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  About the Author




  Jennifer Justus writes about food and life for The Tennessean.




  Raised at the table of a meat-and-three, Jennifer later received her formal food training at Boston University, where she created her own food-writing curriculum with courses in both journalism and gastronomy, a cultural study of food founded by Julia Child and Jacques Pépin.




  Prior to journalism, Jennifer worked in qualitative research studying the emotional connections we make with food. She spent hours in the kitchens of home cooks looking for the reasons behind the comfort in a pot of chili, and she conducted deprivation studies with teenagers across the country to understand the craving for a slice of pepperoni pie.




  Jennifer’s work has been featured in Volumes 5 and 6 of Cornbread Nation: The Best of Southern Food Writing and in Alimentum literary food journal. She has written for Southern Living, Food Network magazine, the Boston Herald, and the Boston Globe, among other publications, and she has been a speaker at the Southern Food Writing Conference during the International Biscuit Festival. She blogs at A Nasty Bite, anastybite.blogspot.com, an expression her grandmother gave to a simple meal.
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  Introduction




  Just a couple years after moving to Nashville, I had a friend visit from London, and I couldn’t decide where to take him.




  Should we go to City House where R.E.M. and Bill Clinton have dined? Or honky-tonking on Lower Broad? I wanted him to eat turnip greens at Arnold’s Country Kitchen, a classic Nashville meat-and-three, but I also wanted him to hear our Grammy-winning symphony. I was torn between hip sake cocktails at Virago or hipster PBRs at Red Door East. In the end I realized it’s not one side of Nashville I wanted him to experience, it was the spectrum. Because as they say in the music business, this town’s got range.
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  I like to believe that Nashvillians have a special appreciation and pride in both the low and high culture of our place—the mix of divey, soulful magic and innovative new South that make our city great. It’s a variety that shows up in our music, for sure, but also in our food.
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  Take the Nashville-style hot chicken at The Catbird Seat, for example. The Catbird Seat isn’t just one of the hottest restaurants in town—it’s one of the hottest in the country, making GQ magazine’s recent top 10 list. Even with a seven-course tasting beginning at $100 per person, reservations stay booked for the creations of chefs Josh Habiger (stints at Alinea and CRAFT) and Erik Anderson (Noma and The French Laundry). As an homage to a gritty Nashville experience, though, the restaurant sometimes serves its own version of hot chicken. At traditional hot chicken joints, the chicken is fried in cast-iron skillets and served on grease-soaked white bread. At The Catbird Seat it’s a square of crispy chicken skin no bigger than a business card, dusted with spice, topped with white bread puree and sprinkled with dill-pickle salt.
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  “I think it’s important as a chef to know about every type of food you can,” Habiger said, “to just soak up.”




  So just as Nashville attracts creative musicians of all types (who just might be filling your wine glass at dinner), Music City also has been drawing creative cuisines, too. The hot chicken and meat-and-threes live on with a strong legacy, but so do farm-to-table restaurants, celebrating our agrarian roots in new ways, as well as innovative restaurants, heralding the new American South.




  How to Use This Book




  I like to geek out on travel planning when I head to a new city, so I organize the restaurants I’d like to hit up by area of town. That way if I’m craving a particular kind of food—or if I find a restaurant unexpectedly closed—I can make a quick Plan B. No disappointments. No wasting time. No bad decisions. Given that philosophy, I’m hoping the organization of this book by area of town will be helpful to you.




  Within each chapter, you’ll find establishments listed alphabetically under the following:
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  Foodie Faves




  This section includes any restaurant worth a visit, from longstanding favorite holes in the wall, to the hottest chef-driven destinations.
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  Landmarks




  These are the establishments that have been around for ages, or that are reliable legends. Either way, the Nashville food scene wouldn’t be the same without them.
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  Meat-and-Threes




  It’s been said we have more meat-and-threes in Nashville than any other Southern city. I’m sure there are folks from other Southern cities who would argue. But there’s no sense fighting over fried chicken, I say, and these spots simply warrant their own section on soulfulness alone.
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  Specialty Stores, Markets & Producers




  These sections list the artisan chocolate makers, bakers, coffee shops, and farmers’ markets of an area.




  




  Recipes




  At the back of the book, some of the best chefs in town have offered recipes to help you take a bit of Nashville back to your home kitchen, from favorite dishes like the Celery & Blue Cheese Soup at The Yellow Porch to Nashville-style hot chicken, legendary meat-and-three fare, chefs’ specialties, and the favorite dishes these pros like to make at home.




