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... And in the end, the food you make/Is equal to the bread you break.




The first, and maybe only, time I ever had my heart broken was when I was seventeen years old. I recall not knowing what to do about the fact that I had zero interest in eating, and went an entire day without doing any. In retrospect, this is astonishing. I even made my favorite meal and sat on my front porch just staring at it, curious as to when this debilitating condition would subside. I confessed my situation to a cousin of mine, who said he knew exactly what I needed. This was initially disconcerting, as it reeked of ABC Afterschool Special territory, wherein he would follow up such a statement with a suggestion to do something absolutely crazy, and even illegal. I bit nonetheless, and his response was two words: “The road.”




He had a penchant for melodrama and a VW bug with flames painted on the hood. His driver’s license was still warm. We took to the open road, and damned if he hadn’t nailed it. It came reeling at me, the white line and the wind, while I commandeered his radio to provide us with the appropriate soundtrack. I was feeling better already.




He begged off the highway after only a few exits, saying “This time of year it’s all about Route One.” Correct again. While its Rockwellian nature stung at first, this snapshot of the life I had envisioned with my senior-year girlfriend antagonized me, at once glorious and beyond reach, but before long the greenery and autumnal beauty rhapsodized. We bested the Rhode Island state line in record time, and the next thing I knew I was eating my first meal in over two days. The little log cabin-esque spot we descended upon is long since gone, its name eludes me, but I remember having the tastiest dish of fresh clam strips in my life, washing them down with a delightful Del’s lemonade.
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I solicited for fantastic spots along Route One, from my home state of Connecticut all the way to the tip of Maine, on both my morning radio show and social media, and put together this roughshod list. We go off the grid a time or two, but it’s well worth it.
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Working on this book reminded me of that experience, of that time of my life. It also renewed my interest in Route One itself, a major artery in the northeast’s chest.




Further, that old adage is obscenely right: The way to a man’s heart is indeed through his stomach; it’s just that no one ever talks about in a healing capacity. The food healed my heart that day, and the road my soul




— Vinnie Penn




A Note About Chefs




I’ve always regarded chefs as no different than artists. Why wouldn’t I? The imagination, the eye for detail, the need for that most particular of touches, never mind the aesthetic end of the equation. But, where the artist’s work can be admired year after year, gazed upon, discussed at length before guests, handed down from generation to generation, the chef’s “thing of beauty” is typically engorged in the time it took for your table to place its collective order.




Poof.




Gone.




Maybe a photo taken to be posted on Instagram. (Probably.)




What I uncovered while researching this book, and meeting so many of the chefs involved—some eccentric, some not prone to small talk while others quite gregarious, and still others tripped up by humility while “talking shop”—was that not only was I correct, but chefs straight-up ARE artists.




Some of the culinary masters I encountered wrote their recipes out haphazardly on cocktail napkins in oftentimes illegible handwriting, others laboring over them afterwards, at their laptop, presumably as the sun rose, sleep-deprived and skittish. Some just began telling them to me, assuming it was 1977 and that I had a notebook and pen at the ready to take their account at the crime scene, seemingly struggling to even recall the dang thing, as if it’s never made the same way twice. Not really anyway.


Even those who abhorred the word “chef,” felt it not fitting, preferring cook, or even short order cook, simultaneously showing both a reverence and a disdain for pretension, had an artistic air about them, one going so far as to show me her recipe as it was originally written, by her later father, on a sheet of lined, yellowed paper, but not allowing me to even touch it, let alone “borrow it.” I was instructed to take a picture of it with my cell phone, only to zoom in and transcribe it later in my office. Dad wasn’t exactly a stickler for detail when it came to this dish either, easily the restaurant’s most popular and an award-winner time and again.




The long and the short of it? All of those recipes, as I was given them, await you in this book. Some no more than three lines long, with others qualifying for novella status; some were written with a dinner party in mind, some for a family of four, or for two, or even just one, the guy or gal who put in a hell of a day and feels deserving of this at the end of it, despite being a table of one at home.




These are art in its purest form, nothing else, and my wish is that you’ll see it that way, and be ready to play fast and loose in your kitchen while trying to bring one to life, even if many of these men and women creating these masterpieces in shotgun shacks up and down Route One loathe the word “fast” when it comes to food and would prefer “to taste” as opposed to “loose.”




They have given us something precious, if not art then surely an invention, with many of these chefs/cooks/artists quite protective of what they were giving too, might I add, which—for some of them I suspect—might have lent itself to their perfunctory way of conveying said recipe (i.e. perhaps they’d prefer to keep some of it—even if just exactly how much paprika, or if there is any paprika at all—to themselves).




