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    All the information in this guidebook is subject to change. We recommend that you call ahead to obtain current information before traveling.


  




  About the Authors




  Authors Martin Hintz and Pam Percy are longtime food writers, and their work has been published in numerous outlets around the country. In addition to interviewing chefs, writing about restaurants, and covering food events, they own a 5-acre farm north of Milwaukee and grow garlic and squash on about an acre near West Bend, Wisconsin. Through the growing and harvesting season, they serve some 40 clients in their community supported agriculture (CSA) program, as well as the occasional restaurant or special event. In addition to a wide range of produce, they also raise goats, pigs, and chickens—lots of chickens. Percy has written two books on chickens, and she and Hintz collaborated on Wisconsin Cheese: A Cookbook and Guide to Wisconsin Cheese for Globe Pequot Press (2008).




  They also write the “Boris & Doris on the Town” column, a who’s-doing-what in Milwaukee for the Shepherd Express, the city’s premier weekly entertainment publication. This allows them to hit all the latest hot spots when it comes to cuisine. In addition to about 100 other books, Hintz has also written several guides for Globe Pequot, including 10 editions of Off the Beaten Path: Wisconsin. He has also authored Wisconsin Farm Lore: Kicking Cows, Giant Pumpkins & Other Tales from the Back Forty, a reflective look at Wisconsin’s agriculture for The History Press. In addition, he has written for Edible Milwaukee and is a regular contributor to M Magazine, Milwaukee’s high-end arts, culinary, personality, and fashion publication. Hintz is a Milwaukee County director of the Farm Bureau of Wisconsin and a member of the Food Council of Milwaukee. Percy is a dedicated cook, able to whip up a dinner for six or for 30 guests, with nary a quiver, under a backyard tent or in their century-old farmhouse. Hintz prepares the salads, sets the table, pours beverage, eats, and helps clean up.
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  Introduction




  Wisconsin’s restaurant scene is concentrated in its two largest cities, Milwaukee and Madison. However, almost every town and hamlet elsewhere in the state has at least a couple of restaurants or specialty food producers of note. You can find old-fashioned supper clubs and trendy, contemporary bistros, as well as ethnic eateries and fine dining. Many hole-in-the-wall cafes and even taverns also promote delicious, nutritious fare. As such, you can munch your way from one end of Wisconsin to the other. This happy trek is fueled by steak and schnitzel; tortes, tarts, and tostadas; or fried perch and fresh baked pumpkin pie. Along the way, you can indulge in Wisconsin microbrews and distilled products, as well as milk shakes and cheese curds.




  For a handy overview of the state’s thousands of restaurants, utilize the handy dining guide developed by the Wisconsin Restaurant Association (WRA). On its website (wirestaurant.org/search/dining) you can seek out eateries by restaurant name, by type of cuisine, by metro area, by city, or even those with recreation opportunities on-site. If you have any questions about laws and regulations governing the state’s restaurants, you can phone the WRA at (800) 589-3211 or (608) 270-9950, or write the organization at 2801 Fish Hatchery Rd., Madison, WI 53713.




  With all this awaiting you as a culinary explorer, please take the opportunity to visit Wisconsin and experience the foodie thrill of your lifetime.
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    How to Use This Book


  




  This book only ripples the surface of Wisconsin’s food scene. We have concentrated on the state’s major metropolitan areas but have tossed in dozens of eateries elsewhere that you will enjoy. To make it easy to find that “special place,” the Milwaukee chapter is divided into neighborhoods and suburbs. The Eastern Wisconsin chapter is divided into North of Milwaukee, South of Milwaukee, and West of Milwaukee with mini sections such as Door County. We then broke the state into Central (with Madison and its surrounding communities), Northern, and Western chapters.




