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  About the Author






  Meg Cotner lives and works in Astoria, Queens. She is the editor of QueensNYC, a site about life in the borough of Queens. She is also a cofounder of We Heart Astoria, a popular blog focused on the communities of Astoria and Long Island City, where she writes about the arts, community, recreation, and, of course, food. She also writes about real, whole, nourishing food and related topics on her site, Harmonious Belly, which she founded in 2010. She also worked for About.com as the contributing writer for Astoria, Queens. Additionally, she helps manage the Hellgate CSA as a Core Group member, working to bring local, organic, and sustainably grown and raised food to families in Astoria. In spring of 2011, she founded the Queens Swap, a food swap based in the borough of Queens.
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  She is a seasoned home cook and an avid backyard gardener, maintaining a thriving organic garden behind her apartment in Astoria. She also explores the art of food preservation on a regular basis, from lacto-fermentation to water-bath canning to pickling. She lectures and teaches workshops on food preservation and traditional food.




  It also comes as no surprise that exploring Queens is also one of her passions and she loves exploring the borough’s food scene, whether it’s noshing on street food, eating at restaurants (fancy to divey), or meeting artisanal food producers and growers. Discussing food and food-related topics is one of her joys and she is happy to speak with anyone about this engrossing and entertaining subject.
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  Introduction




  Welcome to Queens! This fat comma-shaped patch of land is the largest of the five boroughs geographically, and the second most populous of the five. It is home to two major sports teams, the New York Yankees and the New York Mets; the impressive US Tennis Center, home of the US Open; New York City’s airports, LaGuardia and JFK; two major parks, Forest Park and Flushing Meadows, home of the 1964 World’s Fair (look for the Unisphere); and two robust film and TV studios, Kaufman Astoria and Silvercup Studios. The borough is the most ethnically diverse county in the nation, with more than 138 languages spoken here, and 100 countries represented. Scientists have found that certain parts of Queens are populated by people carrying genetic markers for almost all migrations that happened historically among the peoples of earth. And as you would expect, the food here is pretty diverse and varied, too, not to mention awesome.




  One of the beautiful things about Queens is that despite the diversity and differences among cultures, people here really are more alike than they are different. Spend some time in Queens and you’ll see that. Everyone really does want the same things, pretty much—a place to live, a safe environment for their family and friends, a way to make a living, time to relax and enjoy life. They also love to share their food with others, and delight in showing it off to those outside their culture—people are really proud of their culture’s food. Everyone benefits.




  Since Queens is so rich with immigrants, certain neighborhoods have become known for specific cuisines. This includes Astoria for Greek, Middle Eastern, and Brazilian; Woodside for Filipino; Jackson Heights for Indian and Colombian; Corona for Latin American; Flushing for Chinese and Korean; Rego Park for Bukharian/Uzbek; and Richmond Hill for South Asian and Caribbean. Of course, there are other cultures represented in each of these neighborhoods but these are the standouts.




  On the other end of the spectrum is the whole “New American” food movement, which focuses on seasonal and organic ingredients as well as ingredients that are sustainably grown and meat from animals that are humanely raised. The majority of these restaurants are in western Queens in the Astoria/Long Island City neighborhoods—restaurants like Sparrow Tavern, Vesta, and Butcher Bar in Astoria, and Alobar and LIC Market in Long Island City. Brooklyn Grange, a large urban rooftop farm, also resides in Long Island City, producing vegetables for local residents and restaurants. CSAs (Community Supported Agriculture) have also popped up and are finding their way from western Queens (where there are seven CSAs) out into the borough. The first food co-op in Queens—the Queens Harvest Food Co-op—is in the planning stages, too.




  Queens really is a massive place, and it would be unrealistic to include food from every single neighborhood, so we have focused primarily on the areas accessible by subway, with a few places here or there that require a bus ride or a car. All things considered, traveling by subway is the most convenient and economical sort of transportation in NYC, and that’s the way most New Yorkers and visitors get around the city. We hope both Queens residents, adventurous eaters in greater New York, and far-flung visitors to our fair borough will find this guide useful, helpful, and inspirational, enough so to get you to explore Queens and uncover just how amazing and beautiful the food is here!




  

    How to Use This Book


  




  Queens, along with most of New York City, organizes itself by neighborhoods—neighborhoods are part of the identity of the City. So, after this introductory chapter, we’ve divided this book up by neighborhood, heading generally in a west to east direction. Each chapter is further divided into subsections, including:
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      	Foodie Faves

    




    

      	This chapter is populated with restaurants we think you should check out, whether you’re a local or a visitor.
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      	Landmarks

    




    

      	Restaurants in this chapter have been around for a long time and have developed a multigenerational following.
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      	Specialty Stores, Markets & Producers

    




    

      	Butcher shops, bakeries, markets, and more are included in this chapter. Some of the places listed here are where you can get some of the best ingredients to make a stellar meal, or where you can grab something delicious. We’ve also highlighted a few producers who excel at what they do.
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      	Street Food

    




    

      	Some neighborhoods have a substantial street food community, so we’ve included them here. The biggest one is along Roosevelt Avenue in Jackson Heights, but you’ll find street food throughout the borough.

    


  




  Recipes




  We’ve collected a choice handful of recipes from local chefs and food artisans, and they are included in this chapter.




  Appendices




  Additional content about food festivals, CSAs, and greenmarkets can be found in the last part of the book along with useful indexes of cuisine categories and special markets and dishes found throughout this guide.




  Price Code




  Each restaurant carries a price code to give you a rough approximation of what you will spend. We chose to base the code on dinner entree prices. As a general rule, double the figure to estimate the cost of a 3-course meal with a glass of wine. The codes only represent the majority of dinner entrees; most restaurants will have a few dishes that are less expensive and a few that are more expensive. The cost of lunch is almost always lower.




