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About the Author

Sarah Crosland grew up in a small North Carolina town outside of Charlotte where she developed an appreciation for the region’s homegrown veggies, excellent barbecue, and addictive sweet tea. As a kid, her first tastes of upscale dining came from special-occasion visits to the city’s steakhouses and bistros with her family.

Fast forward a few years and Sarah has had the opportunity to travel around the world, enjoying renowned restaurants run by world-famous chefs—and digging into meals served from street vendors and prepared in local homes. She has developed a love of international flavors—and the cultures behind them.

After covering food and dining as an editor for The Atlantan magazine in Atlanta, Georgia, Sarah returned in 2008 to her home state to cover Charlotte’s growing culinary scene as the dining editor for Charlotte magazine. While working at the magazine, Sarah reviewed countless local restaurants, launched and authored the magazine’s food-and-beverage blog, authored the annual “Charlotte’s Best Restaurants” feature, and judged local culinary contests.

Sarah enjoys checking out the city’s latest see-and-be-seen spots, but her real passion lies in finding the restaurants, chefs, and dishes that offer a true taste of Charlotte. An avid locavore, Sarah has spent many weekends visiting area farms and markets to get a glimpse of the city’s dining scene quite literally from farm to fork. And as someone who grew up on a farm just down the road, she loves to learn and share the stories behind the local fare you’re eating.




Acknowledgments

First, I have to thank my wonderful parents and brother who have always made me believe I can do anything—even write a book. I also want to thank my friends Blake, Christy, Emily, Jenn, Joanna, and Katie for coming with me to try countless meals—and always letting me eat off your plate.

I couldn’t have written this book without all of the knowledge of Charlotte restaurants generously imparted to me by Charlotte magazine’s editor-in-chief, Rick Thurmond. His years of covering the city and its dining scene gave me context for the story of every restaurant.

And finally, I want to thank my editor Kevin Sirois and Globe Pequot Press for giving me this incredible opportunity to highlight my favorite city and its amazing culinary scene. I’m grateful for the experience.



[image: frn_fig_005.jpg]





[image: 
x Food Lovers’ Guide to Charlotte
Central Ave.
5
16
16
27
75
27
49
24
49
601
521
321
601
601
21
74
74
29
29
74
21
E. Independance Blvd.
485
485
485
85
77
77
85
Charlotte Area
Charlotte
Dilworth
Ballantyne
Elizabeth
Cotswold
Myers Park
South End
Mount Holly
Mountain
Island Lake
Lake
Norman
Lake
Wylie
Concord
Waxhaw
Steele Creek
Pineville
Belmont
Madison
Park
Matthews
Fort Mill
Plaza Midwood
NoDa
Mooresville
Davidson
Cornelius
Huntersville
University of
North Carolina
at Charlote
Johnson and Wales
University
Arboretum
Blakeney
Shopping
Center
0 5 10
M I L E S]





Introduction

Charlotte: New South Dining

Charlotte isn’t your typically southern city. Sure, there are the oak-lined drives in Myers Park and the historic mills in South End. But with its gleaming skyscrapers filled with Fortune 500 companies and popular public transit system, Charlotte has a diverse and urbane vibe that you won’t find in many other spots around the South.

And it’s not just Charlotte’s appearance that gives it this feeling. Meeting a native Charlottean can seem like a rare occurrence in this city that is the second-largest banking headquarters in the nation behind New York. In the last several decades international businesses—particularly banking—have drawn people from around the country and the world to make their home in the Queen City.
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While the growth at first came in the form of luxury housing developments and more of those skyscrapers, these days the city’s vibrant cultural scene is best seen in its small neighborhoods and locally owned restaurants and businesses. And Charlotte’s culinary scene has quickly caught up to its financial boom with locals embracing trends like food trucks and farm-to-fork, as well as soaking up the new flavors brought by international transplants to the region.
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Just a few years ago, your culinary choices for a weekend in Charlotte may have been limited to steakhouse fare and some soul food if you could track it down. Now, you can eat Southern favorite biscuits and gravy made with local sausage for breakfast, chew through a traditional Vietnamese banh mi for lunch, spend the afternoon shopping in a local farmers’ market, and scoop up your dinner with your hands at an Ethiopian spot for dinner. From sexy sushi lounges to down-home country kitchens, there’s no shortage of options for any taste. And, of course, there are still plenty of those award-winning steakhouses where you’re likely to spot a local bigwig while you dig into a juicy—and often locally raised—cut of beef.

But don’t just spend a weekend in Charlotte. This is a spot where you’ll want to stay for awhile. After all, its booming business and international appeal may make it the New South, but this is still a southern city where time moves a little slower, especially when it comes to lingering over your favorite dishes. So bring your sense of adventure and settle in because whether you’re eating buttermilk fried chicken or chicken chettinadu curry, Charlotte’s culinary scene offers much to savor.

How to Use This Book

This book is separated into different neighborhoods and areas of Charlotte and its surrounding region. Within each you’ll find these helpful features.
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Foodie Faves

These restaurants are each worth a visit (or two) and include everything from cozy neighborhood diners full of local families to the spots where you’ll find the hottest chef in town creating innovative dishes for stylish crowds.
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Landmarks

These are restaurants that are more institutions than actual dining locales. Their food can range from decent to delicious, but half the time, it’s barely even the point. The point is that these places are iconic destinations with enough character to compensate for any small flaws.
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Specialty Stores, Markets & Producers

Home to Johnson & Wales culinary school, many small cooking classes, and plenty of Southerners who grew up with an appreciation for skills in the kitchen, Charlotte has more than its fair share of aspiring chefs. These shops are perfect for picking up prepared dishes or finding just the right ingredients for your next gourmet meal.

Recipes

Many of the dishes mentioned in these pages are the kinds you can’t get out of your head. (We’re looking at you, Salted-Caramel Brownies from Amelie’s French Bakery.) Luckily, we’ve included their recipes in the back of this book, which means you can make them any time you want—which will likely be often.