  We conclude with easy-to-follow recipes gleaned from among the state’s most skilled chefs, all of whom can flip an egg or poach a salmon with the best kitchen experts in the world.
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Foodie Faves


      These restaurants are either our favorites or those highly recommended by our professional foodie contacts. They attract locals as well as visitors, making for a fun time. Included are traditional locales, as well as up-and-comers.
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Landmarks


      These restaurants have a long history in their communities and have long been noted for excellent menus and amazing food prep. They are the legends of Wisconsin.
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Specialty Stores, Markets & Producers


      Wisconsin’s grocers, vintners, brewers, butchers, and bakers know their stuff. A few of the many are covered here, hinting at the range of purveyors out there waiting to serve you.
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Great Bars


      According to historians, Milwaukee’s first bar opened in 1837. By the Civil War, the number of taverns filled three pages in the city directory. These days, there are some 300 joints in which to enjoy a beverage, whether a craft cocktail or microbrew.

    


  




  Recipes




  Wisconsin’s best chefs have contributed hearty and healthy creations that you’ll enjoy making at home. It is fun trying them all.




  Price Code




  The price code in this guide is figured on the cost of a single entree, including tax and tip:




  

    

      	$



      	less than $10



      	$$$



      	$20 to $30

    




    

      	$$



      	$10 to $20



      	$$$$



      	more than $30

    


  




  

    WISCONSIN’S AGRICULTURE SCENE





    Serving the state’s restaurants, Wisconsin’s agriculture industry is the soul of the region’s economy. It employs almost 354,000 persons, some 10 percent of the entire population. Farming makes a $59.16 billion contribution to Wisconsin’s economy each year, making Wisconsin a leading state in the wide range of agricultural products. Wisconsin is home to almost 77,000 farms, encompassing 15 million acres. The average farm size in Wisconsin is 195 acres. More than 1,500 of these farms are certified organic, or at least considered “sustainable” by not using pesticides and chemical fertilizers. Some 200,000 acres are used for organic crop production, with Wisconsin having the country’s largest number of organic beef and dairy farms. It also ranks first for the number of farms raising organic hogs, layer chickens, and turkeys. The state is proud that it also leads the nation in organic feed grains and forage crops. Most of the organic farms have traditionally been concentrated in Monroe, Vernon, and contiguous Western Wisconsin counties, but the number of such farms has been spreading around the state.


  




  

    Keeping Up with Food News


  




  The Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, jsonline.com/entertainment/dining. Award-winning food writer Carol Deptolla annually lists her top 30 Milwaukee restaurants, and also writes about food, chefs, and recipes in her weekly sections in the newspaper. Deptolla writes a regular blog on the latest food news and notes, found at jsonline.com/blogs/entertainment/mkediner.html.




  The Shepherd Express, expressmilwaukee.com. Food critic Jeff Beutner and other staffers write regular dining-out columns, along with “Short Orders,” which consists of a paragraph and a photo about some hot food find. The Shepherd is Milwaukee’s major weekly entertainment, cultural, and political newspaper.




  Edible Milwaukee, ediblemilwaukee.com. This free quarterly celebrates the food scene of Milwaukee and southeastern Wisconsin yet regularly branches out to capture food-related stories in other parts of the state. The magazine is part of a larger network of more than 75 Edible Communities publications in North America, each locally owned and locally oriented.
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  M Magazine, mmagazinemilwaukee.com. M Magazine is a high-gloss lifestyle publication that covers the city’s personalities, culture, and, of course, food. Profiles of chefs and restaurateurs are a major component of the magazine, along with restaurant overviews and “Short Takes” on subjects ranging from where to find the best barbecue to which places have patios.




  Milwaukee Magazine, milwaukeemag.com. Ann Christenson is Milwaukee Mag’s respected food columnist, backed by other staffers and outside writers who know their food news. They cover new restaurants, review the oldies but goodies, and keep Milwaukeeans up-to-date each month on the latest trendy spot in which to dine.




  Graze, outpost.coop/connect/graze. Distributed by the Outpost Natural Foods (p. 48) cooperative, Graze discusses food trends and issues, health, and culinary experiences. Each issue contains numerous recipes. With no advertising, each issue costs 99 cents but is free with a $20 purchase at any Outpost site around town.




  Madison Capitol Times, host.madison.com/ct. This is the capital city’s major source for news on its business scene, which often includes restaurant coverage.




  The Isthmus, isthmus.com/isthmus. Madison’s weekly alternative paper is a major source of what’s happening in the city when it comes to cuisine. Its features include reviews, latest trends, and who’s doing what. The newspaper’s online service, The Daily Page (thedailypage.com), provides immediate updates on what’s going on in the community, with many stories focusing on the Madison food world in its “Eats” section.