  

    



    

      	$



      	under $15

    




    

      	$$



      	$15 to $25

    




    

      	$$$



      	$25 to $40

    




    

      	$$$$



      	more than $40 or prix fixe

    


  




  

    Navigating Queens


  




  The best way to move around Queens is by subway; it’s inexpensive, it goes where some of the best food is, and you don’t have to worry about paying for gas or tolls. The borough is the home to four major subway transit hubs—Queens Plaza, home to the E/M/R lines; Queensboro Plaza, home to the N/Q and the 7; 74th Street/Roosevelt Avenue, home to the 7 and the E/M/R; and way far out east at Sutphin Boulevard/Archer Avenue, home to the E/J/Z lines, the Jamaica LIRR stop, and the AirTrain stop, which takes you to JFK airport. To orient yourself, pick up a subway map, free at any station. Google Maps includes all the subway lines, so that is helpful as well. There are also any number of smartphone apps that will help you navigate the system; the free NYCMate app for both the iPhone and Android phones is very good, as it includes both subway and city bus maps.




  The LIRR, part of the New York metropolitan area’s commuter rail system, also makes stops in Queens, including the communities of Long Island City, Woodside (major hub), Forest Hills, Kew Gardens, Flushing, Murray Hill, Auburndale, Bayside, Douglaston, and Jamaica. In some cases, it’s much more convenient to take the LIRR to your destination than the subway. For instance, on weekends you can purchase a City Ticket, which allows you to ride the LIRR for about half the price of a regular one-way ticket, as long as you stay within the boundaries of the five boroughs. This ticket is valid only for the day of purchase, too, but if you’re going for a day’s jaunt to say, Bayside from Woodside, it’s a real deal.




  Some parts of Queens simply aren’t practically accessible by using the subway. Some parts are much easier to get to by car or bus. We’ll indicate these details if it is the case. Sometimes, the food is just so good you have to find a way to it, even if your MetroCard won’t take you there.




  Finally, I’d like to add a note about the address numbering system in Queens, which can be confusing even to native New Yorkers. Queens is unique, yet again, in that the addresses always consist of one number followed by a dash and then a second number. Most of the borough is laid out in a grid, too—avenues run east-west, with lower numbers toward the west, and streets run north-south, with lower numbers toward the north. The first number indicates the cross street and the second number indicates the placement of the building on a block. For instance, if you were at 21-33 27th Street, you would be on 27th Street near 21st Avenue about ⅓ of the way away from it. This can be helpful in knowing the general area in which an address is located, but as always, check your maps before venturing out.




  

    Food News & Views


  




  In a place like New York City, there is a plethora of food news outlets. It seems like everyone and his brother has a food blog these days. A lot of sites focus on Manhattan or Brooklyn, but Queens has an important place on the food news map; it’s home to some of the most authentic food in the city.




  Below is a list of food blogs, food-oriented websites, and a few that are a guide to Queens as a whole.




  Astorians Community Food Forum (astorians.com/community). This is the place for the best tips on and discussion about the food scene in Astoria. Community members possess a collective eagle eye when it comes to witnessing what is new and/or upcoming on the neighborhood’s food landscape. Go here for raw foodie news.
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  BORO Mag (boromag.com). This little monthly magazine has a well-written food column by Bradley Hawks, who also gets to show off his awesome photography skills in the articles. At least one feature focusing on the food world of western Queens is published each month. There are also coupons and discounts throughout that readers can use at local restaurants.




  Chowhound’s Outer Boroughs (chowhound.chow.com/boards/19). As expected from the name of this site, all four outer boroughs are discussed here, but Queens makes up a good portion of the discussions. Chowhound is known for its passionate and opinionated users, so feel free to take their comments with a grain of salt. It does serve as a great resource for rumors and gossip, but you’ll also find thoughtful reviews of local restaurants.




  City Spoonful (cityspoonful.com). Created by journalists Anne Noyes Saini and Clare Trapasso, City Spoonful covers food in the five boroughs; it’s important to note that they have a special fondness for Queens. Intrepid explorers, they eat and write about Nepalese momos, Thai curries, Indian chaat, Mexican tacos, and more, all found in Queens. They’ll tell you like it is and are skilled at helping the reader discover new and exciting tastes in the borough. See Anne Noyes Saini’s recipe for Chana Dhal with Ghiya on p. 348.




  Eater New York (ny.eater.com). Eater focuses primarily on “dining and drinking in the nation’s most important food cities.” Their beat is restaurants and the people behind them. Dining trends are also discussed. This is a great site for someone interested in more mainstream NYC restaurant talk.




  Edible Queens (ediblecommunities.com/queens). This print magazine is part of the series of nationwide Edible magazines, which got their start in Ojai, CA. Published quarterly, Edible Queens covers food artisans in the borough, showcases notable restaurants, and highlights special culinary ingredients. They have an online presence, which includes the well-regarded World’s Fare column, written and edited by Joe DiStefano.




  Fooditka (fooditka.com). Judith Klein Rich has been writing this food blog for several years now, and covers the entire borough of Queens (as well as Manhattan, Brooklyn, and more). A former devoted resident of Astoria, she now resides in Great Neck, just over the Queens border into neighboring Nassau County. Her critical eye will never steer you wrong and pure boosterism is not her style—you’ll be sure to know when something is truly great and when it fails to miss its mark. See Judith Klein Rich’s recipe for Ceresnova Bublanina (Slovak Cherry Cake) on p. 351.




  I Want More Food (iwantmorefood.com). Jeff Orlick writes this fascinating food blog about the lesser-known culinary delights of Queens, with his specialties being pizza, street food, and the food cultures of the interior of the borough. He also gives food tours, founded a food ambassador program, and created the Real Pizza of NY iPhone app. Jeff is passionate about authentic foods from Queens’ immigrant population and has opened many people’s eyes to the glory of eating fearlessly.
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  Jackson Heights Life Community Food Forum (jacksonheightslife.com/community). Sister site to the above-mentioned Astorians Community Food Forum, this group focuses on the food world of Jackson Heights. Discussions on where to find the best eats in the neighborhood live here, and are a great resource to folks in west-central Queens.