Price Code

Whether you’re searching for $2 tacos or in the mood for a luxurious multicourse dinner, Charlotte offers a price point for any eater. We’ve included the following scale system based on the average price of a single entree:




	$
	Less than $10



	$$
	$10 to $20



	
$$$



	
More than $20
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Festivals & Events



With its brisk winters and warm, breezy summers, Charlotte is a city that loves to enjoy the outdoors. This means that many of the city’s dining events can be found under tents in parks and along city sidewalks on sunny days. A lot of the city’s festivals focus on two North Carolina favorites—NASCAR and barbecue. But when it comes to food festivities, there’s something for every taste, from elegant wine tastings in an upscale setting to stacks of sticky baklava at a bustling Greek festival. Those in search of a taste of Charlotte don’t have to look far.

January & July

Charlotte Restaurant Week, charlotterestaurantweek.com. There is no better time than this biannual, weeklong event to try out the city’s top restaurants. Not only does Restaurant Week offer the chance to dine for just $30 a person at more than 100 different area restaurants, but it also means that diners can get a taste of some of the restaurant’s top offerings from each course. If you’re trying to get a bargain at high-priced spots like BLT Steak  (p. 25) or Del Frisco’s  (p. 148), make your reservations early because the secret is out when it comes to these upscale restaurants. And while you will find excellent offerings there, some of the best meals are from smaller spots like Carpe Diem (p. 144) in Elizabeth, which always offers its famed warm goat cheese salad and grilled duck breast, or Passion8 Bistro (p. 206), where seasonal dishes mean that each of your choices is fresh and locally sourced.

March

Charlotte Beer Week, charlottecraftbeerweek.org. Charlotte’s beer scene is growing rapidly and nowhere is that more evident than with this annual week dedicated to all things beer. Local restaurants and pubs that are favorites of Charlotte beer nerds offer events all week long, including keg tapping, beer dinners, tastings, and even beer brunches. If you prefer your beer with a side of something tasty, make plans to attend events at places like Pizza Peel  (p. 164) , where you’ll get locally brewed beers paired with artisan pizza pies, or Mac’s Speed Shop  (p. 69) , where your pint comes alongside a heaping plate of barbecue. However, you’ll find hearty fare paired with regional brews at almost all of the events and it’s hard to beat the scenery for ones like that at the US National Whitewater Center, where you can enjoy your cold one next to the rapids.

April
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Charlotte Wine & Food Weekend, charlottewineandfood.org. This swanky weekend raises thousands of dollars for local charities, which means you can feel good while you’re sipping away. The weekend’s events are in locations around Charlotte and most have a decidedly upscale feel with tastings hosted by top sommeliers and vintner dinners held in some of the area’s most sophisticated restaurants. One of the most popular events—and the largest of the weekend—is the annual Big Bottles & Blues. It offers the chance to sample all of the winery guests from the weekend while you enjoy live music and local cuisine (think barbecue and mac and cheese). Plus, guests can bid on wine bottles and wine dinners at the live and silent auctions, giving you the chance to continue enjoying the region’s wine and food long after the weekend.


NASCAR NOSHING

[image: frn_fig_014.jpg]

If there’s anyone who knows how to indulge in good food and good times, it’s NASCAR fans. So, it should come as no surprise that events based around the races tend to have some of the most fun fare around. The granddaddy of the race-related festivals is Food Lion Speed Street, the annual uptown event based around the May races at Charlotte Motor Speedway. With a large stage in the center of the city, the event includes plenty of live entertainment from national acts and family-friendly events. You’ll also find just about any kind of street festival food you care to enjoy, from burgers and dogs to funnel cakes and fries.

But you’ll have to go to the track itself to get some of the most creative fair foods. For events like the Food Lion AutoFair, the NASCAR Sprint All-Star Race, and the Coca-Cola 600, Levy Restaurants creates dishes like deep-fried peaches, pimento mac and cheese balls mixed with bacon and deep fried, and bologna-q sandwiches made with deep-fried strips of bologna and barbecue sauce. Or, if you’re there early enough, you can dig into dishes like the breakfast sundae, offering layers of biscuits, eggs, sausage, gravy, grits, and cheese. Levy creates new Southern-inspired dishes each year, so keep an eye on the Speedway’s website (charlottemotorspeedway.com) to see what’s cooking for the next NASCAR event.



May
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Beer, Bourbon & BBQ Festival, beerandbourbon.com. Sure, you could go to this traveling festival in places like Atlanta or Nashville, but you’re unlikely to find a better spot than Charlotte for digging into local barbecue while you sample more than 60 beers and more than 40 bourbons. Grab a plate of ribs, brisket, or even just a chopped sandwich, get your souvenir glass filled from your favorite local brewery, and then head down to the SouthPark waterside where you can sit in the grass and watch live music on The Main Stage. While kids 12 and under can get in for free, this event tends to get a little rowdy as the day goes on (did you see that part about more than 40 bourbons?), so bring your 21 and up friends for this festival.

June

Taste of Charlotte, tasteofcharlotte.com. Yes, it’s hot—after all, it’s summer in the South. And yes, it gets crowded, especially during lunch hour on Friday when seemingly every uptown worker hits Tryon Street in search of a bite. But don’t let either of these things deter you from this massive uptown street festival featuring tastes from some of the city’s best restaurants, live music, and entertainment. Taste of Charlotte works on a coin system such that you purchase coins, which you then give to the restaurant booths in exchange for their food. There are generally some chain restaurants included, but the majority of the restaurants are smaller, locally owned spots offering a taste of their fare with food ranging from cupcakes from a local bake shop to pork sliders from an uptown restaurant.

September

Oktoberfest, charlotteoktoberfest.com. This festival is crowded, often quite hot, and held in a field that often requires waiting in lines of traffic to enter. In other words, if you don’t really love beer, this may not be the one for you. However, if you’re fond of your brews—or if you just enjoy what is essentially a giant outdoor party—you’ve come to the right place. This annual event features breweries from around the world, with many coming from the southeast. Ticket holders get a souvenir glass when they enter and then it’s up to you just how many of the more than 350 beers you can handle sampling. Ready for a break from the brews? There’s a stage with live music and food vendors, including Mac’s Speed Shop  (p. 69),  offering bites to enjoy alongside your beer.

