midsize, “B-market” city (metro area population: 2.1 million) in the Midwest, we have a lot going on. More and more restaurants are turning out the kind of creative, farm-to-table seasonal menus that foodies swoon over, and more importantly, there seems to be a groundswell of Kansas Citians who are demanding—and thus, supporting—interesting, high-quality restaurants and markets.


I’m not sure this book could have been written five years ago, and certainly not without the breadth of food businesses I’ve seen crop up just in the three years since I moved here. Guess I had good timing. Farm-to-table, seasonal, and sustainable have become sacraments. Independent and sophisticated restaurants with internationally trained chefs are in every part of the metro area. But even as die-hard foodies here pledge allegiance to the craft of cooking and superior ingredients, most of us are still Midwesterners. We like comfort food, and our core value of thrift makes us very leery of spending a lot of money on style over substance. Whether out at a restaurant or entertaining at home, we generally like our plates to be full of reasonably priced, soul-warming fare. But as ambitious chefs all over town are proving, “comfort” doesn’t have to come in the form of Crock-Pots and Velveeta, and even high-end restaurants are giving you a lot of food with that $30 entree (not to mention spectacular happy hour deals throughout the week).
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Chalk it up to the Food Network or the globalizing effect of food websites and blogs, but the fine cooking movement is surging throughout America, and Kansas City is no exception. The food scene here is on the up and up in a major way. That’s not to say that we’ve moved on from the simpler things; Midwestern staples like biscuits and gravy, Reuben sandwiches, and Kansas City strip steaks remain beloved. But Kansas Citians are becoming as passionate about heirloom tomatoes and artisanal sheep’s milk cheese as we have historically been about ribs and brisket.
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Don’t think for a moment, however, that all this hoity-toity stuff has, or will ever, dethrone the king of Kansas City foods. Barbecue (barbeque, BBQ, bar-b-q, no one cares how you spell it) has long been Kansas City’s defining food characteristic, and I hope it stays that way. There are few aromas more comforting than wood smoke and slow-cooking meat; you are never far from that scent in Kansas City, and it greets you like an old friend—the olfactory version of Midwestern hospitality. BBQ will probably forever be the emblematic foodstuff of Kansas City, but if the past few years are any indication of future trends, progressive American, locavore bistros with internationally trained chefs are on pace to outnumber rib joints in the not-too-distant future.


Farmers’ markets, the number of which has tripled over the past few years, are packed to the gills on weekends in season. Mainstream supermarkets have caught on, too, adding produce once considered “fringe” (oooh, arugula!) and expanding their ethnic food and gourmet cheese departments. Food trends and offerings are also reflecting the increasingly diverse ethnicities represented in the Kansas City population. International specialty food stores, with names like Hung Vuong and Namaste, are thriving. Elite food markets like Whole Foods and Dean & Deluca are doing brisk business, which just goes to show that even in a troubled economy, we still make room in the budget for great food.
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We’ve got multiple James Beard-recognized chef-owners, one of whom, Celina Tio, has been on The Next Iron Chef and Top Chef All Stars. We’re also especially fortunate to have stellar local farms delivering their goods—dairy, meat, and produce—daily to our restaurants and markets from less than an hour away. Lots of K.C. chefs really do know their farmers, calling them personally every day, and in many instances, the morning’s delivery determines the evening’s menu. Just a bit farther north from our own metro area is Iowa’s La Quercia, an artisanal pork curer that supplies prosciutto to the hottest restaurants and gourmet shops from coast to coast; but when that prosciutto comes to K.C. tables, the pigs don’t have to fly.