Take down the mixing bowl, pre-heat the oven, turn up the radio . . . your kitchen is a studio today.




— Vinnie Penn
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 CAFÉ ALLEGRE 


725 Boston Post Rd., Madison, CT


cafeallegre.com, (203) 245-7773


The late Chef Sylvio is kind of a big deal. Born Sylvio Suppa, he earned his Connecticut reputation in the kitchens of some of New Haven’s finest Italian restaurants before taking his considerable skill-set to bucolic Madison. His café sits in the middle of the busiest part of town, across from the R.J. Julia Booksellers, and next to the Madison Arts Cinemas. In other words, you can spend your entire day in this one pristine spot.
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“Fix You” by Coldplay


Because what else does a fine meal do? Besides, the lush orchestral beauty of the British band’s hit builds to such a sweeping, climactic finish, it is like a meal itself.







With several cookbooks of his own to his credit, Sylvio’s specialty is Mediterranean cuisine, which he produces amongst the clatter and chaos of his kitchen without so much as breaking a sweat. After all, the slow cook is a thing; how else to make that pork shank fall apart with one gentle poke from a fork, to cut through some braciole effortlessly with that same fork? Sylvio knows this, revels in this, lives this.
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His signature pumpkin risotto is a game-changer, and will make your dinner parties a must. Seriously—kids will befriend your children if only to score their mother and father an invite to your house once this gets around. For me, though, it’s Sylvio’s Osso Bucco Milanese, a breaded veal shank nestled onto even more risotto, as flavorful as the day is long, and as beautiful as the Madison night’s sky.




Risotto with Pumpkin


SERVES 4


3 ounces (6 tablespoons) extra-virgin olive oil


2 cloves garlic, chopped


1½ pounds fresh pumpkin (or butternut squash), cut into large cubes


5 ounces dry white wine


Salt and pepper to taste


1 quart chicken or vegetable stock


1 package of risotto (4 ounces)


4 tablespoons grated Parmesan cheese


2 tablespoons chopped Italian parsley


Hot pepper (optional)
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In a medium-size heavy saucepan, heat olive oil over medium-high heat. Add garlic and sauté, stirring continuously, until garlic is a light golden color.


Add the pumpkin (or squash), wine, salt, and pepper. Stir frequently until all liquid is absorbed. Add half the broth, cover, and simmer slowly for about 30 minutes, until pumpkin is tender.


While the pumpkin is cooking, prepare the risotto according to package directions (al dente is best). When both the pumpkin and risotto are fully cooked, mix the risotto into the pumpkin; if more broth is needed, add from the remaining stock until texture is creamy.


Top with parmesan cheese and parsley. Add hot pepper if desired.




 HOME 


1114 Main St., Branford, CT


homerestaurantct.com, (203) 483-5896


Smack dab in the middle of a bustling downtown area surrounding a quintessentially Connecticut green, Home is a Main Street mea culpa from what can at times be an unforgiving road. Home is American cuisine 2.0, and owner/operator Jared Schulefand knows exactly what he is doing.
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“Home Sweet Home” by Motley Crue


The decor may not lend itself to head-banging, but this heavy metal ode to all things home is easily the perfect song choice before dinner . . . and even after.







Even an order of fries is taken to the next level here, served with three different dipping sauces, and said sauces change every couple of months. In fact, Schulefand is keen on changing the entire menu every four months, overhauling it three times a year.


“We like to keep our customers on their toes,” he says, with a mischievous glint in his eye. The “Home”-style mac & cheese might come mixed with meatballs or spicy buffalo chicken or even vegetarian enchiladas.


The Home Burger is topped with Boursin cheese, pecan-wood-smoked bacon, caramelized onion jam, and sautéed mushrooms. The certified Angus beef patty is served on a brioche bun.




If you sit up front you can grab one of the faux living room setups and share a couch with someone as you order fried dough chips, which are exactly what they sound like—tiny fried dough pizza chips, ready for dipping into a spicy marinara sauce. Or you can truly toast the open road with a cold glass of Sauvignon Blanc and the Swordfish Saltimbocca. Divine. Dine.
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Dinner and a Movie


Dinner and a movie constitutes the quintessential date night, but I refuse to play a part in assisting your significant other, or running buddy, or bestie, in simply traipsing to the closest mega-cineplex after dinner at one of these ridiculously cool spots. Fact is, along Route One, or in the vicinity thereof, there are a litany of gorgeous old movie houses with history running through their wooden veins, most dedicated to arthouse fare, with but a few exceptions.