  Madison Magazine, madisonmagazine.com. All the latest in dining, the arts, shopping, events, and business is covered by Madison Magazine. It offers a comprehensive dining guide, as well as stories and news about food and dining in the city.




  Edible Madison, ediblemadison.com. This free quarterly publication is dedicated to the celebration of the food and agriculture of Southern Wisconsin. Its writers include well-known, versatile food writers such as Terese Allen, Jeanne Carpenter, Jessica Luhning, and many others.




  77 Square, host.madison.com/entertainment/dining. This arts and entertainment website tells who is putting a healthy spin on popular foods, where to find fresh tacos, and how vegans and carnivores can coexist in Wisconsin’s capital, plus lots more when it comes to dining out.




  The Dish, union.wisc.edu/wud/publications-the-dish.htm. A project of the University of Wisconsin–Madison student programing board, The Dish provides recipes and restaurant reviews, dining guides for students with restricted diets, cooking tips and tricks, budget recipes, and monthly feature articles on the Madison food scene.




  

    CHEESE IS GOOD!




    Wisconsin is called the Cheese State for good reason. It leads the nation in the number of cheese plants, producing more than 600 varieties and turning out 2.6 billion pounds of cheese annually. Ninety percent of Wisconsin’s milk goes into the production of cheese, and 90 percent of that is sold worldwide. If Wisconsin were a country, notwithstanding that Green Bay’s football fans already consider themselves citizens of Packerland, it would rank fourth in total world production of cheese, just behind the total United States’ output and that of Germany and France. The state makes more cheese than all of Italy! The state has also won 12 out of 16 United States Championship Cheese Contest awards since this competition began in 1981. Wisconsin is also the only state with a master cheesemaker program, a tough 3-year course that emphasizes technical skills and craftsmanship.More than 50 Wisconsin cheesemakers are considered “masters.”
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  Madison.com, host.madison.com. This website focuses on the business, political, and culture news in Madison. To know what’s opening and closing on the restaurant scene, this is the site.




  Wisconsin Foodie, wisconsinfoodie.com/about. This weekly Emmy-nominated television program, hosted by foodie personality Kyle Cherek, is dedicated to “educating, entertaining, and connecting the community to the engaging stories and people behind their food.” Wisconsin Foodie wraps food, cooking, and travel in an easily watchable package. Keep track of what’s going on via Twitter (@WisconsinFoodie) and on Facebook (WisconsinFoodieFans).




  

    Online Services/Blogs


  




  Beer Barons of Milwaukee, beerbarons.org. The Beer Barons are dedicated homebrewers and all-around beer enthusiasts who love to share their knowledge of the industry.




  Burp!, eatatburp.com. This food-oriented blog by Paul and Lori Fredrich features original recipes with an emphasis on local, sustainable foods. Lori is the main writer and recipe developer, while Paul is the head tester, chief marketer, party planner, and all-around foodie. As they emphasize, their core beliefs revolve around “the creation of real food that nourishes both the body and the soul.”




  Madison Beer Review, madisonbeerreview.com. This is an online niche publication that focuses on the industry and culture of craft beer. Editor in chief Jeff Glazer is a Madison attorney specializing in business law and the brewing industry.




  OnMilwaukee.com, onmilwaukee.com. OnMilwaukee is the city’s daily online magazine, with features focusing on arts and entertainment, events, and where to go and what to see. A number of knowledgeable food writers cover the restaurant scene, along with the latest on bars and clubs.




  Oshkosh Beer Blog, oshkoshbeer.blogspot.com. This site is dedicated to the brewing, pouring, and history of beer in Oshkosh, Wisconsin.
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  SavorWisconsin.com, SavorWisconsin.com. This is an online directory and resource for consumers across the world to find food and agricultural products and services from Wisconsin.




  Wisconsin Beer Geek, wisconsinbeergeek.com. In-depth interviews with brewers and others in the beer industry make up the core of this website.