Sophisticated coastal or big-city types reading this might be asking themselves, as they snicker and trade amused glances, “a vibrant food scene in Kansas City?” Cue the jokes about spit-roasted squirrels. Go ahead, I was once one of you. I am not a native Kansas Citian or even a Midwesterner: I come from the New York, Italy, and California schools of food expectations, but there’s plenty in Kansas City that’s impressed me. K.C. might be a few years behind the curve if you’re talking about the latest culinary trends in the most cosmopolitan global cities. However, in the unlikely location of Smithville, Missouri, 20 miles north of downtown Kansas City, Justus Drugstore is a laboratory of the foodie avant-garde; Jonathan Justus is using animals tip-to-tail and doing an insanely committed version of the locavore ethic.
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What Kansas City excels at overall, beyond barbecue, is uncontroversial yumminess. Restaurants all over town are serving contemporary American and European food that’s as comfy and Luxurious as your favorite cashmere sweater. Even the more celebrated chefs here are doing burgers, because they know that a simple burger, done right, with great ground beef and a good bun, is still a terrific meal. Because it’s not a New York or a London or a San Francisco, with a huge foodie market that’s restless for innovation, or a constantly replenished supply of tourists, Kansas City food businesses have to be more timeless and Less trendy to survive. The top tier of Kansas City restaurants are not about sourcing the most exotic or even the most expensive ingredients—it’s about finding the best quality, Locally whenever possible, and turning it into something better than what you’d come up with at home, yet not in an off-putting, ostentatious, or outré way. Kansas City is also Less expensive than just about any food-Loving town in America. If an entree at a nice restaurant costs $38 in New York or San Francisco, it might cost $25 at the same caliber restaurant here. Kansas City is also exceptionally friendly, and whether you’re dining at a down-and-dirty burger joint or a white-tablecloth establishment with an award-winning chef, you’ll be made to feel at home. In my book, warm and welcoming count for a lot.
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Are there holes in the food scene here? Absolutely. K.C. is not, and never will be, as encyclopedic and deep in its offerings as such multicultural cities as New York, Chicago, or San Francisco. Sushi may not be hard to find, but it is hard to find it really fresh and tasty and in the kind of low-key atmosphere common to sushi places in bigger US cities. There’s no Thai food that floors you with exquisite tang. Nor will you find any fully satisfying Greek or Vietnamese here, or a robust fleet of food trucks. (Not yet, anyway—this may be changing with new entries like Port Fonda, a converted Airstream with stylish Mexican street food, hitting the scene.) Visitors or recent transplants will also have to accept, as I have, that curb appeal isn’t many K.C. restaurants’ strong suit. Accept that there are some really great food finds in some really depressing-looking strip malls, and know that most locally owned food establishments don’t have a ton of money to spend on fancy signs or even interior decor. But in America’s current comfort-driven love affair with local, fresh, high-quality, artisanal, soul-satisfying food, Kansas City is hitting the nail on the head.


In terms of food consumption and appreciation, however, K.C. is still a city divided. There are those who geek out on farmers’ market finds and will happily save up to splurge on a special meal at bluestem or Justus Drugstore. And then there are those who are happy as clams with the 2 for $20 special at Applebee’s (love their grilled shrimp and spinach salad, by the way). Fortunately for the city and its food scene, the former group is on the rise.
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As I researched and compiled this guide, some people asked me, “so who is this book for?” Well, ideally, it’s for anyone who has anything to do with Kansas City, whether on a three-day business trip or as a lifetime resident, who has a genuine interest in food. This guide is meant as an introduction to Kansas City gastronomy for the particularly food-inclined who may be traveling here; a primer for the recently relocated who need some help navigating the food scene beyond the barbecue, steak, and chain fare whose high visibility often eclipses the real gems hiding a few blocks off the beaten path; and a go-to reference for longtime Kansas Citians who might like to branch out beyond their regular turf and discover the foodie finds across town, or who’ve been looking for a particular ingredient, like taleggio or tahini, and need some shopping resources. I’ve conceived this guide as a gently nudging reference for those who, like me, need reminding about certain restaurants or food markets because, in a town like Kansas City that is so spread out with so many isolated pockets where cool foodie stuff is happening, some areas just drop off your mental radar. So in the most practical sense, I hope it will be inspiration when you’re faced with the perennial question, “Where should we go for dinner tonight?”




GREAT MOMENTS IN KANSAS CITY GASTRONOMY


December 2008: The Bacon Explosion is invented by Kansas Citians Jason Day and Aaron Chronister, who blog about it and garner national media attention from CNN, the New York Times, and Good Morning America. A log of sausage with an inner core of crumbled bacon and barbecue sauce, the Bacon Explosion’s suavest feature is the lattice weave of raw bacon strips that wraps around the log and holds it all together. The entire thing is then smoked for several hours. Slice and serve. It’s a fairly simple recipe to recreate at home if you have a smoker. (The original blog post, with recipe, is here: www.bbqaddicts.com/blog/recipes/bacon-explosion/.) Otherwise, the Bacon Explosion can be purchased online ($17.99 for a half, $29.99 for a whole) at the BBQ Addicts website (www.bbqaddicts.com), at the Kansas City BBQ Store in Olathe, Kansas (www.thekansascitybbqstore.com; 913-782-51 71), or at Three Little Pigs BBQ in Crown Center (www.three-little-pigs-bbq.com; 816-421-PIGS). It’s a good idea to call ahead and reserve your Explosion to guarantee availability.