  Price Code




  Each restaurant listing comes with a price code to indicate cost of a single entree. The code works like this:




  

    

      	$



      	Less than $10

    




    

      	$$



      	$10 to $20

    




    

      	$$$



      	$20 to $30

    




    

      	$$$$



      	$30 to $40

    


  




  Keeping Up with Food News
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  In 2012, Bon Appétit magazine called Music City the “Tastiest Town in the South.” Musician (and Nashville resident) Dan Auerbach of The Black Keys helped our cause when he bragged on Music City’s fresh Mexican food at Mas Tacos Por Favor, the pizza at City House, and the whole hog barbecue from Martin’s Bar-B-Que Joint. And while we were pleased to have the national recognition, my reaction to the Bon Appétit story was the same as when, a few months earlier, Rolling Stone named Nashville as the best live music scene—well, yeah.




  




  

    MEAT-AND-THREES





    It’s been said that Nashville has more meat-and-threes than most other Southern cities. But no one can seem to figure out why.
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    I’ve asked the question many times of those who run these popular country-cooking restaurants where you can get a plate lunch of one meat (fried chicken or roast beef, maybe) and three or more sides (typically mac and cheese, turnip greens, squash casserole, green beans). Reasons vary on the topic. We’re a town that’s long been wrapped up in a working-man’s culture, especially given our musical roots. We’re also a town plopped among farmland where the ingredients of a meat-and-three grow. And even Southern Foodways Alliance director and acclaimed food writer John T. Edge once raised the theory in his book Southern Belly that maybe it’s because we’re a country-come-to-town kind of place. I liked the theory. But then John Egerton, another great food writer and author from Nashville, shot a hole in his argument citing the country folk who made their way to work the coal mines of Birmingham, Alabama.




    No matter the theory, I just hope we keep it up. For the finest of plate lunches—like at James Beard award–winning Arnold’s Country Kitchen (p. 177) or The Pie Wagon (p. 136), which dates back to the 1920s—see the Meat-and-Threes sections under the neighborhoods in this book.


  




  Local chefs have been receiving James Beard Foundation recognition, new restaurants have been putting down roots, creative wine dinners and happy hour specials help keep us entertained. Local independent restaurants have been bravely throwing open their doors—and filling seats—in Nashville despite a tough economy. And while we had just a handful of food trucks in 2010, about 40 roll onto the streets these days handing burgers, banh mi sandwiches, and fish tacos out their windows.




  With so much happening, I’m thankful to have other food lovers in town for consulting. More than 100 people blog about food in Music City, organizing Food Blogger Bake Sales for Flood Relief (after Nashville’s flood of 2010), holding regular meet-ups, and even sponsoring the first Food Blog Forum Nashville in 2011, which hosted bloggers both locally and from outside the city.




  The food community in Nashville is just that—a community. We learn from one another by tasting and tweeting and sharing our tales of burger quests and favorite brunch spots. And as long evidenced by strangers becoming friends over a meal or family members reconnecting at the table, if anything can get a group to come together, it’s food.




  Publications




  Alimentum, alimentumjournal.com. Though this literary journal about all things food features pieces from writers from across the country, it’s based in Music City. So we’re claiming it. This site includes only the best in food prose in the form of poetry, fiction, nonfiction, and Q&As with writers like Amanda Hesser of Food52, and John T. Edge, a columnist for the New York Times and director of the Southern Foodways Alliance.




  The City Paper, nashvillecitypaper.com. This weekly news publication is owned by SouthComm Inc., the company that also publishes the weekly alternative paper the Nashville Scene. Online and in the print version of this glossy pub, you’ll find restaurant news from veteran music food writer Dana Kopp Franklin.




  Entree, facebook.com/entreenashville; entreenashville.posterous.com. This free bimonthly magazine is available at coffee shops, grocery stores, bars, and more, for “all things food” in Nashville. Issues have included chef spotlights, feature stories on topics like the competition barbecue circuit or the growing food truck culture, as well as reviews and recipes.
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  Local Table, localtable.net. This free monthly publication is the resource for farms, farmers’ markets, community-supported agriculture programs, wineries, and artisan retailers in the area. Featured stories might focus on the health benefits of eggs or a guide to winter squashes, as well as profiles of local food heroes, including chefs, farmers, or food advocacy proponents. Online you’ll find recipes, video chats with farmers, and blogs, including one by founder and publisher Lisa Shively. I often refer to the magazine’s seasonal produce chart to know what’s growing in Middle Tennessee at a certain month of year.