Madison Art Cinemas


761 Boston Post Rd., Madison, CT


madisonartcinemas.com, (203) 245-3456


At over 100 years old (it opened in 1912), this is one “oldie movie house” that eschews novelty spins of classics on rainy Saturdays in the fall in favor of first-run indie and foreign films. You’ll find no midnight showings of The Rocky Horror Picture Show here. You will find a little cafe set aside from concessions should you need a little espresso before the latest tiny budget, British Oscar hopeful. The decor is charming, and there are only two films running at a given time. The Madison Art Cinemas doesn’t cram its history down your throat, but it’s there just the same.
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 WEST END BISTRO 


551 Main St., West Haven, CT


westendbistro.net, (203) 691-9223




There are no late-night bites here. This relative newcomer is all about being the place you plan on going to, not the one you wind up at. The latest they are open is 8 p.m.






SOUNDTRACK SUGGESTION[image: image]


“West End Girls” by Pet Shop Boys


The play is in the title, of course, when it comes to this ’80’s classic, but the jaunty melody fits perfectly with this joint’s atmosphere, even if West Haven and London have zero in common otherwise.





They serve breakfast all day, and one would be hard-pressed to stray from that menu. Have them scramble up a couple of farm-fresh eggs and serve them alongside their pork belly grits loaded with roasted garlic and cheese. Or, similarly, order a bacon-wrapped hot dog and have that served with an order of West End madness—truffle parmesan home fries with grilled cremini mushrooms.


Truly, with a breakfast menu boasting items such as “cutlets and flapjacks,” which is just that, two thick, fluffy pancakes and two chicken cutlets, spiked with a maple-jalapeno dulce de leche sauce, an actual lunch menu, let alone dinner, seems pointless.




That said, there are vegan street tacos that’ll knock your socks off, with house-pickled veggies spilling out of the shells, or a—get this—cheeseburger salad. It’s a menu so innovative, so outrageous, you just can’t miss. Chef Jeff Lamberti is a madman. Viva la West End!


Crab Cake Imperial


SERVES 4


FOR THE CRAB CAKES


1 teaspoon oil


2 eggs


½ cup mayo


1 tablespoon Worcestershire sauce


1 tablespoon lemon juice


1 tablespoon Dijon mustard


1 green pepper, diced and cooked until soft


1 Spanish onion, diced and cooked until soft


½ teaspoon salt


1 to 2 teaspoons black pepper


¼ cup chopped cilantro


¼ cup chopped chives


3 cups panko


1 tablespoon Old Bay Seasoning


1 pound lump crab meat
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FOR THE IMPERIAL SAUCE


1 tablespoon oil


¼ cup chopped shallots


1 tablespoon chopped garlic


1 cup white wine


1 cup seafood stock


8 tablespoons butter


1 bunch of fresh thyme




Mix oil, eggs, mayonnaise, Worcestershire sauce, lemon juice, and mustard together.


Incorporate green pepper, onion, salt, black pepper, cilantro, chives, panko, and Old Bay Seasoning.


Fold in the crab, being careful to not break up the crab meat too much.


Portion into patties and chill for a minimum of two hours).


Heat oven to 350°F.


In an oven-safe pan over medium heat, heat oil and brown crab cakes on both sides, then remove from pan.


Add shallots, and sauté until slightly brown.




Add garlic, wine, and stock and return crab cakes to pan. Add butter and thyme.


Bake for 5 to 10 minutes until sauce reduces. Garlic and shallots cook in heat left over from patties, and when patties are returned to pan, cover, and continue cooking until reduction occurs.) *A watchful eye leads to a FULL belly too!
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 SEVEN SEAS RESTAURANT 


16 New Haven Ave., Milford, CT


7seasmilford.com, (203) 877-7327


This is the place that makes it feel like summertime even while a mean winter wind blows outside. With a side order of flurries and excruciatingly cold temps, it’s always summer at 7 Seas.


If you want hot, spicy wings, they have you covered. Ditto for burgers and all the usual suspects appetizer-wise, but the seafood rolls are where it’s at. Shrimp, clam, lobster . . . heck, if you can’t decide you can get the combination roll, which enables the guy in the kitchen to load your buttered roll with a few choice strips of each.
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“Come and Get It” by Badfinger


Written by Paul McCartney himself, what says TLC more than a Beatle giving up a tune for the greater good? And despite what the Fab Four were becoming known for, it was as simple as that: If you want it, come and get it. You should. Good food demands that you do.





The Peachtree Chicken is a standout on the dinner menu, where some awfully tender chicken breast is sautéed with peaches and walnuts and then glazed with peachtree schnapps, which takes me back to roller rinks in 1980. Somehow it works quite well.


When you need to hide from the elements, head to 7 Seas where you can hide from the world even, but where you can easily be corralled as well.


Fish ’n’ Chips


SERVES 2


2 large eggs


Salt and pepper to taste
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