  Queens Love (queenslove.tumblr.com). This fun tumblr is written by a sizable group of Queens residents. While not all posts are focused on food, the majority are. They dive deep into Queens, unearthing choice eats that may have been overlooked before.




  Real Cheap Eats Queens (realcheapeats.com/nyc/queens). Another group blog by an even bigger contingent of writers, this site explores all five boroughs. The Queens section is substantial, and focuses on food that is $10 or less.
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  Serious Eats New York (newyork.seriouseats.com). This is one of the best food resources for New York City as a whole. Here, you’ll find restaurant reviews, articles on food science experiments in The Food Lab, and behind-the-scene glimpses into some of the city’s more interesting eating spots. You can go straight to articles specific to Queens at newyork.seriouseats.com/queens/.




  We Heart Astoria (weheartastoria.com). This blog, rated Favorite Local Blog by the users of Why Leave Astoria?!, covers a variety of topics, including food, a topic beloved by its writers. Openings, closings, reviews, and opinions about the gustatory goings-on in Astoria and Long Island City are artfully expressed on this blog. Disclaimer: the author writes for this site.
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  Why Leave Astoria?! (whyleaveastoria.com). Astoria’s own social network on the Ning platform, WLA?! provides a space for neighborhood residents to discuss food happenings in the area. A number of groups, such as the Astoria Foodies Network and the Starving Restaurant Brigade, are outlets for locals to congregate with one another and explore western Queens’ ever-growing restaurant scene.




  Astoria & Long Island City
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  The neighborhoods of Astoria and Long Island City take up the western edge of the borough of Queens; they also occupy the western edge of Long Island. Both Astoria and Long Island City are generally considered to be the hip neighborhoods in the borough, with a vast range of restaurants, bars, and clubs situated throughout. Astoria is most famous for its Greek population, and has been the Hellenic center of Queens for many years. The Little Egypt area has also gained a bit of notoriety, thanks to the great restaurants, popular hookah bars, and a visit from Anthony Bourdain.




  Long Island City is a case in contrasts. Its industrial past and present coexist with high-rise condos, apartment buildings, and glass office towers, attracting young urban professionals, some quite affluent. The bar and restaurant scene is most active along the Vernon Boulevard/Jackson Avenue corridor, but there are numerous bakeries and other wholesale food companies in the more industrial areas of the neighborhood. The range of restaurants in Astoria and Long Island City is so varied that you could eat food from a different cuisine every day for a month without repetition. Here, there is food from five continents represented—it’s really remarkable and incredibly pleasing to those who love diversity in their food options.




  The Greek influence is seen in the tavernas in the Ditmars and Broadway areas, the Greek cafes on 30th Avenue, as well as the butchers and Greek grocers from Broadway north. Italian restaurants and salumerias are dotted throughout Astoria. There’s a Balkan and Central European presence on the eastern side of Astoria, in the form of restaurants, bars, and meat markets. The Czechs and Slovaks have a home at the Bohemian Hall and Beer Garden on 24th Avenue, which is one of the most popular spots in Queens. South Asians, including Bangladeshis, live in the more southern areas of Astoria, as do Brazilians; the Japanese have settled around Broadway; Little Egypt is on the strip of Steinway between Astoria Boulevard and 28th Avenue, and is full of Arab and North African restaurants and shops.




  Astoria and Long Island City are easy to get to via subway as well. Most of Astoria is accessible via the N/Q elevated line, though the R train goes through the central and eastern parts of the neighborhood. Long Island City is conveniently situated on the 7 line, with the bustling Vernon-Jackson area just one stop away from Manhattan.
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  Alewife, 5-14 51st Ave., Long Island City, NY 11101; (718) 937-7494; Subway: 7 to Vernon/Jackson; alewifequeens.com; Gastropub; $$. This young spot in the Hunters Point section of Long Island City boasts a serious beer list, with many items that a true brew connoisseur will appreciate. Don’t worry, though—many accessible and well-known beers are also available for those feeling less adventurous. Still, it’s a great place to get to know a new one. The food is also excellent. A good choice is the burger, made from dry-aged beef and available with bacon ($2 extra). Be sure to order a side of fries, which are some of the best in the borough, served with a pickled garlic aioli. Seafood lovers will be happy with the Samish Bay mussels and Fishers Island oysters, fresh as can be. An artisanal cheese plate is available as lighter fare, perfect with a glass of wine from their small but focused wine list.




  Alobar, 46-42 Vernon Blvd., Long Island City, NY 11101; (718) 752-6000; Subway: 7 to Vernon/Jackson; alobarnyc.com; New American; $$$. Home to dishes like Amish pig tails, roasted bone marrow, roast chicken, and Kentucky fried rabbit, Alobar reaches back into America’s past, reinventing hearty comfort food for modern tastes. While this means a lot of meat-heavy dishes, there are comforting foods that don’t focus on the fleshy side of eating. A great way to start a meal is with an order of one of their artisanal pickles (try the sweet carrot and tarragon). The pumpkin risotto is rich sans meat, and the wild mushroom toast combines umami-rich mushrooms, mild ricotta, and a duck egg on thick, rustic Italian toast. Like most restaurants of its kind in the area, it offers a burger, perhaps the most American comfort food of them all. Available on the burger is battered bacon, a decadent addition. And truly, anything they do with their locally sourced pork is sure to be a hit. Cocktails are also skillfully executed—try a Quince Cooler or LIC Lemonade for something refreshing and different. And the salted caramel bread pudding is a terrific way to end your meal on a beautiful sweet note.