  Nashville Business Journal, bizjournals.com/nashville. Though you won’t find restaurant reviews or lifestyle stories in this weekly business-focused newspaper, it offers coverage of the local restaurant industry, including local chains like O’Charley’s and Cracker Barrel, as well as independent restaurant development, openings, and closings.




  Nashville Lifestyles magazine, nashvillelifestyles.com. This glossy magazine owned by Gannett hits newsstands monthly. The magazine’s Taste section often includes profiles and roundups of restaurants in categories such as best brunches or best Italian restaurants. The big keeper for food lovers, though, is the Restaurants issue printed each year in April, often with features from local food writer Stephanie Stewart, local author and veteran food critic Kay West, former Tennessean food critic and author Jim Myers, author and Nashville Scene blogger Chris Chamberlain, and me.




  Nashville Post, nashvillepost.com. This bimonthly business magazine also owned by SouthComm includes food business and restaurant news from Dana Kopp Franklin.




  Nashville Scene, nashvillescene.com. The weekly alternative paper of Nashville collects its food news online in the Bites blog. Dana Kopp Franklin edits the blog and posts about restaurant openings, closings, and other happenings. Local author Chris Chamberlain often writes posts covering wine and new restaurants. The Scene also welcomes writers from off the food beat who comment on dining experiences or offer product reviews, often with a humorous touch. The Scene’s restaurant reviews, which appear in print version as well as online, are written by Carrington Fox, a veteran and pro food critic.
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  The Tennessean, tennessean.com. Nashville’s daily newspaper, a Gannett publication, has a food section called Taste that runs on Wednesday. It often includes a Chef du Jour column as well as a Front Burner section with local food happenings and tidbits. The featured articles include profiles of home cooks, recipes, trend stories, a column by author Tammy Algood, articles by guest bloggers, and 101 Minutes, a series about local restaurants. A 5 to Try restaurant feature as well as local craft-beer news runs on Friday. Nancy Vienneau, a trained chef, former restaurateur, and blogger at Good Food Matters (nancyvienneau.com), writes restaurant reviews that run on Sunday, covering establishments from food trucks and meat-and-threes to higher-end restaurants. Wine news also runs on Sunday. All food coverage also can be found at the Taste section online.




  




  Local Food Blogs




  Nashville’s food blogging community is more than 100 strong, and you can visit Nashville Food Bloggers (nashvillefoodbloggers.com) to keep up with events and peruse the list of members and their blogs. The group organizes meet-ups and events like food truck festivals. And in 2011, a handful of local bloggers put together Food Blog Forum Nashville, hosting about 100 participants from the Middle Tennessee area and beyond.




  East Nashville with Love, eastnashvillewithlove.com. Longtime music editor (and awesome drummer) Nicole Keiper keeps this blog about her neighborhood and culinary hot spot East Nashville. While the blog covers all things entertainment, Nicole has her finger on the pulse of the culinary scene, giving first impressions of new restaurants and news about openings, closings, and special promotions.




  eat. drink. smile., eat-drink-smile.com. Beth Sachan chronicles her adventures dining out in Nashville, shopping for products, attending events, and cooking at home. Outside of her blog, Beth works in marketing for the iconic Goo Goo Cluster, a 100-year-old candy bar founded in Nashville.




  Nashville Restaurants, nashvillerestaurants.blogspot.com. This husband-and-wife team—a vegetarian and a meat eater—have reviewed hundreds of budget-friendly restaurants on their site since 2007, from traditional Mexican eateries to barbecue and pizza joints. I like that the pair focuses on affordable restaurants and offers different perspectives on the food.
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  Vivek’s Epicurean Adventures, viveksepicureanadventures.com. Walk into a happening food event in Nashville—whether it be a chef’s book signing, the Night Market at the Nashville Farmers’ Market, a food truck meet-up or the debut of a restaurant’s seasonal menu—and you’ll probably spot Vivek Surti. He blogs about his experiences at restaurants as well as his own kitchen, where he has chronicled a year-long charcuterie contest. Vivek also hosts a local supper club.




  Several Nashville food bloggers focus more on cooking at home than dining out (although there’s crossover, naturally). A few of the most popular, and my favorites, include the following.




  Erin’s Food Files, erinsfoodfiles.com. This television editor by day blogs about her adventures in the kitchen (and at restaurants) during her time off. She does most of her cooking on the weekends, but even with her busy schedule she posts regularly, and I have never seen a photo of hers that didn’t make me want to eat my computer screen.