  Wisconsin Restaurateur (WR), wirestaurant.org/membership/wr. WR has an exclusive focus on Wisconsin’s food service industry. All members receive a free subscription to the four-color, quarterly magazine, but you can review the archives that contain stories about carryout, safety of locally sourced food, and the farm-to-table scene.




  Wisconsin Trails, wisconsintrails.com. A longtime fixture on the state’s publishing and online scene, Wisconsin Trails consistently touches on the out-of-the-way and unusual on the culinary trail. It also covers food products and producers, in addition to restaurants and food-makers in the news.




  

    Festivals & Events


  




  To learn more about Wisconsin’s many food and beverage events, tap into All About Wisconsin’s online event website, wisconline.com. The Wisconsin Division of Tourism also has comprehensive listings of such events at its official website, travelwisconsin.com.




  January




  Chili Cook Off, Appleton, WI; appletondowntown.org. Held on the last Saturday of the month, the Chili Cook-Off pits several dozen area eateries against each other. The competition is held in the downtown City Center, featuring at least one ingredient from the winter farm market. You can vote for your favorite.




  February




  Death by Chocolate, Appleton, WI; appletondowntown.org. On Valentine’s Day, just when you need a winter respite, munch your way along College Avenue. Sample all sorts of chocolate treats created by Appleton’s premier chefs. Vote for your favorite treat and become eligible for prizes.




  March




  Maple Syrup Festival, Monona, WI; aldoleopoldnaturecenter.org/event/maple-syrup-fest. Held at the Aldo Leopold Nature Center, 330 Femrite Dr., visitors can tap trees and participate in the intricate process of making maple syrup. There are cooking demos and plenty of opportunity to eat ice cream sundaes topped with maple syrup. What’s most fun is hiking around the nature center and visiting the various stations set up on the grounds that tell of the history and science of maple syruping. Proceeds benefit the Nature Center’s children’s programs. Advance registration is recommended, although you can still do a last-minute walk-in.
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  World Championship Cheese Contest, Madison, WI; worldchampioncheese.org. The biennial event, held in even-numbered years, is held at the Monona Terrace Convention Center in Madison. For more than 50 years, this competition has been the world’s premier technical evaluation and contest among cheesemakers for the best of the best. Medals are awarded to the finest products in 82 classes, with up to 2,500 entries. Fame follows. An international panel of judges picks the winners. The public is invited to watch, as well as take in the final judging for the World Champion cheese. A limited number of tickets are sold to this popular event.




  April




  Madison Food Camp, Madison, WI; madisonfoodcamp.org. This is a daylong, hands-on event for food lovers wanting to know about beekeeping, safeguarding urban chickens, brewing beer, how to bake sourdough breads, raised-bed gardening, and how to sharpen knives, among many other topics. Try the yoga for gardeners. This is a casual, friendly day where you can talk about topics close to your culinary heart. There are no spectators here, only participants. Co-sponsored by Slow Food Madison, the event is held in the Goodman Center, 149 Waubesa St., on Madison’s east side.




  May




  Morel Mushroom Festival, Muscoda, WI; muscoda.com. For more than three decades, Muscoda has celebrated the delicious morel each mid-May and subsequently has earned the title of the Mushroom Capital of Wisconsin. Competitions are held for the smallest, most unusual, biggest cluster,and most pounds collected in a season. There are also chainsaw carving demonstrations, tractor pulls,basketball, softball, and horseshoe tossing tournaments.Events are held in Pickering Park, Railroad Park, the JC Ball Park, and other sites around town. Fried morels are served at Mushroom Headquarters, based on availability. On Sunday of the festival weekend, the St. John’s Men’s Holy Name Society hosts a pancake breakfast in St. John’s Parish Hall on N. Wisconsin Avenue, adjacent to the church. The earthy, flavorful mushroom is a staple culinary delight, collected from secret places around Muscoda and elsewhere in the woods of Western Wisconsin. The morel is prized by gourmet cooks around the world.
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  World’s Largest Brat Fest, Alliant Energy Center, Madison, WI; bratfest.com. Traditional brats are on the menu, but hot dogs and veggie brats are also available for this Memorial Day weekend eating blowout. Madison celebrities act as cashiers. Numerous bands provide the musical background. Since the fest began in 1983, more than three million brats have been sold, amounting to around 300 tons. Some 5,000 volunteers donate a combined total of more than 16,000 hours of their time. Money raised goes to local charities.