A Note on What’s Included Here and Why


In narrowing down my selection of what restaurants, markets, specialty shops, and producers to list in the Food Lovers’ Guide to Kansas City, I always posed the same questions: Does it enrich the food scene here? Does it perpetuate Kansas City culinary traditions that are worth perpetuating? Is it good?


I am all for palate broadening, but I haven’t included a food business just because it fills a niche—there has been no “affirmative action” here, no inclusion of exotic but mediocre eateries just because they’re exotic. The critical reader may also notice a dearth of locally owned steakhouses in this book. In a city known as Cowtown for much of its history, this is probably sacrilege, but while many classic K.C. steakhouses deliver on nostalgic atmosphere, there are precious few that consistently deliver juicy and delicious steaks to justify the high price tag of a steakhouse meal. Steak entrees, even at a casual place like Jess & Jim’s out south, cost as much as a main dish at one of Kansas City’s hottest foodie-worthy tables, at places like Michael Smith or bluestem. For my money, I’d much rather buy a great cut of meat at a quality butcher like McGonigle’s or Bichelmeyer and grill it at home.


Our Policy on Chains


Chain restaurants are a big part of the dining scene in K.C., no question about it. In fact, they are so glaringly dominant at high-traffic entertainment districts Like the Country Club Plaza and the Power & Light district that visitors understandably think that your only options for a meal out in Kansas City, beyond a handful of well-known BBQ places, are Applebee’s or the Cheesecake Factory. This isn’t just a tourist thing; plenty of Kansas Citians are perfectly happy to frequent glossy, predictable chain restaurants for every anniversary and birthday. I’m not saying you can’t have a tasty and good-value meal at a chain restaurant, but I’ve elected to devote space in this book to independent, local establishments, whether they’re elegant gourmet/locavore restaurants or ethnic dives or greasy spoons. Most of the listings in this book have little to no advertising budget and lie a little off the beaten path. A few exceptions to this rule do crop up from time to time, in the instance of noteworthy local mini-chains (e.g., BBQ institutions like Jack Stack and Gates) that have multiple locations in the greater K.C. area only.





How to Use This Book


This guide is organized by neighborhoods or districts within the Kansas City metro area (see the Overview map on p. vi):


Downtown


The West Side


West Bottoms & Kansas City, Kansas


The Crossroads


Midtown: From 39th Street to Crown Center


Westport


The Plaza & Around


Brookside & Waldo


South Kansas City


The Northland


The Kansas Side: Johnson County
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Price Code






	$

	Cheap eats: quick bites and entrees under $10 (evenat dinner)






	$$

	A pretty good deal: entrees $10 to $16






	$$$

	Getting up there: entrees $17 to $28






	$$$$

	Splurgeville: entrees above $28 or prix-fixe menus at $40 or higher







Note: At lunchtime, $$ and $$$ places usually become $ and $$ places, respectively, with only slightly smaller portion sizes.


Within the chapters you’ll find these categories:
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Foodie Faves


These are restaurants where you’d go for tasty, interesting food, without breaking the bank, a few times per week. Foodie Faves can be farm-to-table bistros, Indian buffets, haute burger joints, tapas bars, Italian trattorias, even your neighborhood sandwich shop, if it’s doing something outstanding.




HELPFUL TIP


In the back of the book there are appendices organizing establishments by Cuisine, Specialty Stores & Producers, and Special Feature & Atmosphere.
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Old-Guard K.C.