  Ezra Pound Cake, ezrapoundcake.com. Rebecca Crump’s cleverly named blog combines the names of modernist poet Ezra Pound with pound cake. It’s a nod to her background as an English major and writer, and the time she spent as a professional baker. Her blog has gained a large following for her witty writing and accessible recipes.




  La Aguacate, laaguacate.com. When blogger Annakate Tefft studied abroad in Spain, her friends gave her the nickname La Aguacate, or “the Avocado,” because her name sounded similar to the Spanish name for the fruit. Hence the name of her blog, which chronicles her adventures in the kitchen and at local restaurants. Annakate works in public relations for Alimentum literary journal. She also works with Just a Pinch, a national online recipe club based in Franklin, Tennessee.
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  Lesley Eats, lesleyeats.com. While there are other blogs in Nashville suited for people with allergies or certain culinary and lifestyle preferences, Lesley Eats focuses on vegetarian cooking and eating around Nashville, proving that living without meat is anything but boring.




  Life a la Mode, lifealamode.com/blog. Tabitha Ong Tune makes macarons, which is impressive in itself. But she’s also a social media guru who blogs about her experiences both at restaurants and baking at home.




  Love & Olive Oil, loveandoliveoil.com. Lindsay Landis and her husband, Taylor, started Love & Olive Oil in 2007, and Lindsay is the brains behind one of the first Nashville food blogger events. After the Nashville flood of 2010, she organized the Nashville Food Blogger Bake Sale, which raised money for flood relief. Lindsay also helped organize Food Blog Forum Nashville. In December 2011, Lindsay organized a Food Blogger Bake Sale that attracted more than 620 participants from across the country (and even a few from other parts of the world) to bake and exchange more than 22,000 cookies. Lindsay also has written The Cookie Dough Lover’s Cookbook.




  




  So, How’s It Taste, sohowsittaste.com. This blogger once had to beg her college roommate to make her a grilled cheese. That’s how little she cooked. But you’d hardly know it from the photos and recipes you’ll find on her blog these days. The food lover posts everything from salads and sandwiches to cakes and madeleines, as well accounts of her trips to restaurants. And, yes, you might find a grilled cheese—but a more sophisticated version with honey, figs, and goat cheese spread onto cinnamon raisin bread.




  Festivals & Events




  January
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  Restaurant Week, nashvilleoriginals.com. For two weeks out of every year (one week in January and another in September), diners can catch special deals and prix-fixe menus priced to match the year ($20.12 in 2012, for example). The event is sponsored by Nashville Originals, a group of local independent restaurants.




  




  February
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  Our Kids Soup Sunday, ourkidscenter.com. Chilly weather in February is suited for soup, so Our Kids, an organization helping child victims of sexual abuse, has held this fund-raiser during the winter month for nearly 20 years. Chefs from about 50 local restaurants compete by making creative soups like the Coconut and Sweet Plantain Soup with Caribbean Crab from 1808 Grille (p. 215). Warning: Pace yourself.




  March




  Cupcake-palooza, facebook.com/cupcakepaloozabenefit. A benefit for Books from Birth of Middle Tennessee, Cupcake-palooza gives attendees the chance to sample from thousands of mini cupcakes from some of the most popular bakeries in town such as The Cupcake Collection (p. 155), Sweet Stash (p. 161), and The Painted Cupcake (p. 119), as well as home bakers.




  East Nashville Beer Festival, eastnashvillebeerfest.com. Maybe it’s the beer or the beer-loving neighborhood (or both), but this festival sells out quickly every year. And by quickly, I mean the day tickets go up for grabs. It’s a new festival, too, having its first run in 2011. You’ll find mostly craft beer for sampling, like Left Hand Brewing and Lazy Magnolia, but there are food vendors and food trucks, too.




  April




  Dining Out for Life, diningoutforlife.com/nashville. For more than 10 years, Dining Out for Life has helped raise millions for AIDS-related service organizations. To participate, diners just make a reservation at participating restaurants, and restaurateurs give a percentage of sales (each restaurant publicizes the percentage it chooses) to the organization.




  Iron Fork Chef Competition, nashvillescene.com. The Nashville Scene sponsors this Iron Chef–style throwdown among five local chefs in town each year. Attendees have access to samples, drinks, and the action.




  May




  Generous Helpings, secondharvestmidtn.org. This is a food event you don’t want to miss. Many of Nashville’s best independent restaurants serve tasting-size portions of their appetizers, entrees, and desserts to benefit Second Harvest Food Bank of Middle Tennessee. The event takes place at the Nashville Farmers’ Market.