  June




  Brews n’ Blues Festival, Oshkosh, WI; jcioshkosh.org/brews-n-blues. Held in Leach Amphitheater, the Oshkosh Jaycees throw this party each year to raise money for area charities. Among the pours presented by more than 30 of the state’s top brewers, you may find Southern Tier’s Plum Noir, a plum-infused porter, and New Holland’s Dragon’s Milk Imperial Stout.




  Cheese Curd Festival, Ellsworth, WI; ellsworthchamber.com/cheese-curd-festival.html. The annual festival is hosted by the Ellsworth Cooperative Creamery, usually held in East End Park the last weekend in June. Enter Sunday’s cheese-curd-eating competition, just to say you did. The squeakier the curd, the fresher and better it is. There are plenty of burger/brat stands, a parade, music, and bingo. A medallion with the respective year’s logo is hidden somewhere in town, with clues provided and a $200 prize for the finder. Be sure to purchase a Cheese Curd Festival Button at one of the town’s businesses so that you can claim your prize. What’s not to like about this event?




  July




  Milwaukee Firkin Craft Beer Festival, Milwaukee, WI; milwaukeefirkin.com. More than 100 beers are available to sample, making a perfect segue for wandering through the historic Milwaukee brewing exhibits. Beer historians give talks, homebrewers show how it is done, and ArtMilwaukee showcases its members’ beer-inspired art. This celebration of Milwaukee beer gets its name from the “firkin,” a small cask of beer that, in medieval England, amounted to a quarter of a barrel. The event has been sponsored by Whole Foods and Hinterland Brewery. The festival packs in beer fans at Cathedral Square Park in downtown Milwaukee.




  Trempealeau Lions Catfish Days, Trempealeau, WI; trempealeau.net. The Trempealeau Lions host this annual family event alongside the Mississippi River, offering dozens of food concessions plus music and a carnival. You can also take a bike or motorcycle tour (bring your own!), participate in a 5–10K walk/run, enter the bass and walleye fishing tournament, enjoy a variety show, peruse the arts and crafts, purchase something you can’t live without at the flea market, take in the car show, cheer at the softball tournament, watch a parade, and settle back to enjoy the fireworks. Despite all this, don’t forget to eat catfish.
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  August




  Festival of Flavors, Eagle River, WI; eaglerivermainstreet.org. Held in Eagle River’s Riverview Park on the last weekend in August, this culinary soiree features all sorts of Wisconsin foods and produce. The idea is to celebrate the foods of Wisconsin, along with bluegrass music, a Street Food Row sponsored by Sprecher Brewery (p. 129), a root-beer-float-drinking contest, kids’ activities, a cheese carver, and chef demonstrations.




  The Great Taste of the Midwest, Madison, WI; mhtg.org/great-taste-of-the-midwest. This is one of the state’s most fun beer festivals. Held annually on the second Saturday in August, more than 100 brewpubs and microbreweries from the Midwest set up their stalls in Olin-Turville Park overlooking Lake Monona in Madison. Up to 6,000 beer lovers have attended in recent years, sipping, supping, and savoring ales, stouts, ambers, and all those great brews in between.




  Milwaukee Irish Fest, Milwaukee, WI; irishfest.com. Milwaukee Irish Fest is the world’s largest Irish cultural event of its kind, with music, theater, dance, exhibits, food, and even Irish dogs on display. Held annually on the third weekend of August, the event attracts Gaels from all over the globe. But you needn’t have a whisper of Irish in you to enjoy the festivities. Major Irish politicians straight from the Auld Sod also regularly drop by to press the flesh. The festival’s mission is to “Instill in Future Generations an Appreciation of Irish Heritage.” To be sure, they do a grand job of it.