[image: frn_fig_016.jpg]

Time Warner Cable BBQ & Blues, charlottebbqandblues.com. If you’re a fan of barbecue, there’s no better spot in Charlotte than this festival for getting your fill of it. The hardest part of the event is actually choosing which ’cue vendor you want to try. You’ll find plates of ribs, chopped sandwiches, and slabs of pork, all alongside traditional sides like baked beans, grilled corn, potato salad, and coleslaw. Sure, there are other offerings like hot dogs, fries, funnel cakes, and even Greek foods, but this event is dedicated to all things barbecue. So grab a plate of it and settle in for national blues acts like Buddy Guy or Jimmie Vaughan. Oh, and before you leave, grab a fresh apple slushie from Mercier Orchards. This event kicks off the Charlotte fall season and the slushies are the perfect sweet fall flavor for ending the night.
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Yiasou Greek Festival, yiasoufestival.org. The annual festival has been going on for more than 30 years. Held in the historic Dilworth neighborhood at the Holy Trinity Greek Orthodox Cathedral, the family-friendly event offers a taste of Greek culture—quite literally. You can go on tours of the gorgeous church, catch live traditional Greek entertainment, and even shop in an outdoor craft market, but the main reason to come to this popular festival is the tasty fare. Here you’ll find Grecian baked chicken, gyro and souvlaki sandwiches, spanakopitas, Greek salads, Athenian baked fish, kalamata olives, Greek cheeses, and even Greek wines. Whatever you order, don’t skip the baklava. Drenched in honey, these sweet, delicate pastries are worth the sticky fingers and extra calories. Just interested in the food? The event offers a drive-through menu, which means you can pull up and grab a dinner plate and assorted pastries to go.



Keeping Up with Food News

Charlotte’s dining scene is ever-evolving, and like many cities, there’s almost always an interesting story behind every dish, restaurant opening, and chef move. If you’re interested in finding news on the latest and greatest, or hoping for information on your favorite restaurant or chef, these local publications, websites, blogs, and Twitter accounts offer the best insight into and advice on the city’s culinary happenings.

Charlotte Food Bloggers, charlottefoodbloggers.wordpress.com. This group of local food bloggers meets monthly to chat about all things food and blogging. While a bloggers’ blog may not be helpful, the links to the members’ blogs will direct you to lots of local foodies. Many of the blogs are primarily focused on cooking and geared toward a national audience, but you’ll also find local bloggers covering the city’s dining scene from niches like vegan eating and strictly baking.

Charlotte magazine’s Dine & Dish Blog, charlottemagazine.com/blogs/dine-dish. You’ll find this blog on the home page of the city magazine, Charlotte magazine. The magazine itself offers restaurant reviews, chef interviews, and food features like its annual “Best Restaurants” package. But on the blog you’ll find up-to-the-minute information on upcoming food events, new restaurants, and dining news.

Charlotte Observer’s Helen Schwab,helendining.blogspot.com. Helen Schwab is one of the city’s best-known dining critics and readers can find her reviews and restaurant news in the pages of the daily newspaper, the Charlotte Observer. Her blog features breaking news about the restaurant scene as well as first looks at new spots. And if you’re looking for dining specials on holidays like Thanksgiving, Christmas, or Valentine’s Day, there’s no better blog in town to find them all in one place.
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Charlotte’s Got a Lot, charlottesgotalot.com. The city’s travel and tourism site is dedicated to sharing its best restaurants with visitors and locals alike, so you’ll find updated information on its restaurants, bakeries, bars, coffee shops, delis, and more on this site. Just select the kind of food you’re in the mood for and pick your location, and it offers a comprehensive list of where to eat.

CLT Dining, cltdining.com; @cltdining. Craig Utt, this site’s owner, frequently updates the site with information about dining specials and new restaurants. However, for the real up-to-the-minute deals, check out his Twitter feed, where he frequently tweets special offers from local restaurants and re-tweets top restaurant-related information, photos, and deals.

Creative Loafing’s Eat My Charlotte, clclt.com/blogs/eatmycharlotte. This blog is a combination of restaurant and bar news and reviews, as well as a guide to cooking in the Queen City. This means that in addition to finding helpful information about local eateries, you’ll also get plenty of information on food shops, breweries, and wine stores around town as well as tips from local chefs and bartenders on how to create their favorites.

WFAEats, wfaeats.org. Published by 90.7 WFAE, Charlotte’s NPR News Source, this entertaining blog offers food stories and recipes, as well as updates on city food events. It also directs you to when you can listen in on 90.7 for interviews with local chefs, Johnson & Wales professors, and restaurant owners when they give their takes on the city’s food scene.

Food Trucks

The national food truck trend has taken off in Charlotte, where you’ll find the trucks around town almost every day. These colorful trucks offer everything from sweet cupcakes on the run to gourmet pork tacos made with locally raised and grown meat and veggies. Tracking down the truck of your choice can be a little tricky, but keep an eye on its website or Twitter feed and you’re likely to find that they’re serving somewhere close by.

Clover Joe’s Sandwich Shoppe, (803) 631-3501; facebook.com/clover.joes. This truck is actually based out of Clover, South Carolina—hence the name—but you’ll find it around Charlotte each week, often making the rounds in South End on Camden Road. Just look for the white truck with the green lettering and a chalkboard menu. The menu offers tasty sandwich combos like chicken Caesar subs, BLTs, and cheeseburgers, which all come with a drink and chips. And for those looking on the lighter side, Clover Joe’s has also added salads to its menu. Ready for a cheesesteak break? Check out Clover Joe’s Facebook page for the most up-to-date information on where you can find the truck.
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Cupcake Delirium, (704) 458-9389; cupcakedelirium.com; @onthegocupcakes. These aren’t just your typical cupcakes. This baby-blue truck serves up cakes like The Earl of Swirls, an Earl Grey– scented cupcake with lemon curd filling and vanilla buttercream or the Mountain Dew Cupcake featuring a Mountain Dew–flavored cake with green Mountain Dew frosting. And while you can frequently find the truck cruising the streets in Plaza Midwood and Uptown, if you need your cupcake fix fast, Cupcake Delirium offers free deliveries for one dozen cupcakes of the same flavor. Trying to decide which one to indulge in 12 times over? Consider the S’more Cupcake, a moist chocolate cupcake topped with chocolate ganache, toasted marshmallows, and crumbled graham crackers. Campfire not included.
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Harvest Moon Grille, (828) 234-5182; ggfarm.com; @HMGCart.  When the women behind the local Grateful Growers Farm launched this food truck, it was the first high-quality truck in town. Offering all locally grown or raised fare, the bright orange truck was an instant success—so much so, in fact, that they’ve since launched a restaurant under the same name. While the orange truck was unfortunately stolen, a shiny navy blue version has replaced it and continues to serve up the same fresh food, much of it straight from Grateful Growers Farm. Here you’ll typically find three daily options with one generally being vegetarian like a falafel with chowchow aioli, and at least one being pork focused such as a pork burger topped with sautéed peppers and onions. Look for the truck at the corner of Trade and Tryon on warmer days, but if you can’t find it, you can always head down to the brick-and-mortar business at 235 North Tryon.