  Savor Nashville, nashvillelifestyles.com. Sponsored by Nashville Lifestyles magazine, this two-day event has featured star chefs from both local restaurants and outside the city for cook-offs and dinners.




  June




  Nissan Taste of Music City, tasteofmusiccity.com. One of the largest food events of the year, this festival takes over parts of downtown with booths offering everything from food you might find at a state fair to stellar barbecue, samples from some of Nashville’s favorite restaurants, and Goo Goo Cluster candy bars. There’s a Kids’ Zone and Beer Garden, too, though obviously not in the same area.




  Nourish Nashville, nourishnashville.com. What began as a flood relief dinner raising more than $70,000 in 2010 has morphed into this event for The Nashville Food Project, a food advocacy group serving hot nutritious meals to Nashville’s poor. The event typically features a team of celebrity chefs from throughout the South who come together to offer their talents to our town.
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  Purity Miss Martha’s Ice Cream Crankin’ Social, marthaobryan.org. A gigantic ice-cream social held on the lawn of the First Presbyterian Church, Miss Martha’s gives visitors a chance to sample from hundreds of gallons of homemade ice-cream flavors. The winning ice cream at this tasting will become an official Purity flavor the following year. Proceeds benefit the Martha O’Bryan Center, an organization to help people in poverty transform their lives through work and education.




  




  July




  L’Ete du Vin/Nashville Wine Auction, nashvillewineauction.com. Since it began in 1980 as a way to celebrate wine and raise money for cancer research, this event has become the largest one-day wine auction outside California. It includes a Vintner’s Tasting plus a silent auction, and then a live auction with dinner followed by an after party and a late-night dessert buffet. Guests of honor have included Jean-Charles Cazes of Chateau Lynch Bages and Dennis Cakebread of Cakebread Cellars.




  MAFIAoZA’s Music City Brewer’s Festival, musiccitybrewersfest.com. Held in downtown Nashville near the Country Music Hall of Fame, the Brewer’s Festival has been drawing beer makers with their samples, from Brooklyn Brewing and Lazy Magnolia to Harpoon, Abita, and even Pabst Blue Ribbon. To keep lines manageable, the festival has two sessions: noon and 6 p.m. (the later session is preferable due to its cooler temperatures). Though the focus is on the beer, you’ll find food, too, from local restaurants that in past years have included 12th South Taproom (p. 199) and Jim ‘N Nick’s BBQ. And of course, you’ll find pizza from MAFIAoZA’s (p. 202), too.
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  Music City Hot Chicken Festival, hotchickenfestival.com. Cofounded by former Nashville mayor (and hot chicken fanatic) Bill Purcell, this festival that began in 2007 swells every year. Amateur cooks can enter the hot chicken contest, or tasters can just visit East Park in East Nashville to sample hot chicken, listen to live music, or visit the locally brewed Yazoo (p. 264) beer tent.




  Share Our Strength Tasteful Pursuit Dinner, shareourstrength.org. James Beard award–nominated chef Tyler Brown of The Hermitage Hotel’s Capitol Grille (p. 28) is the host of this annual dinner to raise money to end child hunger. It features an all-star cast of chefs—both local and from out of town—for a multicourse dinner.




  Soul Food Festival, ilovesoulfood.com. George Clinton and Parliament Funkadelic headlined this festival at Riverfront Park downtown in 2011, so yeah, it’s a big deal. The traveling festival is based in Oklahoma, but it brings together local communities to enjoy soul food and live music.




  August




  Music City Festival & BBQ Championship, musiccitybbqfestival.com. This two-day festival along the riverfront downtown includes a professional and amateur competition with more than $25,000 in prizes. The festival is sanctioned by both the Memphis Barbecue Network and the Kansas City Barbecue Society. Though festivalgoers can’t sample competing teams’ barbecue, there are plenty of barbecue vendors as well as live music to keep you entertained.
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  Tomato Art Fest, tomatoartfest.com. What began as a small neighborhood art festival with a tomato theme has grown into one of the largest festivals in the city. The art component remains strong, but in funky East Nashville, a lot more tomato kookiness has been added. Drink a Bloody Mary while watching the Second Line parade, or visit rows of vendors including BLT makers and tomato-themed bake sales benefiting the Nashville Farmers’ Market (p. 145). Those with a competitive streak can enter the tomato-themed cooking contest, too.