  Seymour Burger Fest, Seymour, WI; homeofthehamburger.org. The Burger Fest honors the memory of Charles Nagreen, also known as Hamburger Charlie. Nagreen was a Seymour native who began referring to his ground beef patties served in a bun as “hamburgers.” He began selling his hamburgers at age 15 at the Seymour fair in 1885 and later expanded to the Brown and Outagamie County Fairs. Since then, even the Wisconsin legislature has gotten into the act by declaring that the city is the original home of the burger, which now has a Hamburger Hall of Fame. Activities include a hot-air balloon rally, parade, car show, Bun Run, kite flying, lots of music, and loads of hamburgers, plus the hamburger-press weight-lifting competition, a thick-burger-eating competition, and a ketchup slide. Setting a record, an 8,266-pound burger was fried up August 4, 2001. Activities take place in Lake Park, usually the first week of August.
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  Wisconsin State Fair, 640 S. 84th St., West Allis, WI; wistatefair.com. Held in early August, the fair has been celebrating the state’s agriculture heritage since the 1850s. For the best food, visit the Wisconsin Products pavilion for potatoes, bison and elk burgers, honey sticks, duck fajitas, grilled cheese sandwiches, and ice cream sundaes. Going off the deep end, try a range of deep-fried goodies such as cream puffs and deep-fried cheese curds, candy bars, and pickles. A spin on a carnival ride following this culinary excursion will certainly be an adventure.




  September




  Beef-A-Rama, Minocqua, WI; minocqua.com/channel/Beef-A-Rama/2587. There is no question about “where’s the beef” in Minocqua during Beef-A-Rama. A tradition for more than a half century, the fun-filled celebration is complete with the Rump Roast run, roast cook-offs, plenty of games, live music, and a craft show. Every year, at least a ton of beef is dished out to more than 12,000 people during the celebration. Participants cook their roasts in downtown, along with a beef-eating contest followed by a Parade of Roasts.




  The Cumberland Rutabaga Festival, Cumberland, WI; cumberland-wisconsin.com. This fest gives a shout-out to the world’s most chuckled-at vegetable on the weekend before Labor Day. Among the activities are runs/walks for charity, plus music, food vendors, and kids’ programs. There might even be rutabagas on hand to sample.




  Green County Cheese Day, Monroe, WI; cheesedays.com. Since 1914, Green County Cheese Days has always made for loads of family fun. The party features cheese, cheese, and more cheese, plus polka bands, cow milking competitions, and . . . did we mention cheese? The event is held on the third weekend of September in even-numbered years. In addition to eating your way along the vendors’ row, you can take in the Cheesemakers’ Ball and dance the night away. Be aware that throughout the evening, an occasional Swiss yodeler will step up to the microphone to showcase his or her skills. And look for the chocolate fountain.




  The Warrens Cranberry Festival, Warrens, WI; cranfest.com. The cranberry is big business in the Warrens area, home of numerous berry bogs. The fest has become one of the country’s largest arts and crafts fairs, as well as offering parades, bog tours, and loads of grub, much of which has a cranberry theme. The festival is held the last full weekend in September.




  Watermelon Festival, Pardeeville, WI; pardeeville watermelonfestival.com. Chandler Park hosts this melon-do, with slices of cool, sweet melons offered free to guests. There are melon-carving contests, as well as seed-spitting and speed-eating competitions. In the men’s category, Clark Hodgson of Pardeeville spat a seed a record 61 feet, 3 inches in 1988.




  October




  Bayfield Apple Festival, Bayfield, WI; bayfield.org/bayfield-activities/bayfield-apple-festival. The festival is considered one of the country’s top autumn festivals, according to the Society of American Travel Writers. There are numerous booths selling cider, pies, tarts, and caramel apples. A kids’ carnival with games and rides rounds out the family activity menu. Plenty of music keeps everyone up and moving.




  Eagle River Cranberry Festival, Eagle River, WI; eagleriver.org/CranberryFest.asp. This cranberry fest is a family event with activities being held throughout the Northwoods community. You can try fresh, locally grown cranberries made into bratwurst and other delicacies, tour bogs, and enjoy a slice of the World’s Largest Cranberry Cheesecake. The fest grounds are bounded by Division and Forest Streets and State Highway 70.




  Holy Hill Art & Farm Market, 4958 Holy Hill Rd. (State Highway 167 West), Hubertus, WI; holyhillartfarm.com. The market is held on the old Loosen homestead, where barns and buildings house displays by the region’s crafters and farmers. The rolling hills surrounding the market are reminiscent of Ireland, where many of the early settlers came from. The spires of the Basilica of the National Shrine of Mary, Help of Christians, are in the distance.