Look here for the classics—BBQ joints, old-school steak-houses, and other historic pillars of the K.C. culinary Landscape that have not, due to price point or Level of formality, Landed in the Occasions category. Visitors with time for only one or two meals should seek out listings under the “Old-Guard K.C.” heading for the most representative food and ambience of this quintessential Midwestern town. Think lots of meat and zero pretense.
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Occasions


Restaurants listed here are the splurge restaurants; the birthdays-and-anniversaries, $30-entree, amazing-service, fantastic-wine-list, special-atmosphere restaurants. We may not eat out at these places all that often, but when we do, we want to feel like we’re their best customers, and we want to feel that both the food and the atmosphere warranted the splurge. In my experience, every restaurant listed under “Occasions” in this book fulfills those criteria. Keep in mind, too, that many an “Occasion” restaurant can double as a “Foodie Fave”—see above—and that eating at an “Occasion” restaurant for lunch instead of dinner usually keeps the expense way down.
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Specialty Stores, Markets & Producers


This is our “et cetera” category, not only for things like farmers’ markets, delis, wine shops, Asian grocers, sausage makers, and breweries, but for the one-trick-ponies of the food service business—ice-cream parlors, bread bakeries, and so on—that sell a particular kind of food, which may be consumed on-site, but aren’t real restaurants. Also lumped in here are some fabulous stores whose focus isn’t food itself but the tools and accessories that restaurant professionals and avid home chefs use when preparing and serving it—see Pryde’s (p. 126) and Ambrosi Bros. Cutlery (p. 103).
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Navigating the Area


In Kansas City, Missouri, and in Johnson County, Kansas (Overland Park, Leawood, Prairie Village), addresses along north-south streets correspond with the numbered cross street. As an example, 1727 Brooklyn (Arthur Bryant’s Barbeque) is at the corner of 17th and Brooklyn; 1617 Genessee St. (R Bar) is at the corner of 16th and Genessee; and 10563 Metcalf (Namaste India) is at the corner of Metcalf and 105th Street. Whenever you see a listing in this book without a cross street given in the address line, just look at the street number—the first two or three numbers of the address will be your cross street.





Keeping Up with K.C. Food News


Many resources exist, across all forms of media, for staying on top of what’s happening in the world of food and drink here in Kansas City.


Newspapers & Magazines


The Kansas City Star (www.kansascity.com) publishes its food section every Wednesday, in print and online, with reviews of newly opened restaurants, articles on local growers, seasonal recipes, etc. They also post a handy food events calendar every week. The monthly newsprint magazine Tastebud describes itself as “Kansas City’s guide to food, drink, places, and people.” Each monthly issue features seasonal topics and content on food happenings. Tastebud is free and available at many food markets and restaurants around town; find out where to pick one up on their website, www.tastebudmagazine.com.




“The restaurant scene in Kansas City is far more diverse than outsiders can imagine and has been, for the most part, far more vinously adventurous than people know. For decades, it’s been a given that any K.C. restaurant offer not just a handful of wines by the glass, but a very robust and varied selection; in frankness, Kansas City came to that game a lot sooner than some other cities I know, like New York City.”


—Doug Frost, Master Sommelier, Master of Wine, and host of the TV show Check, Please! Kansas City.





Both of Kansas City’s alternative weeklies, The Pitch (www.pitch.com) and Ink K.C. (www.inkkc.com), have sections devoted to food and drink, both in the print version of their publications and online. Pitch restaurant critic Charles Ferruzza is a particularly noteworthy writer whose reviews are always entertaining but fair. Once or twice a year each of these alt weeklies publishes special food- and drinkfocused issues.


TV & Radio


I am always learning something new about food (and food lovers) in Kansas City when I tune into the TV show Check, Please! (Thursday evenings on local public television affiliate, KCPT; check local listings for broadcast times). The highly entertaining Check, Please! is a restaurant-review show where three normal citizens choose their favorite restaurant in town; all of them dine incognito at each person’s selection, and then they all meet back in the studio to discuss. The show is hosted by local wine guru Doug Frost, a Master Sommelier and Master of Wine who also shares great wine tips and factoids in the form of “Frost Bites” each episode.


On Saturdays from 11 a.m. to 12 p.m. on KCMO 710 AM, the entertaining and well-paced Live from Jasper’s Kitchen features affable local “celebrity chef” Jasper J. Mirabile Jr. (of Jasper’s restaurant), and topics ranging from cooking tutorials to the local food scene to national dining trends and more.