Holy Matrimony Wingzza Truck, (704) 737-1040; wingzzatruck.com; @WingzzaTruck. With a black truck that looks more like it should have motorcycles in the back than any food, this casual food truck is serving up pizza and wings roadside. Don’t come here searching for health foods—this one is strictly to satisfy your cravings for cheesy pizzas and finger-licking wings. You’ll find them all around Uptown Charlotte and frequently in the University area. Feeling seriously hungry? Wingzza offers wings orders up to 100 wings ($69.99).


CHOW DOWN UPTOWN

This food truck festival, which started in May 2011, has become an instant favorite among Queen City foodies—and with good reason. The event, which happens on various Thursday evenings at locations around Charlotte, offers the chance to sample from a variety of the city’s top trucks. The trucks all gather in one location such as uptown on 7th St. across from the new City Market or in South End at Atherton Mill.

The event used to be strictly just food trucks serving their fare, but these days it has expanded to wine and beer tastings, and entertainment ranging from string bands to slam poets. But the focus is still on the food with many of the local favorite trucks showing up to serve their most popular dishes. Whether you’re a food-truck fanatic, or ready to sample curbside fare for the first time, this is a fun way to taste what Charlotte’s food truck scene has to offer. For more info, check out facebook.com/ChowDownUptown or e-mail chowdownuptown@gmail.com.
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Maki Taco, (704) 380-0381; makitaco.com; @makitacotruck.  This is a truck offering inexpensive, gourmet pan-Asian tacos. As in, tacos like a chicken soft taco with a panang curry sauce or a crispy shrimp taco with a teriyaki sauce, all with toppings like red peppers, cucumbers, peanuts, or scallions. The food is fresh, local, and all-natural and there are plenty of vegetarian options. Basically, there is absolutely no reason for you to still be reading this and not out tracking down these tacos. You can find them on Saturday at Atherton Market in South End; otherwise check their Twitter feed for their latest location.
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Napolitanos, (704) 989-3254; napolitanositalianmarket.com; @NapolitanosMkt. It’s hard to miss this food truck—it’s the one covered in bright red tomatoes. This family-owned business serves up homemade sausages and classic Italian dishes like fried eggplant heroes or meatball subs. Craving a New York City–style street food fix? Napolitanos has you covered with all-beef hotdogs served with warm sauerkraut and spicy onion relish or Jewish dumplings stuffed with savory potato filling and deep fried. The mix may seem strange, but the family behind the business is from Italy via Brooklyn so you’re getting an authentic taste of both spots.

Outdoor Feasts, (803) 487-6876; outdoorfeasts.com; @danpigman.  The guy with the Southern drawl behind the window of this truck goes by Dan the Pig Man and as you might imagine, he is pretty serious about his pork. Dan Huntley runs a catering business out of Rock Hill and the Lake Wylie area, but you’ll frequently find him on the streets and at events around Charlotte selling his local fare. More complex dishes like a Boudin French sausage with rice make the menu, but you’ll want to order something that comes with his award-winning Carolina Pig Pucker BBQ Sauce. It’s a family recipe for a tangy Carolina sauce and when served over ribs or chicken is lip-smacking good. Just ask for extra napkins.
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Roaming Fork, (321) 229-1485; roamingfork.net.  There are plenty of tasty choices on the menu of this bright green truck, but if you don’t order the fried pimento cheesy balls, you’re really doing yourself a disservice. They won’t be winning any health-food awards, but these creamy fried bites are just as decadent and delicious as you might imagine. The truck’s main dishes are sandwiches, but not of your average variety, with amusingly named options like Not Your Mama’s Meatloaf on crunchy sourdough bread or Ooey Gooey Grilled Cheese, featuring pulled pork and barbecue sauce. Ready for those pimento cheese balls yet? The truck’s website includes a monthly calendar showing its neighborhood locations.

Roots Farm Food Truck, (301) 471-1366; rootsfarmfood.com.  This cart is serious about its farm-to-fork dishes, or as they call it, “soil to soul.” With a Johnson & Wales grad in the kitchen, the food here is sourced from farms that are less than 100 miles away. Dishes are seasonal and organically inspired with choices like a spinach salad with pickled ginger and green onion, with a honey miso dressing, or a toasted-turkey-with-brie-and-apples sandwich. You’ll find the truck at just about any food-truck gig around town and you can always check the website for up-to-the-minute updates on its roving location.
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Smoke n Go, (704) 819-7606; smokeandgoclt.com; @smokengocafe.  This Huntersville-based truck comes with a 16-foot smoker and walking by it without salivating offers a serious challenge. Slow- cooked ribs, chicken, beef briskets, and turkey legs are served fall-offthe-bone-tender and with a classic smokey flavor. You’ll also find sides like potato salad and coleslaw. And while it may be tempting after a plateful of this food, whatever you do, don’t skip dessert. The homemade banana pudding is the perfect creamy finish to a Carolina curbside meal.