  Arepas Cafe, 33-07 36th Ave., Astoria, NY 11106; (718) 937-3835; Subway: N/Q to 36th Avenue; arepascafe.com; Venezuelan; $. The owners of this tiny spot in the southern end of Astoria found that their food was so popular, they needed room to grow; so they expanded into the adjacent space to make room for all their adoring and hungry fans. Arepas are a kind of sturdy pancake made from griddled corn-flour dough, and take different formats in different parts of South America. The ones at Arepas Cafe are prepared in a Venezuelan style—split in half and stuffed. One of the most satisfying of their arepa offerings is the Mami, stuffed with roast pork, avocado, and white cheese. The Reina is also fantastic—shredded chicken, avocado, and a little mayo. Apart from the arepas, there are a variety of appetizers, and a good way to get a good overview of them is with the Mini Platter—it comes with tequeños (deep-fried, dough-covered white cheese sticks), mini cachapas (corn pancakes), mini empanadas, and fried yucca (a starchy root vegetable reminiscent of potato). Be sure to have a squirt bottle of their delicious green sauce at the ready to add to whatever you are eating, too. Finally, consider a glass of chicha with your meal—it’s a beverage that tastes like sweet, cinnamon rice pudding with a thick, smooth, viscous consistency. It’s really excellent, and there really isn’t anything else like it around.
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  Astor Room, 34-12 36th St., Astoria, NY 11106; (718) 255-1947; Subway: N/Q to 36th Avenue; astorroom.com; American; $$$. The Astor Room is an elegant supper club in the space that once was the old Kaufman Astoria Studios commissary. The place practically oozes with a classic movie vibe, and the food reflects a simpler time, too. The room is split into two areas—first, the Beaver Bar, where expert cocktails are composed, like the bourbon-based New Yorker and the gin-based Gatsby. On the dinner menu, you’ll find old favorites like oysters Rockefeller, beef tartare, lobster thermidor, and a classic wedge salad, complete with iceberg lettuce and Thousand Island dressing. Don’t forget to check out their raw bar, featuring oysters and clams from both Washington State and locally from Long Island.
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  Bareburger, 33-21 31st Ave., Astoria, NY 11103; (718) 777-7011; Subway: N/Q to 30th Avenue; 23-01 31st St., Astoria, NY 11105; (718) 204-7167; Subway: N/Q to Ditmars; bareburger.com; Burgers/Organic; $. This local chain has its origins in Astoria, and after much success expanded outward from the neighborhood to Mahattan and Brooklyn. The food overall is organic, from the meats to the fries to the milk in the shakes and beyond. They are also known for their selection of game meats for burgers, including bison, wild boar, and elk. Vegetarians have options as well, with both a veggie burger and portobello burger to choose from. Burgers come with a choice of breads—brioche and whole grain; you can even get it wrapped in a lettuce leaf if you are avoiding gluten or grains (gluten-free patrons can also order their burger on a tapioca rice bun). When it comes to the fries, Bareburger goes beyond simple ketchup (theirs is organic) and serve the fries with dipping sauces like chipotle mayo. The serving is quite large, so sharing is definitely the way to go. Other sides include onion rings, balls of sweet potato croquettes, and a selection of Rick’s Picks pickles. Shakes are delicious, and come in a variety of flavors. The dining rooms are made from repurposed materials and each Bareburger is child-friendly, so bring the whole family to feast on the American classic meal, with a healthy revamp.




  Basil Brick Oven Pizza, 28-17 Astoria Blvd., Astoria, NY 11102; (718) 204-1205; Subway: N/Q to Astoria Boulevard; basilbrickoven.com; Pizza; $$. This modest pizza joint makes some of the best Neapolitan-style pizza in Astoria. Their pies gained so much notoriety they decided to expand into the space next door—which is big and gorgeous—and expand their menu offerings as well to include pastas, fish, and poultry dishes. As for the pizzas, which number 40 different options, the star really is their Margherita pizza. Made with simple ingredients—tomato sauce, homemade fresh mozzarella, Parmesan, extra-virgin olive oil, and fresh basil (which they grow out back)—it shines with clear flavors and exceptional taste. On the other end of the spectrum is the rich Pizzucca pizza, made with an herbed pumpkin walnut sauce and topped with fresh mozzarella and pancetta. All pizzas are baked in their brick oven fueled by cherry wood. On the salad side of things, their poached pear salad is a delight. Made with a sturdy selection of mixed greens, it’s topped with a caramelized half pear, creamy goat cheese, and some candied nuts, tied together with a sweet balsamic vinaigrette. Their desserts are also made in house, including their light yet decadent tiramisu.




  Bear, 12-14 31st Ave., Long Island City, NY 11106; (917) 396-4939; Subway: N/Q to 30th Avenue; bearnyc.com; Progressive European; $$$. Bear is one of a number of restaurants cropping up in western Queens that determine their menu by the seasons. This means a substantial portion of the menu changes throughout a year. They also use ingredients that are locally sourced, organic, and sustainable. Despite the menu changes, there are some items that remain static, including the Three-Shot-Vodka-Special, an ice-chilled vodka carafe with a trio of cured meats, pickled vegetables, and marinated herring on rye. Their mussels and frites are also available year round. Chef Pogrebinsky and the bar staff have also put time and energy into a thoughtful menu of cocktails, including the vodka- and tomato-based Firebird and tequila-based Maiden. They also offer 10 different kinds of vodka and an even larger selection of whiskeys. Their small but focused beer menu also indicates which dishes go well with each beer, which makes it easy to make a perfect pairing. Bear is also a popular spot for brunch, where you can get yourself a 32-ounce Bloody Mary—complete with a skewer loaded with a marinated mushroom, cherry tomato, pickled onion, olive, battered bacon, and a whole hard-boiled egg—to go with your omelet or scallops and eggs.