  November




  Pie Palooza, Madison, WI; reapfoodgroup.org/programs-events/pie-palooza. Pie makers all over Madison come up with sweet and savory pie recipes for this annual celebration held in early November. A Sunday brunch includes your choice of two slices of pie. Every selection is baked by area chefs using local products. Proceeds from Pie Palooza support REAP Food Group programs, which promote healthy foods in schools, restaurants, food stores, and home kitchens.
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  December




  Ethnic Holiday Dinner, Old World Wisconsin, Eagle, WI; oldworldwisconsin.wisconsinhistory.org/Events/EventDetail/Event2129.aspx. Guests love celebrating the holiday traditions of Yankee, German, Irish, and Scandinavian immigrants who came to Wisconsin in the 1800s and early 1900s. Matinee and evening seatings are available on the Sunday of the event. Old World Wisconsin, W372 S9727 State Hwy. 67, is a state historical site, comprised of an 1870s crossroads village and 10 ethnic farmsteads. The complex is located on 576 acres of wooded hills in the Southern Unit of Kettle Moraine State Forest.




  

    ETHNIC FLAIR





    Milwaukee is renowned for its range of festivals highlighting the city’s many ethnic heritages, each having numerous food booths promoting the respective cultures: Polish Fest, Milwaukee Highland Games (Scottish) and Greek Fest in June; Bastille Days (French), Croatian Festival, Armenian Fest, Festa Italiana, and German Fest, July; African World Festival, Irish Fest, Mexican Fiesta, Serbian Fest, and India Fest, August; Indian Summer, September; Scandinavian, October. There is also a PrideFest in June and loads of summertime church festivals. Visit Milwaukee’s website, visitmilwaukee.org, for the details.
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  Greater Milwaukee




  For discussion purposes, GPS lovers, map aficionados, and out-of-towners, Milwaukee’s downtown ranges along East and West Wisconsin Avenue. This main thoroughfare was called Grand Avenue in the good old 1800s. It runs directly west from Lake Michigan and a sculpture by Mark di Suvero locally called “The Sunburst,” although its proper title is The Calling. Continue into the setting sun on to Marquette University. The north–south Milwaukee River cuts through the heart of downtown, dividing Wisconsin Avenue. The waterway is on its way to link with the west–east flowage of the Menomonee River. The downtown’s northern end is Juneau Avenue, and the southern boundary is the Historic Third Ward. Within this area are the city’s major office buildings, hotels, and restaurants. Among prominent civic landmarks here are City Hall, the Milwaukee County Courthouse, the main public library, the arena and auditorium, the public museum, and the Milwaukee County Historical Society.




  For hundreds of years, the Menominee, Fox, Mascouten, Sauk, Potawatomi, Ojibwe (Chippewa), and Ho-Chunk (Winnebago) would gather around here, more or less in peace, to race their horses along the lake shoreline. The native nations harvested wild rice and hunted in the nearby marshes surrounding this confluence of waters. The name Milwaukee may come from the Potawatomi language minwaking or Ojibwe language ominowakiing, “Gathering Place by the Water.” When settlers finally showed up in the late 17th and early 18th centuries led by the French, they used Melleorki, Milwacky, Mahn-a-waukie, Milwarck, and Milwaucki for place names. By the time the swamps were drained and filled in, many early civic records were using Milwaukie as the community’s name. Finally, in the late 1800s, a newspaper utilized “Milwaukee.” The term stuck and has been used ever since.




  The only difference between long ago Native Americans gathering here to share stew and today’s city residents dining out is that more shrimp scampi probably is eaten now than the whitetail deer of yore. Restaurants are scattered throughout this district, mostly north of Wisconsin Avenue. One of the major concentrations of eateries is along North Milwaukee Street and in the blocks surrounding Cathedral Square. For those in a walking mode, it is easy to stroll from hotel to pub to restaurant without working up a glow. To figure out where to start, check out VISIT Milwaukee’s website, visitmilwaukee.org, or call (800) 554-1448 or (414) 273-3950. The convention and visitor’s bureau lists numerous dining possibilities in a wide range of pricing.