Southern Cake Queen, (704) 287-8314; southerncakequeen.com; @southerncake. Emma Merisier, the owner, driver, and pastry chef behind this giant pink truck may be the sweetest thing inside of it. And that’s saying a lot considering the former UPS truck is stocked with some of the town’s tastiest cupcakes. Merisier dishes out creative cupcakes in flavors like lemon drop, Key lime coconut, and even egg nog. But try to plan your cupcake order here around strawberry season when you’ll find the Signature Strawberry cupcake made with fresh pureed strawberries and topped with pink vanilla buttercream. Merisier calls it her favorite for a good reason.



  Uptown Charlotte
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Spend an evening in Uptown Charlotte and you’ll be hitting the streets among theatergoers, bar-crawlers, and concert-watchers. The city’s after-dark scene is thriving with a new nightlife complex and even newer arts center now among its skyscrapers. Wide sidewalks fill up in the evenings with locals and visitors out to dinner or drinks at one of Uptown’s many restaurants.

But it wasn’t always this way. For decades, Charlotte was strictly a weekday city with bankers and businessmen heading home to the ‘burbs as soon as the day’s work was complete. Urban planners and real estate developers worked together, though, adding lofts, apartments, and hotels to the city center, as well as restaurants, bars, and lounges. And while a little more than 10 years ago, Uptown was no man’s land on weekend nights, today it offers a vibrant dining and nightlife scene. In fact, the only time when uptown’s streets are busier than a Saturday night may be during weekday lunch hour when workers spill out of the new buildings and into restaurants and sandwich shops for a quick, midday bite.

Split into four historic wards at the central intersection of Trade and Tryon Streets, Uptown offers everything from quaint Victorian homes on tree-shaded streets to gleaming skyscrapers housing international corporations. And its dining options reflect that diversity. Here you’ll find a cozy neighborhood pub just a few blocks from a sleek sushi restaurant. And while swanky steakhouses have long reigned on the city’s dining scene, these days you’re just as likely to see crowds lining up at organic food trucks parked on city squares.

And don’t even think about calling Charlotte’s city center Downtown—it’s always Uptown. Rumors abound as to why exactly this is the case. Many locals will tell you that it has always been called Uptown because the intersection of Trade and Tryon is the highest point of elevation in the area. But others attest that the word Downtown was used until the 1980s when the city began to try to promote a more positive image of itself and switched to the more upbeat Uptown.

Regardless of how it was named, Uptown definitely has a positive vibe these days. But don’t take my word for it—head to one of these top restaurants and experience what it offers for yourself.
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    Amelie’s French Bakery,
    330 S. Tryon St., Charlotte, NC 28205; (704) 376-1782; ameliesfrenchbakery.com; Bakery/French; $. This is the second location of this immensely popular French bakery. At the original spot (p. 95), just a few minutes across town, you’ll find crowds filling the overstuffed couches and bistro tables 24 hours a day. This miniature satellite version isn’t quite as eclectic—or as constantly packed—as its charming sister, but you’ll still find the same delicious fare and strong coffee. Mornings find local workers stopping in for their gourmet lattes and at lunchtime a line often winds to the door with orders for soups and sandwiches. However, the best time for enjoying the comfy cafe is when you have time to relax with a warm drink and one of their famed salted caramel brownies. With this sweet dessert, featuring a dense brownie topped with smooth, salty caramel, you’ll likely start craving your next before you’ve finished your first. See Owner Lynn St. Laurent and Assistant Pastry Chef Eric Stanton’s recipe for Salted-Caramel Brownies on p. 256.

  
    Aria Tuscan Grill,
    100 N. Tryon St., Charlotte, NC 28202; (704) 376-8880; ariacharlotte.com; Italian; $$$. A sleek and chic creation from local restaurateur Pierre Bader, this Italian restaurant has become the city’s place to see and be seen. Inside the glass doors you’ll find an often-crowded bar area with the young and stylish mingling over cocktails until late into the evening. The contemporary dining room offers views into the kitchen, but the best seat in the house is at the Chef’s Table, an elegant private dining area for up to eight, just off the kitchen. The Tuscan dishes here are excellent with hearty portions of handmade pasta and rich sauces. And you won’t want to skip appetizers or desserts. The caramelized gnocchi appetizer featuring airy pillows of gnocchi tossed in a pear, Gorgonzola cream, and truffle sauce is the menu’s star, while a lemon semifreddo dessert offers the perfect cold, sweet finish to an evening.
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    Basil Thai,
    210 N. Church St., Charlotte, NC 28202; (704) 332-7212; eatatbasil.com; Thai; $$$.  Prior to the arrival of this chic restaurant, your best bet for Thai food in Charlotte could be found in strip malls and small settings. But that changed when brothers Henry and Chai Eang brought their Charleston, South Carolina, concept to the Queen City. This trendy spot features dramatic street views and sexy decor with a floor-to-ceiling red velvet curtain accenting the dining area. The menu offers traditional Thai fare expertly created using fresh ingredients. Curry options offer a spicy kick, but the pad thai with its delicate rice noodles and tender chicken and shrimp is a tasty variation of this traditional Thai street food. A mango and sticky rice dessert made with fresh slices of the sweet fruit, is the perfect ending to an evening indulging in some of South Asia’s favorite fare. Don’t forget to make reservations here on the weekends when the dining room and small bar fill up quickly.

  
    [image: chpt_fig_005.jpg]
  

  
    Bask on Seaboard,
    1000 Seaboard St., Charlotte, NC 28206; (980) 613-8282; baskonseaboard.com; Lounge, American; $$. If you’re looking for a swanky meal alongside your entertainment experience, this spot located in the North Carolina Music Factory is your place. Dark hardwood floors, exposed brick walls, and white leather accents make up the interior of the sleek restaurant where you’ll find entrees like filet mignon in a Coca-Cola demi-glace. The nature of the restaurant and its patio encourages lingering after a show or enjoying a few drinks and appetizers before heading over to one of the popular nightclubs on the premises. You’ll find several local beers and more than 30 wines by the glass, but you’ll want to try cocktails like the Champagne julep made with Cava, bourbon, mint, and simple syrup. Looking for an appetizer to share with the table? Dig in to the scotch Eggs rolled in local sausage and deep fried before being served atop soft herb cheese.