TEST KITCHEN KANSAS CIY


Die-hard foodie, blogger, and columnist Jenny Vergara runs an underground supper club in Kansas City called the Test Kitchen. At each Test Kitchen dinner, a notable local chef “auditions” new recipes, cooking techniques, or anything else he or she might not be prepared to launch back in the restaurant just yet. Experimental or not, these are high-caliber meals where extremely talented chefs let their creative juices flow. To be part of it is to be part of a very special one-night-only food love-in. With space limited to only 20 people per dinner, the experience is “insider” and intimate, and comes with first-class service. Venues change from month to month but have included everything from downtown rooftops to luxurious suburban garden homes. To get on the list for Test Kitchen dinners, go to http://testkitchenkc.com and follow instructions to join. Dinner reservations each month are awarded on a lottery basis, and the set price of $100 per person covers the food (which is a set menu—picky eaters need not apply) and drink.





Blogs
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No one is more clued in about the K.C. food scene than Jenny Vergara. She is a wealth of information about current foodie happenings all over town and especially loves to blog, on The Making of a Foodie (http://jv-foodie.typepad.com), about local, independent, and lively places to eat and drink. Check out her monthly “Table Hopping” feature (excerpted from Tastebud Magazine, where she is a columnist), which reviews a handful of metro area eateries large and small around a theme. Jenny’s write-ups are always very finger on the pulse and rarely negative.


Another great blog for food and restaurants is KC Napkins (http://kcnapkins.blogspot.com). Humorous and candid reviews run the gamut from scathing to effusively laudatory. K.C. Lunch Spots (www.kclunchspots.com) is also quite entertaining, though posts are infrequent. A bit less useful, but worth checking out from time to time, are Where to Eat in Kansas City (http://wheretoeatinkansascity.com) and What You’re Missing KC (http://whatyouremissingkc.blogspot.com).


User-Generated Content Sites


“Yelpers,” the member-reviewers of the restaurant-rating site www.yelp.com, are a pretty wise and literate bunch in Kansas City. Collectively they provide a lot of excellent and entertaining wrapups about restaurants in town. Just keep in mind as you peruse reviews that the Yelp.com demographic tends to be younger, more clued-in about food, and more budget conscious than the population as a whole.


A similar restaurant-rating site, http://urbanspoon.com, has not been as widely adopted in K.C., and reviews there are a little less reliable than those on Yelp.





Events


As the foodie trend continues to grow in Kansas City, more and more food-themed events are being added to the calendar every year. Keep track of the latest food and drink happenings through local media outlets like the food section of the Kansas City Star (www.kansascity.com), Tastebud Magazine (www.tastebudmagazine.com), The pitch (www.pitch.com), and Ink (www.inkkc.com).