  Bella Via, 47-46 Vernon Blvd., Long Island City, NY 11101; (718) 361-7510; Subway: 7 to Vernon/Jackson; bellaviarestaurant.com; Italian; $$. This is the home of coal-oven pizza in Long Island City. Bella Via turns out plenty of very thin crust pies each day—not the cracker-thin crust, but classic thin crust pizza. Lift up the pizza and check out the bottom of the crust—you’ll see beautiful char under there, though it’s not charred to an extreme. To get a really good sense of the magic of the coal oven, order the Margherita pizza, which is simple and straightforward with its fresh mozzarella and San Marzano tomato sauce. Bonus: This pizza tastes great the next day (if there’s any left). Their pastas are very good, too—try the light rigatoni with baby artichokes and sausage, decked out in a beautiful marsala wine sauce. And if you see burrata on the special menu, get it. It’s wonderfully creamy and will often come with a plate of beautifully roasted red peppers and thin slices of savory salami, decorated in slivers of fresh basil. Everything goes well with a glass of Pinot Grigio or a Peroni, too.
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  Bistro 33, 19-33 Ditmars Blvd., Astoria, NY 11105; (718) 721-1933; Subway: N/Q to Ditmars; bistro33nyc.com; New American; $$. A wonderful spot for brunch in the summer, as they open all the windows and it’s like being on vacation. A terrific light brunch meal is their apple taleggio salad, made with fresh greens, thinly sliced apples, crunchy potato sticks, a thick slice of taleggio cheese, and a wonderful yuzu honey vinaigrette. The truffled eggs and salmon in puff pastry are also wonderful. Their tasty burger is available at brunch and other times as well, and from 5 to 8 p.m. most days, they’ll make you a burger and a beer for $12. If you really want to fill your belly with extravagance, try the lobster mac and cheese, made with elbow pasta, fontina, gruyère, mozzarella, all baked with Maine lobster. This is one of their most popular dishes on the menu. The crawfish tempura, served with spicy mayo, is also another smash hit. They do have a full bar, and offer a nice selection of wine and beer, including Grimbergen, a beautiful Belgian Ale.
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  BZ Grill, 27-02 Astoria Blvd., Astoria, NY 11102; (718) 932-7858; Subway: N/Q to Astoria Boulevard; bzgrill.com; Greek/Mediterranean; $. One of the best pork gyros in the entire city is found at BZ Grill, a little hut of a space on the south side of Astoria Boulevard. The reason the pork gyro is so good is that they use actual pork, marinated to make it savory and juicy, instead of the pressed meat-like substance found at so many gyro and pizza spots in the city (you’ll often find these two items served under the same roof). The guy behind the counter slices it off, and puts it in a grilled pita along with lettuce, tomatoes, and tzatziki sauce. BZ Grill also makes delicious fries that possess a ragged crunchy exterior that makes them irresistible. If you’d like to gild the lily with your fries, order the Greek fries, topped with feta, oregano, and olive oil. Don’t worry if they’re burned a tad in spots—that’s a good thing! Their grilled halloumi is also delectable as well.




  

    THE SUNDAY NIGHT DINNER—QUEENS’ UNDERGROUND SUPPER CLUB




    Throughout the year, Tamara Reynolds cooks dinner for 20 people, some of them perfect strangers, at her home in Astoria. Their admission is cash and a bottle of wine in exchange for an amazing meal, either set in her living room or in her lovely backyard, complete with a vegetable garden. Tamara has been doing this for over 10 years, and is still going strong. She cooks seasonally, so you’ll be able to enjoy the bounty of spring, summer, winter, and fall through her culinary creativity and kitchen skills. Often her menus have a theme, whether it’s Georgian food (not the state but the country), Greek Easter, or a Thanksgiving oyster roast. For more information as to what Tamara does during these dinners, as well as her other food adventures, head to her website, oneasskitchen.blogspot.com.


  




  Cafe Triskell, 33-04 36th Ave., Astoria, NY 11106; (718) 472-0612; Subway: N/Q to 36th Avenue; cafetriskell.com; French; $$. This tiny—and by tiny we mean about six tables squeezed into the space—spot on 36th Avenue serves excellent French food from the region of Brittany, where Chef Phillipe Fallait is from. Breton food involves cider and crepes, and both are well done here. The hard cider comes in a beautiful boule, best sipped using both hands to steady the vessel. The savory crepes are made with buckwheat flour and are filled with things like goat cheese with herbs, seasonal vegetables, and ham and swiss cheese. Sweet crepes are made with wheat flour—the simple lemon and sugar crepe is beautifully simple, the sum greater than its parts. Apart from the crepes, classic French dishes like the croque monsieur, vichyssoise, escargots, and foie gras round out the menu.
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  Casa Enrique, 5-48 49th Ave., Long Island City, NY 11101; (347) 448-6040; Subway: 7 to Vernon-Jackson; Mexican; $$. Regional Mexican food has arrived in Long Island City, and that region is Chiapas and a little bit of Puebla. The space is casual and bright. Smaller tables populate the back of the dining room, with a long communal table up front. Their aguas frescas are fantastic—a light lemon, a tangy tamarind, and creamy horchata (you can actually taste that it has been made with rice, a rarity among horchatas in NYC). Guacamole is chunky and can be spiced to your liking. Tacos are delicious—try the al pastor, which arrives with lots of small pieces of marinated, grilled pork, complete with the traditional flavor of pineapple. A threesome of salsas includes a spicy orange-tinged smooth hot salsa, a medium-spicy green salsa, and a mild and chunky red salsa. Entrees come in the form of enchiladas, pozole, and braised lamb shank in chilies; the chicken mole is fantastic, served with dark meat chicken falling off the bone, over rice, which soaks up the delicious dark mole sauce. Best to leave room for dessert, too—their tres leches cake is spectacular, as is their warm chocolate cake with vanilla ice cream.