  
    Bentley’s on 27,
    201 S. College St., 27th Flr., Charlotte, NC 28244; (704) 343-9201; bentleyson27.com; French; $$$. While the menu is impressive, it’s hard for anything to top the skyline views from this 27th-floor restaurant. Request a window table and schedule dinner during sunset, then let the skilled sommelier direct you on wine choices. Steak dishes dominate the entrees, while appetizers show off some of the kitchen’s best skills with seafood with a decadent macaroni and cheese featuring lobster and truffles, and a tuna carpaccio perfectly paired with a soy mustard butter sauce. While dinner is prime time with its twilight views, the restaurant is open for lunch as well and is one spot you’re certain to make an impression. The menu is similar to dinner, but does offer a selection of sandwiches including a particularly tasty prime rib sandwich topped with mozzarella, arugula, and sliced tomato, and slathered in a creamy basil aioli. It’s not the dinner’s tender steaks, but for a midday meal, it’s an excellent sub.

  
    Bernardin’s Restaurant,
    435 S. Tryon St., Charlotte, NC 28202; (704) 332-3188; bernardinsfinedining.com; Asian/French; $$$. This is a favorite of museum visitors and those headed to shows at the Levine Center for the Arts across the street. Housed in a historic florist’s shop, the charming dining area features arched ceilings and white lights strung between the walls. It’s the second location of the restaurant with the original being in Winston-Salem, but its cozy dining area and well-executed dishes make it feel like an original. While the menu is mostly contemporary American, you’ll find Asian and French influences as well, such as a tuna appetizer featuring three different preparations of fresh ahi tuna. For adventurous eaters, there are a few items you’re unlikely to find on many Charlotte menus, such as grilled New Zealand venison, pan-seared ostrich, or a free-range bison strip loin served with bone marrow truffle butter. It’s the kind of global cuisine that’s often hard to find in this era of locavore love.

  
    BLT Steak,
    110 N. College St., Charlotte, NC 28202; (704) 972-4381; e2hospitality.com; Steakhouse; $$$.  This international chain, named after its original chef (Bistro Laurent Tourendel), added some serious style to Uptown when it arrived. Housed in the bottom floor of the eco-friendly Ritz-Carlton and new Bank of America tower, the restaurant is the city’s latest and greatest steakhouse. It’s known for its steaks for a reason and you won’t go wrong with a filet or rib eye, but a la carte sides like jalapeño mashed potatoes and seared Brussels sprouts are tasty as well. Of course, the best part of the meal may be the crusty gruyère popovers, offered complimentary and served hot at each table. Not in the mood for a full dinner, but want to check out the scene? BLT’s cocktails are some of the best—and most creative—in town. Grab a seat at the bar and try the Rosemary Margarita.
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    Blue Restaurant & Bar,
    214 N. Tryon St., Charlotte, NC 28202; (704) 927-2583; bluecharlotte.com; Mediterranean; $$$. This long-time Charlotte favorite is known for two things: the city’s best upscale Mediterranean fare and a martini list that will make your mouth water (think crème brûlée, caramel flan, cookies and cream, and chocolate mousse). If you’re there early in the evening, you’re likely to see Uptown workers mingling over the famed martinis and appetizers, while later the restaurant offers live jazz music and an appetizing bar menu. But go during the dinner hour when you can try dishes like Chef Gene Briggs’s simmering lamb tagine, a savory Moroccan dish with slow-roasted lamb shank. Enjoy what you ate? Chef Briggs offers frequent cooking classes revealing the full process of complex dishes like beef bourguignon. The classes are themed by region, style, and dish, which means you might find a “Picnic in the South of France” class in midsummer and an “Autumn Game Dishes” class in early fall.
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    The Burger Co.,
    1500 W. Morehead St., Ste. C, Westside, Charlotte, NC 28208; (704) 332-7333; theburgercompany.com; Hamburgers; $. Located in the area just off Uptown known to locals as the Westside, this burger joint is the kind of place where you can expect to enjoy loud music, salty fries, and a cold beer alongside a burger you’ll definitely need two hands and plenty of napkins to eat. It fills up fast during the weekday lunch hour with those craving one of its juicy cheeseburgers and sweet potato fries. While you could go the route of creating your own burger, some of the best options are under the stuffed burgers—beef patties stuffed with cheddar cheese. For an excuse to enjoy an extra one of the restaurant’s cold beers, try the Firehouse Burger topped with spicy aioli, chili, and jalapeños.

  
    The Capital Grille,
    201 N. Tryon St., Charlotte, NC 28202; (704) 348-1400; thecapitalgrille.com; Steakhouse; $$$. The private dining rooms of this restaurant have seen many of Charlotte’s biggest banking deals. The Capital Grille has been around for longer than many of the local steakhouses and there are plenty of locals who continue to swear by it. Located in the center of Uptown, the elegant steakhouse features paintings of local figures on the walls, white tablecloths, and impeccable service. The steaks and seafood are prepared well and of the standard you’d expect from this renowned chain. One of the top sellers, though, is the calamari, featuring the tender fried fish alongside olives with a cool sauce for dipping. You’re unlikely to see a table not enjoying a heaping plate of the dish most nights. Other top choices include the lobster mac and cheese, shrimp cocktail, and a cheesecake dessert with a caramelized top covered in berries and freshly whipped cream.

  
    Chima Brazilian Steakhouse,
    139 S. Tryon St., Charlotte, NC 28202; (980) 225-5000; chima.cc; Brazilian; $$$.  You’re going to want to loosen your belt—and possibly skip a meal—before heading to this Brazilian steakhouse chain. The fixed-price menu includes a spectacular salad bar, unlimited a la carte sides, and more meat than any person should ever eat. In fact, you’ll even find meat on the “salad” bar, which includes dishes like a flavorful beef carpaccio, calamari salad, and slices of prosciutto, as well as arugula salad, gorgonzola cheese mousse, and fresh cheeses. Servers, wearing traditional Brazilian garb complete with gaucho pants, will cut your choice of meat for you, from chicken and pork to steak and lamb, until you’ve had your fill. While you’ll likely be too full to move following a meal here, the upstairs bar, which often features live music, is one of the city’s best spots to relax with a late-evening drink.