But if you’re ever in town the first weekend of October, you won’t want to miss the biggest BBQ shindig in the world, the American Royal.
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Kansas City Restaurant Week (www.kansascityrestaurantweek.com), in late Jan, is a chance to try out some of KC’s best restaurants on a budget. More than 100 restaurants participate in the event, which is actually 10 days long and features wallet-friendly prix fixe meals (multiple course meals cost $15 at lunch, $30 at dinner); proceeds benefit local food bank Harvesters. Harvesters’ biggest fundraiser is the Forks & Corks food and wine tasting event, held every spring. It’s a huge, one-day production with more than 50 premier local restaurants, specialty producers, and wineries setting up sampling tables under one roof, inside the Kansas City Convention Center. The event is normally held in late April; tickets are about $90 at the door or online. www.harvesters.org.
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American Royal BBQ, American Royal Complex, West Bottoms; www.arbbq.com. First weekend in Oct; public gates open Fri 3 to 10 p.m., Sat 8:30 a.m. to 11 p.m. General admission: $13, does not include any food or drink. Covering more than 20 acres of blacktop in the former stockyards of Cowtown, USA, the American Royal BBQ is the largest barbecue competition in the world. It’s Kansas City’s version of the state fair, if all the state fair had were hundreds upon hundreds of professional and amateur BBQ booths. Held every year for one weekend only in early October, the American Royal rightly calls itself the “World Series of Barbecue,” but as many of the 10,000-plus who attend every year are here as much for the opportunity to taste all different kinds of BBQ as for the Indian-summer party atmosphere. In addition to a haze of hickory smoke hanging over the West Bottoms, there’s a lot of loud live music and a lot of beer. The physical extent of the American Royal BBQ is massive; even on an ambitious day of walking around you may only cover half of it. Most attendees stick to the booths where they know someone, or a friend of a friend, who’s entered in the competition—because that means free food and beer. If you don’t know anyone with a booth, you can still get into most team areas by paying a small entrance fee (on top of the general admission), which entitles you to that team’s food and beer. Otherwise, a number of licensed vendors selling BBQ and drinks are interspersed throughout the event, but bring cash. The team stalls, Lining “streets” with names Like Hickory Terrace and Pork Place, are all open-air and range from porch-size enclosures with a couple guys sipping Bud Light in a truck bed to half-acre plots complete with stages, live bands, full bars, and festive lighting strung overhead. The bigger setups are usually corporate sponsored but by no means Less decadent. With all the music blaring and kegs flowing full throttle, it’s easy to forget that this is a real food competition for which teams have prepared intensely. Ribs, pork, brisket, sausage, sauces, and side dishes are judged on Saturday and Sunday, with an awards ceremony on Sunday at 4 p.m. capping off the weekend. (Sign up to be a judge on the AR website a few months in advance; the $15 fee includes free admission to the event, free parking, a commemorative pin, and—wait for it—four pounds of meat!) Note that the weather this time of year is usually mild to warm during the day but can be quite chilly when the sun goes down—bring layers if you’re planning on an evening down here. The American Royal is the only event—or situation, period—in Kansas City where parking is a problem. The lots immediately adjacent, near Kemper Arena, all charge a $20 flat rate, but you can park for free at one of several lots a bit farther afield (like at Union Station), and free shuttle buses will transport you to the American Royal west entrance gate and back at the end of the night. Beat the crowds by buying your AR tickets in advance, as the line at the box office on the day of the event is long and slow, and not all windows take credit or debit cards.
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Wine & Brew Ha-Ha, Hale Arena, American Royal Complex; www.americanroyal.com. One Sat in July. $25 in advance; $30 at the door. This event, held on one Saturday in July at the American Royal’s Hale Arena, is a must for anyone with a curiosity about locally made beers and wines. Or for anyone who likes a “structured” excuse to drink in an air-conditioned room on a hot summer’s day. The Wine & Brew Ha-Ha was inaugurated in 2008 and has been such a success in its first few years that virtually every winemaker and brewery, big and small, in Missouri and Kansas now has a table here. In addition to hometown favorites Boulevard Brewery and Amigoni Urban Winery, and greater-Midwest beers like Colorado’s New Belgium (of Fat Tire fame) and St. Louis’s Schlafly, participants include breweries from Vermont, Ireland, and even the Czech Republic. The atmosphere is loud and convivial—what I imagine a political convention to be like, if booze instead of politics was the main focus. The entrance fee gets you a commemorative glass and unlimited tasting pours, from nearly 50 booths, of all the beer and wine you like; and yes, you can go back for multiple rounds. For an extra dollar, you can make yourself a pretzel necklace and eat from it, soaking up some of the alcohol, as you make your way around the exhibition. Each table, whether it’s Les Bourgeois (a winery in Rocheport, Missouri) or Free State Brewery of Lawrence, Kansas, pouring or drawing about four of its products, so you really can get a solid idea of what they make and if you like it. The education in Missouri wine grapes—Vidal, Vignoles, Seyval, Chambourcin, Norton—alone is worth the price of admission.
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Downtown
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Kansas City’s downtown loop, with its Art Deco skyscrapers, corporate towers, and government buildings, used to be a 9-to-5 business district with little of interest for the food lover. Uninspired sandwich chains represented hungry office workers’ only lunch option; there were few full-service restaurants—and none to compel a real foodie—to make it a real nighttime destination. K.C.’s respectable downtown skyline might have looked the part of a bona fide urban core, but that round-the-clock vitality was missing.