  September




  Music City Southern Hot Wing Festival, musiccitywingfest.com. Hosted at Walk of Fame Park near the Country Music Hall of Fame, this event includes both a wing-cooking contest and a wing-eating contest. The festival benefits the Ronald McDonald House Charities of Nashville.
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  Southern Artisan Cheese Festival, thebloomyrind.blogspot.com. Kathleen Cotter, a local cheesemonger with The Bloomy Rind (p. 99), put together the first-ever Southern Artisan Cheese Festival in 2011. The festival takes places at the Nashville Farmers’ Market (p. 145) and includes samples of handcrafted cheese and cheese-tasting accoutrements such as crackers and jams from some of the best artisans across the South. There’s beer and wine, too, from local breweries and wine shops. A portion of proceeds goes toward a food-related charity.




  Wine on the River, wineontheriver.com. It’s an opportunity to sip wines from all over the world—and even locally—from the Shelby Street Pedestrian Bridge overlooking the Cumberland River downtown. Several local restaurants offer bites, too. Tickets often sell out in advance, and proceeds go to Hands On Nashville.




  October




  Battle of the Food Trucks, foodtrucksnashville.com. There are about 40 food trucks in Nashville, but rarely do you see so many of them in one spot. The parking lot of Greer Baseball Stadium becomes a food court of food trucks with each of them bringing their A game. Festival attendees help choose the winner by voting on favorite dishes. Proceeds benefit The Tomorrow Fund at the Community Foundation of Middle Tennessee.




  Biscuits and Bluegrass Fall Festival, lovelesscafe.com. The Loveless Cafe (p. 283) hosts this family festival each year at the restaurant with live music and biscuit giveaways throughout the day.




  Celebrate Nashville Cultural Festival, celebratenashville.org. It’s like a mini romp around the world without leaving Centennial Park. More than 50 cultures share their traditions in music, dancing, and food. You can sample Ethiopian, Venezuelan, Vietnamese, Greek, and Mexican dishes just to name a few. The festival was founded by the Scarritt-Bennett Center, a conference and educational center.
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  Music and Molasses Arts & Crafts Festival, tnagmuseum.org/special.html. This festival has celebrated the tradition of making sorghum molasses for two decades. Visitors can watch the process and taste the final product along with barbecue, homemade ice cream, roasted corn, and grilled turkey legs. Other old-time activities include apple butter making, square dancing, quilt making, and blacksmithing.




  




  Nashville Beer Festival, nashvillebeerfestival.com. Sample more than 80 beers at this festival held at Public Square Park downtown. Participants include Abita, French Broad, Guinness, Jolly Pumpkin, Sweetwater, Lazy Magnolia, Brooklyn Brewery, and Flying Dog as well as locals like Yazoo (p. 264), Blackstone (p. 261), Boscos, and Calfkiller. Oh—and there will be food, too, from a variety of vendors. Proceeds benefit Second Harvest Food Bank of Middle Tennessee.




  Oktoberfest/Germantown Street Festival, nashvilleoktoberfest.com; historicgermantown.org. Though it’s technically two separate festivals, you can hardly tell the difference. Both happen on the same day each year in the streets of the Germantown neighborhood and both involve lots of live music, polka dancing, lederhosen, and beer. Of course German food is available, too.




  November




  Phoenix Club Taste of Nashville, tasteofnashville.com. Not to be confused with Taste of Music City, this event is held indoors, and the ticket is a bit pricier but with higher-end options. You might sample, for example, the French-influenced food of Miel (p. 220) and the sushi of Virago (p. 130) as well as drink samples from local breweries and distilleries. Proceeds benefit the Boys & Girls Clubs of Middle Tennessee.




  Food Trucks




  In just a couple of years, Nashville’s food truck culture has taken off, so to speak, from just a handful of trucks to more than 40 hitting the streets these days.




  This is a moveable feast, though, with mobile vendors pulling up to business parks for lunch one day, breweries during happy hour on other days, and evening dinner events at farmers’ markets. I’ve listed five favorites below, and I recommend checking out nash foodtrucks.com to see what’s new and find out about food truck happenings around town. To track these trucks down, follow them on Facebook or Twitter (handles listed here).




  Biscuit Love Truck, @BiscuitLuvTruck. Scratch-made biscuits made even more decadent with toppings that transform them to sandwiches and dessert. Try The Princess, a hot chicken biscuit with house-made pickles and a drizzle of honey, or The Gertie, a biscuit with caramelized banana jam, house-made peanut butter with pretzel crunch, and Olive & Sinclair (p. 97) chocolate gravy.
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  The Cupcake Bus, @cupcaketweets. The mobile version of a family-run cupcake shop in Germantown (see p. 155), this bus spreads happiness in the form of Key lime and red velvet cupcakes.