  
    Dandelion Market,
    118 W. 5th St., Charlotte, NC 28202; (704) 333-7989; dandelionmarketcharlotte.com; American/Irish; $. If you’re going strictly for food, don’t show up after 10 p.m. because on the weekends this local pub turns into one of the city’s hottest nightspots. However, during lunch, dinner, and Sunday brunch, you’ll find sandwiches and savory small plates. Lunchtime fills the downstairs dining room with Uptown workers digging into one of the spot’s stuffed sandwiches or tasty salads. At dinner, the prosciutto crostini featuring crisp crostinis topped with fresh prosciutto, sweet fig preserves, and caramelized onions is a favorite, and plan on splitting an order of the house pomme frites in order to enjoy the house-made ketchup (its recipe includes Guinness). Feeling hungry? The entire menu can be ordered—and hopefully shared—for $225.
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    Enso | Asian Bistro & Sushi Bar,
    210 E. Trade St., Charlotte, NC 28202; (704) 716-3676; ensocharlotte.com; Asian/Sushi; $$. Located on the bottom floor of the EpiCentre nightlife complex, this sexy sushi bar is dimly lit, features plush decor, and plays thumping club beats late into the evening. While there’s a full bistro menu with just about every common Asian dish imaginable (pad thai, curry, and sesame chicken to name a few), the best options on the menu are under sushi. The Bobcat Roll, named for the city’s basketball team and featuring crab, salmon, and cucumber in a sweet Thai sauce, is a sure shot. Or, for a roll that should have a license to thrill, try the 007. It’s cucumber, spicy tuna, and shrimp tempura all wrapped up and topped with crab, avocado, and spicy mayo.

  
    E2 Emeril’s Eatery,
    135 Levine Avenue of the Arts, Charlotte, NC 28202; (704) 414-4787; e2emerils.com; Seafood/Southern; $$$. Located in the stylish Levine Center for the Arts, this eatery is one of Charlotte’s first tastes of the celebrity chef–driven restaurant. Owned by famed Cajun cuisine creator Emeril Lagasse, E2 offers a wide variety of foods ranging from burgers and salads to Emeril’s classic Southern fare like shrimp and grits made with pancetta, tomato, and corn. Some of the menu’s more creative options may be found at its raw bar. Indulge in adventurous dishes like a freshly shucked oyster shooter with pickled melon, parsley oil, and tomato water or yellowfin tuna tartare served with crisp taro chips. While the restaurant offers plenty of great seats, including tables with glimpses of the Mint Museum’s large, changing screen, the best spot in the house is at the chef’s bar, where you can get up close and personal with the chefs and watch as they prepare dishes like the warm huckleberry upside-down cake dessert. Served with brown-butter ice cream and salted caramel, you’ll be tempted to be the one yelling “Bam!” when this plate hits your table.
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    Halcyon, Flavors from the Earth,
    500 S. Tryon St., Charlotte, NC 28205; (704) 910-0865; halcyonflavors.com; American; $$$. Sure, the name seems a little over the top, but the carefully crafted dishes and drinks here more than live up to it. Located just off the entrance to the Mint Museum, Halcyon’s floor-to-ceiling windows feature gorgeous views of Uptown’s Green. A bar offers a glimpse into the kitchen where Chef Marc Jacksina works his magic, as well as a chance to order one of the creative drinks by the house mixologist such as the Some Pig, a mix of smoky Makers 46 steeped with bacon, orange bitters, and maple syrup. The menu changes seasonally and uses local ingredients. You’ll never go wrong with the artisanal cheese board and freshly baked bread, and if the Phwah Burger, a house ground burger stuffed with foie gras and topped with egg and cheese, is on the menu, order it. Immediately. See Executive Chef Marc Jacksina’s recipe for Sweet Potato Crepes on p. 250.

  
    Harvest Moon Grille,
    235 N. Tryon St., Charlotte, NC 28202; (704) 342-1193; harvestmoongrillecharlotte.com; American/Southern; $$. Cassie Parsons, the Chef and Owner behind this bright and simple restaurant off the lobby of the historic Dunhill Hotel, also happens to be the farmer who raises all of the pork you’ll find on the menu. This means that whether you’re ordering down-home biscuits and sausage gravy for breakfast, a modern banh mi for lunch, or an elegant pork tenderloin for dinner, the meat is the best you’ll find in the city. Her farm, Grateful Growers, had been selling to local upscale restaurants for years before Parsons expanded to a food cart and then the restaurant. Everything on the menu is grown or raised within 100 miles of Charlotte and fresh, simple flavors shine through. The menu frequently changes, depending on seasonal produce, but cross your fingers you’ll get lucky enough to be there when dishes like the pork belly braised in red wine and finished with a root beer reduction are on it.
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    The King’s Kitchen,
    129 W. Trade St., Charlotte, NC 28202; (704) 375-1990; kingskitchen.com; Southern; $$. While it may look like your typical, chic Uptown bistro, don’t be deceived—there’s nothing ordinary about this restaurant. The King’s Kitchen is Owner and Chef Jim Noble’s not-for-profit spot, which works with local businesses, ministries, and nonprofits to employ those in need of help and give money to local charities feeding the hungry. Don’t think for a second that this gets in the way of this charitable restaurant turning out delicious fare. Noble’s culinary talent shines in dishes like the veggie plates, “meat and threes,” soups, salads, and sand wiches. Open for lunch and dinner, you’ll find a down-home, Southern menu featuring options like deviled eggs, fried oysters, pork ribs, and even fried flounder. The most popular option—and with good and greasy reason—is Aunt Beaut’s Skillet-Fried Chicken. Order it alongside fresh veggies like the butter beans, stewed tomatoes, and pan-seared cabbage for a meal that gives you as much as you’re giving back.