It wasn’t until a few years ago that Kansas City (and a megadeveloper called the Cordish Company) realized some of the potential of downtown and flooded the area with investments like the Power & Light district, with its corporate-chain bars and restaurants and spacious covered party piazza, and the Sprint Center, which is now K.C’s premier concert and events space. The initial blitz of requalification began in 2008 and has been so successful that a steady stream of dining and entertainment businesses has been setting up shop downtown ever since. The concert season is back in full swing at the historic Midland Theater (reopened in 2009 after an extensive renovation of the 1927 building), and the K.C.-based AMC movie theater chain has opened its gorgeous, state-of-the-art Mainstreet cinemas in the 1921 Beaux-Arts Empire Theater.
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All this development has breathed much-needed life into Kansas City’s downtown: The area is enjoying a rebirth and beginning to resemble a real urban core again. People actually live down here now in significant numbers, in lofts and other contemporary housing developments that didn’t exist 10 years ago, and residents from farther out in the metro area now flock to downtown’s new restaurants and boites. While much of the dining in the glitzy Power & Light district itself is forgettable chain fare, there are some treasures (like the Bristol Seafood Grill) turning out great food. And the sheer amount of hungry and thirsty traffic these new entertainment venues have brought to the downtown loop has trickled into neighboring areas, like the River Market and Columbus Park. (The latter, originally K.C.’s Little Italy, is now beginning to resemble Little Saigon, with Vietnamese markets on many corners.) The foodie renaissance taking place downtown seems poised to flourish even more in the coming years.





Downtown is also home to a few K.C. bastions of Italian-American food, Garozzo’s (526 Harrison St.; 816-221-2455) and Anthony’s (701 Grand Blvd.; 816-221-4088), beloved by many for huge portions of red-sauce-and-garlic fare, midcentury nostalgia, and comfy family surroundings.