  Cedars Meat House, 41-08 30th Ave., Astoria, NY 11102; (718) 606-1244; Subway: N/Q to 30th Avenue; Lebanese; $. Walk into this surprisingly large spot on 30th Avenue and you’ll encounter a full sensory experience—the sizzling sound of the hot oil as it cooks fresh falafel balls; the sight and feel of the smoky, steamy air inside; the smell of grill as a beautifully marinated kebab hits it; and the taste of a warm, flavorful, toasted shawarma sandwich. The fresh and prepared food area is in the front and the grocery and halal meat counter is in the back. Up front, order a falafel sandwich or a shawarma sandwich for a crazy low price—under $5. Get everything on it for the full effect—lots of vegetables on the falafel sandwich and crazy savory accouterments with the shawarma—toum (a smooth garlic spread), a zingy hot pepper paste, bright pickled vegetables and tomatoes. It’s truly spectacular. Other sandwiches containing eggplant, hummus, beef, and sausage can also be ordered. They will also grill meats by the pound—liver, rotisserie chicken, shish kebab. French fries can be ordered with your sandwich, and you can enjoy it either at the bar across from the grill, or take it with you—since it’s wrapped in insulating foil, it will stay warm for a while. The bread they use—like a thin pita or lavash—kind of crisps up as they heat it. Enjoy a little bottle of mixed fruit drink, which manages to be both fruity and creamy (there’s no dairy present), and goes really well with the sandwiches. The grocery area in the back has a lot of pantry items, like spices (including the thyme heavy zaatar), tinned favas with tahini, olives (both packaged and from an olive bar), and pickled vegetables. Check the refrigerated area for cheese, butter, and yogurt. Cured meats—soujouk, basturma, and the like are located near the food prep area, as are “alternative” products like beef bacon and turkey pastrami. On your way out, pick up a container (small or large) or their vegetable dishes or salads. The eggplant is simply sublime and the tomato and cucumber onion salad is nice and refreshing.
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  Cevabdzinica Sarajevo, 37-18 34th Ave., Astoria, NY 11101; (718) 752-9528; Subway: N/Q to Broadway; Balkan/Bosnian; $. Since 1976, a seasoned restaurant family has been serving up delicious Bosnian food to the masses, bringing the fresh, classic flavors of the Balkans to the multiethnic mix that is Astoria. Cevapi, which are Bosnian beef meatballs, is the specialty of the restaurant, and arrive hot, accompanied by a mound of raw onions and sweet ajvar. Eat them on their own or with lepinja, a ridiculously delicious, thick and soft bread that arrives at your table after you sit down. Made by an expert baker, the bread’s flavor contains echoes of the grill, giving it deep flavor. Use it to carry the cevapi or eat it separately; either way, it’s a must to try. The spinach burek is impressive, with a flaky pastry and a very light yet not skimpy filling of spinach inside. A serving of shopska salat helps balance things—iceberg lettuce, tomatoes, cucumber, and creamy goat cheese with a light vinaigrette. The stuffed cabbage leaves are also delicious, and contain a mixture of meat and rice inside. Visually pleasing domes of savory mashed potatoes accompany them. Consider washing down your meal with a bottle of orange-flavored Jupi, or Cockta, a carbonated beverage flavored with, among other things, dog rose hip, lemon, and orange. For dessert you can’t go wrong with baklava, which is made with walnuts in this version, or a chocolate ball, dense, sweet, and heady with rum.
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  Christos Steak House, 41-08 23rd Ave., Astoria, NY 11105; (718) 777-8400; Subway: N/Q to Ditmars; christossteakhouse.com; Steak House; $$$$. Christos bills itself as an “American Steakhouse with a Mediterranean Influence,” which is the perfect description of the restaurant. The Mediterranean influence is particularly appropriate for this neighborhood with a substantial Greek population. You’ll see it particularly in the appetizers, like the hot saganaki, charred octopus served with spinach and capers, smooth taramosalata, as well as the beautiful, fresh horiatiki (Greek salad). The raw bar is an option, as is cooked seafood, like shrimp, wild salmon, and branzini. Of course, their meats are a great draw, this being a steak house. Beef is dry aged for 21 days and then cooked over very high heat, charbroiled at 1,200°F and finished with a simple addition of sea salt and mountain oregano. Sauces like béarnaise, red wine, and Christos’ house sauce options, too. A number of sides are available, from the classic creamed spinach to lemon potatoes; the lobster mashed potatoes are a huge favorite among their customers. Desserts are delicious as well, especially the Baked Astoria, a riff off the classic Baked Alaska. A small selection of their meats is also for sale from their butcher, along with a handful of sides and salads. Their bar is also a great space, perfect for a pre-dinner drink or a place to meet with friends over a cocktail.
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  Creek & the Cave, 10-93 Jackson Ave., Long Island City, NY 11101; (718) 706-8783; Subway: 7 to Vernon/Jackson or G to 21st/Van Alst; creeklic.com; Mexican; $. Aside from hosting its regular stand-up comedy shows and community events like Queens Green Drinks, Creek & the Cave puts out some tasty Cal-Mex–style Mexican food. Its menu is definitely influenced by the overstuffed burritos from the Mission District of San Francisco, beach eats in Southern California, and the liberal use of avocado in the kitchens of Mexican restaurants throughout the Golden State. Probably the epitome of the marriage of the above elements is the Baja Quesadilla—two flour tortillas filled with creamy goat cheese, avocado, and pickled jalapeños, a combination that is pleasantly spicy, tangy and smooth all at once. Burritos and tacos come with protein choices like chicken, pork, and seafood, and if you’re feeling decadent, have them “chimichanga” it—deep fried and topped with sour cream and pico de gallo. As is the case in many restaurants in this part of Queens, a burger is available on the menu. The Creek Burger is unique, with the addition of grilled pineapple to the mix. Creek & the Cave is also one of the few spots in western Queens where you can grab a Sol, a far superior rival to that other Mexican lager. Be sure to start your order with the house-made salsa sampler, which includes pico de gallo, house salsa, and guacamole. When it’s warm, their patio downstairs and in the back is one of the breeziest and laid-back spots in all of Long Island City.