  The Grilled Cheeserie, @grlldcheeserie. You could call it the comfort wagon, as this couple serves up gourmet grilled cheeses in options like The B&B with local buttermilk cheddar, Benton’s bacon, orange and apricot marmalade on multigrain. Don’t miss the homemade pudding cups—especially the salted caramel pudding.




  Mas Tacos Por Favor, @mastacos. With a brick-and-mortar location (see p. 78), this truck doesn’t make the rounds like it used to, but that makes it even more of a coup when you find it. Try the tacos, of course, like quinoa and sweet potato, pulled pork, or fried avocado. But I also love the elote. See Owner Teresa Mason’s recipe for Chicken Tortilla Soup on p. 291.




  Riffs Fine Street Food, @riffstruck. B. J. Lofback and Carlos Davis, a culinary team from Detroit and Barbados, respectively, bring fresh food with an international flair to the streets. While the menu changes often, you might find bulgogi-style pork tacos with ginger-scallion dressing and Asian slaw, for example, or pecan-crusted chicken with orange-basil sauce and roasted vegetables.
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  Downtown




  




  If you stand on the hill beside the Ryman Auditorium—the “Mother Church of Country Music” that now hosts the likes of Merle Haggard to Primus—you can watch as crowds converge on the corner of Lower Broadway and 4th Avenue. Locals in hockey jerseys flood out of Bridgestone Arena where the Nashville Predators play and merge with tourists following the neon lights and live music of the honky-tonks. Downtown office workers dart out of restaurants where they’ve had after-work drinks, and residents head out of their condos for a late snack or to catch some live music. Downtown makes for a lively cocktail of cowboy boots, stilettos, and sneakers, with the lights and energy of a party gone full tilt—hence the nickname Nashvegas. But it hasn’t always been that way. Back in the mid-1970s when the Grand Ole Opry moved from the Ryman to Donelson, some of the honky-tonks were strip clubs. Then in the 1980s developers turned back to downtown, making the riverfront warehouses along 2nd Avenue a destination. The Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum followed in 2001, as did the sophisticated Schermerhorn Symphony Center in 2006. And now with nightlife back in swing, and the massive Music City Center convention space predicted to open in 2013, the food scene downtown has followed the action as it continues to improve. While some of these spots offer a quick midday meal for businesspeople on lunch hour, other restaurants are worth making the trip downtown—with or without the bars and music—for the meal alone.
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    Foodie Faves






  




  Arpeggio, Schermerhorn Symphony Center, 1 Symphony Place, Nashville, TN 37201; (615) 687-6400; nashvillesymphony.org; American Contemporary; $$$$. It’s the type of spread you’d find at a proper wedding reception—soup, salad, main entrees, and desserts. Even the tables with white cloths feel reception-like as they give the room a temporary banquet sort of feel. In a way they are, because this restaurant in the East Lobby of the Schermerhorn Symphony Center only opens before concerts at the hall. You’ll find sliced beef tenderloin, as an example, and maple-grilled quail with figs, cherry couscous, and pistachios. There’s always a vegetarian offering, too, such as stuffed pastas with tomato ragout. You’d be hard-pressed to find a finer room to dine in than the Schermerhorn, which opened in 2006. It finds its model in many European concert halls built around the late 19th century, with its soothing mint-colored walls and dripping art deco lights. And if you’re the type to be racing toward shows in the nick of time, then dining inside the building guarantees you’ll have a fine bite and drink—and still make curtain. Reservations preferred.
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  Capitol Grille, The Hermitage Hotel, 231 6th Ave. North, Nashville, TN 37201; (615) 345-7116; capitolgrillenashville.com; Contemporary Southern; $$$. Sometimes restaurants inside hotels serve as not much more than a convenient means of sustenance. But the Capitol Grille at the historic Hermitage Hotel is a destination unto itself. From the lobby, you’ll descend a wide staircase into the lush dining room with warm golden light and cushy chairs. A two-time James Beard award nominee, Executive Chef Tyler Brown can often be found at the restaurant’s period garden at Glen Leven, a partnership with the Land Trust for Tennessee, where he raises rows of heirloom vegetables and heritage beef for a menu that’s seasonal, local, and sophisticated Southern. You might find an heirloom white-bean soup with collard greens, sorghum, and lemon crème fraîche, or an a la carte selection that include house-aged beef with heirloom carrots, turnips with boiled peanuts, or truffled mac and cheese. At lunch look for daily blue-plate specials (meatloaf Monday or chicken and dumplings Friday, for example) or just a bowl of onion bisque, a type of soup that’s been on the menu since the hotel opened a century ago. At breakfast, go for the Tennessee Jack Egg Sandwich with Jack Daniel’s–infused french toast, fried egg, jowl bacon, and tomato gravy. See Executive Chef Tyler Brown’s recipe for Brunswick Stew on p. 296.