Foodie Faves
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Bo Lings, 20 E. 5th St.; (816) 423-8036; www.bolings.com. Mon through Thurs 11 a.m. to 9:30 p.m., Fri through Sat 11 a.m. to 10:30 p.m., Sun 11 a.m. to 9:30 p.m.; $$. The best full-service dining bet within the City Market complex proper is this downtown outpost of K.C.’s own Chinese mini-chain. (There are six locations in the metro area; the flagship restaurant near the Country Club Plaza is reviewed in that chapter, p. 133.) Bo Lings is consistently tasty, and the portions, unless you’re an Olympic athlete, are huge enough for several meals’ worth of leftovers. Although the menu at first blush may look similar to that at your questionable local Chinese takeout—you know, the standard lineup of General Tso’s chicken, spicy Mongolian beef, pork fried rice, and crab rangoon—the food at Bo Lings is in a completely different league, which explains why it’s a buck or two per dish pricier than other Chinese restaurants in town. The ingredients are always fresh and flavorful and clearly prepared on the spot. Never mushy, never overly salty or greasy, Bo Lings delivers Asian flair with just the right amount of piquancy. You can’t go wrong with their noodles ($8.50 to $14), like Singapore-style rice noodles with curry, Cantonese pan-fried egg noodles with stir-fry veggies and choice of meat, or pad thai. Vegetarian options are some of the best items on the menu, whether it’s spicy curry vegetables with herbs and coconut milk ($9.50) or green beans Sichuan-style, with garlic, ginger, and chile in a light soy sauce ($9). And their dipping sauces, should you order dim sum or anything else dippable, are incredible. Selected dim sum is offered daily from 11 a.m. to 4 p.m., but for the full Bo Lings dim sum experience, which is the only full dim sum in town, go to the location at 4800 Main St. But whereas Bo Lings at the Plaza has a sort of old-fashioned Oriental dining room feel, Bo Lings downtown is much more contemporary and stylish, equally suitable for a casual first date, a group of friends, or families with small children. In mild weather, snag one of the patio tables facing the inner square of the market complex. Lunch combos (try the cashew chicken, with vegetables and a heavenly brown sauce, $8.50) include egg drop soup, crab rangoon, and your choice of rice. Happy hour (Sun through Mon 4 to 9:30 p.m., Tues through Fri 4 to 6 p.m.) draws a lively after-work crowd for deals like $4 crispy eggplant and $2 domestic bottles.
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The Farmhouse, 300 Delaware St.; (816) 569-6032; www.eatatthefarmhouse.com. Mon through Tues 11 a.m. to 2 p.m., Wed through Thurs 11 a.m. to 2 p.m. and 5 to 10 p.m., Fri 11 a.m. to 2 p.m. and 5 to 11 p.m., Sat 9 a.m. to 2 p.m. and 5 to 11 p.m.; $$. Before settling back in his native town of K.C. to open this locavore restaurant in mid-2009, Chef Michael Foust worked with high profile chefs from coast to coast, and even in Hawaii and Europe, and did a particularly formative stint at New York’s Union Square Cafe, under Michael Romano. But all that highfalutin training did not diminish his belief in good old Midwestern comfort food. What Foust does at the Farmhouse is a winning mix of refined technique and down-home cookin’—a cross between the classical French culinary style and “what my grandma taught me.” The Farmhouse is located just a few blocks from the farmers’ stalls at the City Market, where Foust grew up going every Saturday—he recalls when they still sold live rabbits there—and even though he has direct purveyors for produce and meat (80–90 percent of the food comes from local sources), he still shops at the City Market a few times per week. While the menu at this restaurant changes throughout the year (and sometimes day to day), there are a few core items that are always available, give or take a seasonal side dish or two. Some have become legendary, like the chickpea fritters ($9/$8 at lunch, and more famous for their accompaniment of apple, pecan, and smoked pepper salad, garlic aioli, and herb oil), the house-made corned beef sandwich ($8.75, lunch only), the 360-day aged hanger steak with salsa verde and blue cheese ($17, or $11.25 at lunch), the seared polenta cake with smoked mushrooms, braised greens, and red onion gastrique ($15, or $8.50 at lunch), or the panko-crusted fried green tomato sandwich ($8.50, summer only). Order any of the above dishes, and I can practically guarantee you will be singing the praises of the Farmhouse. The restaurant is spacious and handsome, with dark wood contrasting with pale green in a rather large (164 seats) and lofty space that can sometimes feel a bit too big. Opt for a table in the front part of the dining room, near the bar, where it’s livelier. Once a month, Foust organizes a farm-to-table dinner where customers can meet and dine with a local producer, whether it be a chicken farmer or cheesemaker. Names of the Farmhouse’s local suppliers are listed on a prominent chalkboard, but individual menu items do not name-check specific producers, curiously.
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Happy Gillis Cafe & Hangout, 549 Gillis St.; (816) 471-3663; www.happygillis.com. Tues through Sat 8 a.m. to 4 p.m., Sun 9 a.m. to 2 p.m.; $. A vintage	COCA-COLA AND SUNDRIES sign hangs out front of what used to be a mom-and-pop grocer serving the insular Columbus Park neighborhood; reclaimed sofas in citrus shades of brocade from 1940-something and midcentury cafe tables and chairs furnish the interior. But that dreamy music on the stereo isn’t Dion and the Belmonts, it’s the Smiths. Happy Gillis is hipster eating minus the hipster attitude. If cafes were high school students, Happy Gillis would be that cute, alternative guy who sits behind you in English class; that soft-spoken skateboarder-type who, when the teacher calls on him for his observations about Hamlet, always has the most amazing insights. I have a major crush on Happy Gillis, and I am not alone. So what is Happy Gillis exactly? It’s a sandwich shop, and in an era where the word “artisanal” has become an overused catchphrase, Happy Gillis honestly deserves to be called artisanal. In developing the concept for Happy Gillis (which has evolved from a soup delivery business to what it is today), owners Todd and Tracy Schulte and their close-knit staff thought, why not apply the concept of a seasonal, farm-to-table menu—typically the realm of once-a-year, splurge places like Michael Smith and bluestem—to a simple sandwich shop? Its approach to food pays homage to American classics while simultaneously embracing the culinary aesthetic of the present day, incorporating cross-cultural influences and local, seasonal ingredients. You’ll always find a classic egg salad sandwich ($7) and a BLT ($8) on the menu, but farther down, look for more intriguing options like the sweet soy and star anise-braised flank steak with pickled vegetables sandwich ($10), the eternally popular banh mi (marinated chicken with tangy Vietnamese-inspired accoutrements and peanutty sauce on warm ciabatta), or my recent obsession, the curried chicken salad with cashews, cilantro, and sweet chili sauce ($9). “Special” sandwiches also appear from time to time, the inventive creations of Happy Gillis staffers. But as innovative and foodie-fabulous as some of the listings on the chalkboard behind the counter may be, taste and quality are always paramount. These are $9 sandwiches, so they can’t just be an aggregate of pretty-sounding ingredients. To pay New York prices in Kansas City, they’d better be pretty special on the palate, too. And they are, so rest assured that your $9, no matter what you select, will be worth it. Happy Gillis uses local bread from Farm to Market Bread Co., and the stellar quality of that K.C. bakery sings in every sandwich here. True to the second part of its full name, Happy Gillis really is a warm and friendly place where you are welcome to while away the morning, utilizing the free Wi-Fi, refilling your coffee mug or ice water glass ad nauseam.
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