  Crescent & Vine, 25-01 Ditmars Blvd., Astoria, NY 11105; (718) 204-4774; Subway: N/Q to Ditmars; Wine Bar; $$. Adjacent to Astoria favorite Fatty’s, Crescent & Vine is a small wine bar and craft beer haven on a quiet part of Ditmars Boulevard. Enjoy one of their 15 beers on tap—including Beyond Kombucha’s Mava Roka kombucha ale—or a glass of wine in their dark, cozy space, either at a table or at the bar. They have a number of delicious though perhaps lesser-known beers, so if you have questions or are curious about something on the menu, just ask the staff and they will be more than happy to answer your questions. That goes for the food, too, which consists of cheeses and charcuterie (try the salsiccia), panini (the “Big Guy with a Beard,” made with jamon serrano, fresh mozzarella, ricotta, fig balsamic dressing, and fresh basil, is a winner), salads, and house bruschetta. They even do a banana and Nutella panini for dessert. There is a bit of seating outside in the front, which is a perfect spot on a warm evening. It’s a particularly popular spot right after the fireworks above Astoria Park in late June (Astoria gets its own Independence Day show, just a bit earlier than everywhere else).
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  Djerdan, 34-04 31st Ave., Astoria, NY 11106; (718) 721-2694; Subway: N/Q to Broadway; Eastern European; $. There are multiple locations of Djerdan, but the Astoria location was the first. Serving up Bosnian food, the usual suspects of goulash, cevapi, stuffed cabbage, and pljeskavica are all available on the menu. Another delicious grilled meat option is the ljute cufte sa rostilja—spicy grilled meatballs (they resemble little flat sausage patties), accompanied by ajvar and raw onions, with a side of either rice or potatoes. Djerdan is particularly well known for their bureks, which can be purchased off-site at places like Parrot Coffee Market (p. 98) in Astoria. They range from a single spiraled burek, phyllo dough filled with potato or meat, to a large burek pie, which serves multiple people. Optional is the garlic yogurt sauce, which has the consistency of a loose sour cream, and is tangy and lightly garlicky—highly recommended, since it goes perfectly with the bureks. In addition to the meats, Djerdan serves soup, salads, and desserts. Give the ledena kockta a try, which consists of a mild chocolate cake soaked in light sugar syrup, topped with a generous layer of vanilla custard cream and finished with a thin layer of chocolate. It goes great with a cup of Turkish coffee, too. Bureks can be purchased frozen for takeout, so pick a few up to take home.




  Dutch Kills, 27-24 Jackson Ave., Long Island City, NY 11101; (718) 383-2724; Subway: 7/N/Q to Queensboro Plaza or E/M/R to Queens Plaza; dutchkillsbar.com; Cocktails. This bar situated in the area known as Dutch Kills (northern Long Island City) serves up some of the best cocktails in Queens. A great way to try their cool cocktails is during happy hour—Sunday to Thursday from 5 to 7 p.m., and all evening long on Monday. Classic cocktails like the vodka gimlet, the daiquiri, and the whiskey fizz are all available during this time for $8. For just a few dollars more, you can imbibe one of their more elaborate cock tails. Take the Bayflower Cocktail for instance—made with Genever, St-Germain, fresh lemon and grapefruit juice, and simple syrup, all served over crushed ice—it is fresh and citrusy, and will bring light into even the darkest of days.
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  Duzan, 24-11 Steinway St., Astoria, NY 11103; (718) 204-7488; Subway: N/Q to Astoria Boulevard; Middle Eastern; $. In the few short years it has been open, Duzan has gained a fiercely loyal following from food-loving Astorians. The space is casual with bright green and red-orange colors throughout. Their chicken shawarma is moist and tender, with some of the meat showing bits of caramelization along the edges. It’s available as part of platter with salad and hummus, or it can be stuffed in one of their excellent soft homemade pitas, especially delicious right out of the oven, when warm, toasted, and seemingly even fluffier than normal. To spice up your shawarma, use a bit of their lemony tahini sauce or their pickled ginger curry sauce (house recipe), which, according to the owner, is a common sauce in Palestine, Israel, and Iraq. It’s a wonderful combination of tangy, earthy, and spicy. Their hummus is truly outstanding. The consistency is very smooth and a bit nutty tasting. The Hummus Jerusalem consists of a base of hummus topped with warm fava beans (they’ll put a little bit of spicy pepper sauce in with the favas if you like). The Hummus Abu Gosh—hummus topped with roasted garlic and pine nuts—is also very popular. You can get tabbouleh here, but a very tasty alternative is the fattoush, a salad of lettuce, tomato, cucumbers, and toasted pita, which softens as it absorbs the juices in the salad. On the drinks front, Mexican Coke is available in the refrigerator, as is the more elusive Mexican Sprite.
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  El*Ay*Si, 47-38 Vernon Blvd., Long Island City, NY 11101; (718) 389-8781; Subway: 7 to Vernon-Jackson; elaysi.com; New American/Comfort Food; $$. It’s hard not to smile while looking at the El*Ay*Si menu, what with things like tater tots, mac and cheese, and pulled-pork tacos present. Comfort food really is the name of the game here, relying on classic approaches and quality ingredients. These ingredients are used to the best of their ability, which leads to a tasty result. Back to the tater tots—you can get them plain (ask for a bit of their chipotle mayo to go with them) or “disco” style, complete with white gravy and cheddar cheese on top ($3 extra). The burger is very good, and the veggie three-bean chili is a great lighter option while still under the guise of comfort food; amp it up by adding ground beef to it. The pulled pork tacos al pastor are wonderful, served with grilled pineapple and caramelized onions. Their cocktails are delightful, especially the “Jim Jam” made with bourbon and muddled blackberries and orange. For larger groups, there is a table in the back to accommodate six to eight people; booths on the right side are made for duos, and are very nice for a quiet rendezvous for both friends and lovers.