  
    LaVecchia’s Steak & Seafood,
    214 N. Tryon St., Charlotte, NC 28202; (704) 370-6776; lavecchias.com; Seafood/Steakhouse; $$$. Back in the days of the banking boom, this swanky seafood restaurant was the place to see and be seen. These days, things have settled down a bit and the restaurant has moved to a new location, but Nick LaVecchia’s eatery remains one of the top spots in town to enjoy fresh Maine lobster, seared and plump jumbo scallops, or the signature lump crab cakes stuffed with tender white meat. And while the restaurant’s Miami-meets-aquarium theme feels a little over-the-top these days, the patio just off the entrance to Hearst Tower is a perfect casual spot for a midday seafood wrap and fries or an evening cocktail alongside a plate of the oysters Rockefeller.

  
    
      
        GET SCHOOLED: JOHNSON & WALES CHARLOTTE
      

      When the famed school Johnson & Wales (801 W. Trade St., Charlotte, NC 28202; (980) 598-1000; jwu.edu/charlotte) opened their Charlotte campus in 1999, the culinary community rejoiced. Not only has the school brought in world-renowned chefs like Alice Waters or Thomas Keller to speak, but it quickly began producing culinary talent with an interest in the Queen City.

      First, there were the chefs on faculty like Peter Reinhart, who is internationally known for his artisan pizzas and breads. Reinhart, who was previously in California, has now worked for more than a decade with chefs and restaurant owners around town developing their recipes and techniques.

      But most exciting for Charlotte are the possibilities with each new class at JWU. These days, if you ask at any top local restaurant you’re likely to find a JWU student in training on the wait staff or in the kitchen, if not a grad at the helm. And with new spots opening under the school’s graduates, it seems likely that the city’s culinary scene will only grow richer through it in coming years.
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    Luce,
    214 N. Tryon St., Charlotte, NC 28202; (704) 344-9222; conterestaurantgroup.com; Italian; $$$. The host speaks with an Italian accent and the interior feels more Venetian than Charlottean, but the dishes here could speak for themselves. House-made pastas are served perfectly al dente and tossed in fragrant sauces like a traditional carbonara and a thick bolognese. Unexpectedly, one of the best times to visit the sophisticated Luce is during lunch when it’s less crowded and the menu features smaller versions of the popular pastas, as well as crisp paninis stuffed with fresh cheeses and prosciutto. And while you may be tempted to skip the bread, knowing you have a rich pasta meal ahead, don’t even think about it. The crusty, fresh loaves are served alongside flavorful olive oil and set the tone for the impressive meal. Buon appetito!

  
    Malabar Spanish Cuisine,
    214 N. Tryon St., Charlotte, NC 28202; (704) 344-8878; conterestaurantgroup.com; Spanish/Tapas; $$. In what used to be his upscale Italian spot, local restaurateur Augusto Conte opened this restaurant in 2012 dedicated to all things Spanish. The cozy interior includes views of Tryon Street, but for true Spanish cafe-style dining, snag a table on the restaurant’s sidewalk patio—and order a carafe of the sweet sangria. Tapas options like ham, potato, and manchego croquetas, grilled octopus, eggplant bruschetta, and braised beef empanadas are all musts. But if you’re in the mood for a heartier meal, order the paella. Be warned, it takes half an hour to get the freshly made traditional dish. But the paella de pescado, brimming with calamari, clams, mussels, shrimp, and cod, is worth the wait. Just make sure you choose your dining companion wisely—everything here, including the paella, is made for sharing.

  
    Mattie’S Diner,
    915 Hamilton St., Charlotte, NC 28206; (704) 376-1020; mattiesdiner.com; Diner; $.  Located just across the street from the North Carolina Music Factory and open 24 hours a day, this retro diner was designed with those in search of comfort food in the wee hours in mind. However, whatever time of day you decide to slide into one of their red vinyl booths, you’ll want to indulge in one of the thick juicy burgers served alongside their hot fries. Or, for the even bigger appetites, try dishes like the chicken-fried chicken topped in sawmill gravy or the pot roast served alongside roasted vegetables. Can’t stay for long? Order one of the shakes to go. In fun flavors like PB & J and S’mores, these are so thick you’ll want to ask for a spoon.
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    Mez,
    210 E. Trade St., Charlotte, NC 28202; (704) 971-2400; mezcharlotte.com; American; $$$.  On the top floor of the EpiCentre nightlife complex, this sleek restaurant offers a variety of options for where to dine. Guests can share dishes like the Mediterranean hummus over cocktails in the bar area where DJs frequently spin and the city’s most stylish are often found lounging on the low seats with views of the skyline. Or, the menu is also served in the sleek movie theaters adjacent to the lounge, while watching Hollywood’s latest flicks. And, of course, there’s the traditional dining area where dishes like a pan-roasted salmon or short rib rigatoni can be lingered over and accompanied by candlelight.

  
    Morton’s Steakhouse,
    227 W. Trade St., Ste. 150, Charlotte, NC 28202; (704) 333-2602; mortons.com/charlotte; Steakhouse; $$$. Like the others in this renowned steakhouse chain, Charlotte’s version of Morton’s is an upscale restaurant full of shiny mahogany and serving premium beef. Every cut of meat is presented in its raw form to the table prior to your meal (or seafood lovers can personally choose their live lobster) and each dish is prepared to perfection. Expect to have some of the best service in the city from dedicated servers—many of whom have been there for years. Lunchtime finds the dining room filled with important business lunches, while in the evening hours this spot is so popular for special occasions it’s hard to sit through dinner without hearing at least one round of “Happy Birthday.”

  
    Pinky’s Westside Grille,
    1600 W. Morehead St., Charlotte, NC 28208; (704) 332-0402; eatatpinkys.com; Hamburgers; $. The first thing you’ll likely notice about this casual burger joint is the colorful VW bug parked on its roof. Housed in a former auto shop, the bug pays homage to the spot’s history. The second thing you should notice is the crispy, fried pickles. Served piping hot and piled high in a basket alongside a cool and creamy ranch, these salty chips draw crowds. While the menu offers salads and even falafel, it’s the playfully named burgers and dogs that are favorites. If you’re feeling adventurous, try the Ding Dong Style burger; served with crunchy peanut butter, Asian slaw, and sriracha sauce, it’s spicy and unexpectedly delicious.
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