  Chile Burrito, 162 4th Ave. North; Nashville, TN 37219; (615) 248-0025; Mexican; $. This build-your-own burrito place is popular with downtown office workers, hence its lunch-only hours between 10:30 a.m. and 3 p.m. on weekdays. But when you catch them, it’s usually bustling and quick. Choose among three tortilla sizes (10, 12, or 15 inch) and then have it stuffed as you wish with pork, steak, chicken, or beef, as well as toppings like fresh serrano peppers, lettuce, onions, sour cream, and either black beans or refried beans; spice them up to the degree you’d like with 5 varieties of fresh salsa, including a mild pico, medium tomato jalapeño, barbecue chipotle, and 2 kinds of hot tomatillo. And, yes, while there are other options on the menu like nachos, salads, quesadillas, and even fish tacos, the burritos are the calling card to this place. Just watch for a heavy hand with the rice. They tend to overstuff the tortillas with starch and rob them of Chile Burrito’s other myriad of tasty flavors.




  El Rey, 139 2nd Ave. North, Nashville, TN 37201; (615) 726-8862; Mexican; $. There are not a lot of surprises here menuwise, just good ol’ Mexican-American favorites in a gazillion combinations, like enchiladas wrapping up shredded chicken, steak, or cheese, and smothered with red or green sauce, along with burritos stuffed with chorizo, beef, and beans, or chile rellenos, tamales, chimichangas, flautas, or maybe just a selection of sizzling fajitas like the alambre with steak or chicken with bacon. The room is no-frills, too, with its booths and small bar. But the space is smaller and cozier than many of the larger chain restaurants along 2nd Avenue. And this spot in the middle of a touristy district keeps up with the action by offering awesome prices on its margaritas: The frosty drinks of the lime-and-tequila persuasion will run you just $2.99.




  Etch, 303 Demonbreun St., Nashville, TN 37201; (615) 321-6024; facebook.com/etchrestaurant; Contemporary/Eclectic; $$$. When Deb Paquette closed her beloved Zola restaurant off West End in 2010, it ranked as a major food event in town, and I wrote a story for The Tennessean on the six degrees of separation of Deb Paquette. The chef who worked at the Bound’ry and other restaurants before opening her own place has worked with—and trained—many other chefs in town. Some of them even call her “mama.” So food lovers rejoiced when Paquette announced in 2011 that she would open her own space again in the Encore condominium tower downtown near the Schermerhorn Symphony Center. Paquette graduated from the Culinary Institute of America, but she’s known for blending traditional techniques with worldly flair from Morocco and Spain and other regions of the world. Etch, which has an open kitchen as centerpiece, caters to a variety of diners from downtown dwellers to tourists or symphony patrons who stop in for a pre-show snack or post-show dessert.
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  Fleet Street Pub, 207 Printers Alley, Nashville TN 37219; (615) 200-0782; fleetstreetpub.com; British; $$. Fleet Street Pub with its English-influenced menu and football (soccer) on the telly, seems an unlikely fit wedged among the karaoke and honky-tonks in Printers Alley, the historic former printing and publishing district now lined with bars. But a welcome diversion it is. Take the stairs down to this subterranean space where you might find the Beatles or Led Zeppelin on the sound system, darts along the back wall, and locals stopping in for a Stella or a Harp after work. On the menu, there are local twists on British favorites such as the Hatton Cross Hot Hen—a Cornish hen served spicy, inspired by Nashville-style hot chicken. Chef Warren Sanders perfected the Piccadilly fish-and-chips with homemade tartar sauce by studying the technique of English chef Heston Blumenthal. He also offers a St. James Shepherd’s Pie with stewed lamb, vegetables, and mashed potatoes and cheese; and a curry dish (a la London’s Brick Lane) with jasmine rice and chutney. Also not to be missed are the Tower Hill Devils on Horseback: spiced dates stuffed with stilton, wrapped with bacon, and served with cider-vinegar syrup.
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