  Fatty’s, 25-01 Ditmars Blvd., Astoria, NY 11105; (718) 267-7071; Subway: N/Q to Ditmars; Cuban/New American; $$. This corner spot is one of the busiest places on this quiet stretch of Ditmars Boulevard; that’s not surprising, thanks to the fun space, friendly staff, and quality food. The menu has a strong Cuban influence, so you’ll find things on it like maduros, tostones, and the excellent Cuban sandwich. Their house chili is tasty and fresh, containing plenty of black beans, ground beef, and vegetables, topped with raw red onion and sour cream (which can be ordered on the side), and served with tortilla chips. There’s a bit of cheddar cheese lurking in there, too, adding richness to this delicious dish. The aforementioned maduros (ripe plantain) are fried until they are golden brown and slightly caramelized, topped with a sprinkle of coarse salt. They are actually good dipped in Fatty’s decadent garlic aioli, too. The burgers here are also excellent, and particularly notable is the Charity Burger, topped with avocado, cheese, sprouts, añejo rum ketchup, and more of that aforementioned garlic aioli. It’s juicy and umami-rich, and $2 of the cost of the burger goes to help others. For $1.50 you can add fries, which is worth it. For dessert, your choices are flan or chocolate tres leches cake—the chocolate version of this wonderful Latin American dessert is a rare find. As for drinks, beer by the bottle and wine by the glass or bottle are available. A full bar is present, as are skilled bartenders, so your favorite cocktail is no doubt just a moment away.




  5 Napkin Burger, 35-01 36th St., Astoria, NY 11106; (718) 433-2727; Subway: N/Q to 36th Avenue or M/R to Steinway Street; 5napkinburger.com/astoria-queens; Burgers; $$. 5 Napkin has a lot going for it—a great space with a bar (sometimes the game is on), comfy booths, and a separate space for private events; a great location, not far from the sensational Museum of the Moving Image; attentive staff; and great food and drinks that appeal to omnivores and vegetarians alike. Their signature burger, aptly named 5 Napkin Burger, consists of a 7-ounce or 10-ounce beef burger (the ground chuck comes from celebrated butcher Pat LaFrieda) topped with gruyère cheese, caramelized onions, and rosemary aioli on a white roll. Another terrific offering is their Avocado Ranch burger, topped with guacamole, pepper jack cheese, and ranch dressing. The simple cheeseburger is also excellent and the veggie burger—topped with 5N sauce, bread and butter pickles, lettuce, and tomato, and served on a multigrain roll—is one of the best veggie burgers in Astoria. Aside from burgers and fries, there is a whole other side to the menu—salads, appetizers like pork taquitos, fish tacos, a Kobe beef hot dog (topped with, among other things, pickled jalapeños), and even sushi. 5 Napkin also has a full bar, including wine and an extensive beer list. If milk shakes are your thing, be sure to give the salted caramel and peanut butter and chocolate shakes a go!
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  Gregory’s 26 Corner Taverna, 26-02 23rd Ave., Astoria, NY 11105; (718) 777-5511; Subway: N/Q to Ditmars; Greek; $$. On a quiet stretch of 23rd Avenue lies a little Greek taverna, located on the first floor of an unassuming white house. There are about a dozen tables both inside and out, covered in red checkered tablecloths; everything here is unpretentious, casual, and rustic. The food is some of the best you’ll find in Astoria, bar none. Start with a half liter of house wine (the rosé is particularly fruity and refreshing) and order a cold appetizer plate—it’s filled with chunks of ripe tomatoes and cucumbers, and portions of garlicky tzatziki, salty and buttery taramosalata, savory eggplant dip and spicy feta spread. Toasted pita triangles come with it, used to scoop up these treasures. The flavors are wonderfully bold, making this a real winner. The keftedes—delicate meatballs seasoned with onions and spices—are quite large, and taste great with a squeeze of lemon. The loukaniko are a great choice as well, with each sausage link sliced lengthwise and cooked cut side down, giving the sausage a terrific crust. The Greek salad comes in the more traditional configuration, with the feta in a big slice sitting which come from local fishermen. Little quail are also on the menu. Finish off your meal with a cup of Greek coffee and your meal will be complete.
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  Harissa, 34-05 30th Ave., Astoria, NY 11103; (718) 545-9595; Subway: N/Q to 30th Avenue; Mediterranean/North African; $. Hailing from Algeria originally, the chef has put together a menu featuring excellent North African cuisine. First, a cup of sweet mint tea is the perfect accompaniment to this food, and it arrives in a teapot just for you, so that you can pour your tea at your own pace during the meal. The brik, a large triangle of phyllo dough stuffed with tuna, capers, Parmesan, parsley, and an egg (it’s beaten and added while raw, and the frying process cooks it) is a top menu item. The dough is light and crispy and the filling is wonderfully savory. Eat it with the spicy harissa that comes with every dish. Both the chakchouka (peppers, tomato, eggplant) and zaaluk (primarily eggplant) salad/spreads are delicious—the added egg to the chakchouka adds a nice richness to it. The bourek has a touch of sweetness in the steak filling, which is a delicious touch. If you are one for braised meats, the lamb tajine is for you—cooked to the point of the meat falling off the bone, it is extremely tender and rich. It comes with daily vegetables. For vegetarians, the vegetable couscous is wonderful, with big chunks of perfectly cooked vegetables sitting on a bed of light and fluffy couscous. Happily the baklava dessert comes from Al-Sham Sweets on Steinway Street, home of some of the most delicious Middle Eastern pastries in NYC. On top of this, Harissa uses Balthazar bread for its bread needs, and also sells their baguettes and morning pastries. The pain au chocolat is ridiculously good and a joy to eat.




  Hell Gate Social, 12-21 Astoria Blvd., Astoria, NY 11102; (718) 204-8313; Subway: N/Q to Astoria Boulevard; hellgatesocial.com; Bar/Lounge. For a while, Hell Gate Social was about the only thing really hip or happening in this part of town, located in the western reaches of Astoria. For a long time, they were a bit mysterious, even forgoing signage outside this speakeasy-type bar; only a pair of red lights over a large dark vault-like door was the tipoff to its existence. They’ve come a long way since then (and they now have their name above the door), but haven’t abandoned their original charming self. They offer some excellent cocktails, especially the vodka-based Hell Gate Lemonade; keep an eye out for seasonal cocktails as well. Their food options consist mostly of a few sandwiches, but most people come here to enjoy the excellent drinks and the relaxed vibe. Proprietor George does pull out all the stops on special occasions, like Easter and Independence Day, where he’ll offer perhaps a spit-roasted pig, cooked outside on the back patio.
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