  Now, let’s go get something to eat.




  Downtown




  [image: image]




  Milwaukee’s Downtown offers enough eateries to satisfy the hungriest diner, from independently owned quick-in-and-out sandwich and soup shops to high-end, linen tablecloth caravansaries. For map readers, Milwaukee’s Downtown runs from Lake Michigan on the east to the Marquette University area on the west, generally along East and West Wisconsin Avenue, the city’s main drag, which is divided by the Milwaukee River. To the south, the dividing line would be the elevated I-794 freeway spur, underneath which you reach the hip Third Ward. The dividing line to the north is more amorphous, so let’s say the boundary would be the blocks around the Milwaukee Area Technical College.




  

    

      



      

        	

          [image: image]


        



        	

          Foodie Faves


        

      


    


  




  Buckley’s Restaurant and Bar, 801 N. Cass St., Milwaukee, WI 53202; (414) 277-1111; buckleysmilwaukee.com; Bistro; $$. Emphasizing its motto of “Great Food for Great People,” Buckley’s is an intimate family-owned hideaway presenting a wide variety of edibles: gnocchi with short ribs; duck confit with brie, dried cherries, and ricotta; smoked beef and sun-dried tomatoes; rigatoni with pistachio pesto, paired with a dazzling serving of Graziano Sauvignon Blanc or a smooth Hitachino white ale. Grilled venison, Cornish hen, and breaded pork loins are also on the menu. And where else can an experimenting diner get strozzapreti with wild boar, which is an artisanal, handcrafted pasta tossed with burgundy-braised boar ragù and grated Parmesan. For an extra-special night out, try out a bottle of Chateau Moncoteour Tête de Cuvée Vouvray Brut from the Loire. Buckley’s also has a dynamite brunch selection that includes a mile-high quiche, Guinnessbraised corned beef, and a steak and egg wrap. It also offers carryout, a popular service for surrounding apartment dwellers.




  Cafe Calatrava, 700 Art Museum Dr., Milwaukee, WI 53202; (414) 224-3200; mam.org; New American; $–$$. There is hardly a better way to augment a tour of Milwaukee restaurants than to stop at the Milwaukee Art Museum for lunch in the Cafe Calatrava. The bright, cheery room honors architect Santiago Calatrava, designer of the museum’s flamboyant gull-wing roof. Located in the lower level, the cafe’s floor-to-ceiling windows showcase the sweeping views of Lake Michigan, with an adjoining terrace for summer dining. The menu often reflects whatever exhibits are being held in the galleries. During an Impressionist show, a simple basil gnocchi was enhanced with splashes of color by the addition of red peppers, green basil and sage, brown mushrooms, and yellow butternut squash. An art form in itself, the Sunday brunch offers a culinary palette from vegan banana pancakes to eggs Benedict. A kid-friendly menu is also available.




  Carnevor Steakhouse Moderne, 724 N. Milwaukee St., Milwaukee, WI 53202; (414) 223-2200; carnevor.com; Steak House; $$$. This sleek steak house from the SURG restaurant group on Milwaukee Street’s eatery row has some of the top prime steaks in the city, each offering sizzlingly exceptional flavor. Starters get modern with interesting twists, such as tuna tartare topped with a wasabi-flavored tobiko, and small plates including Kobe carpaccio, thinly sliced beef with shaved Wisconsin Parmesan, local pea tendrils, smoked pine nuts, capers, truffled bread, and horseradish aioli. As far as Carnevor steaks go, the selection includes filets, New York strips, and rib eyes in varying portion sizes and cuts, plus loads of sauce selections from roasted garlic to shiitake and brandy and many in between. If you want something without red meat, there is a magnificent free-range chicken awaiting your knife and fork, or even South African lobster tail. The restaurant offers 400 varieties of wine. Desserts are supremely tempting, much to one’s dismay. Among the “devil made me eat it” treats are s’mores with milk chocolate mousse, graham sponge, and marshmallow ice cream. The doughnuts made of chocolate, seasonal jam, and vanilla cream are too tempting to pass up.
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  City.Net Cafe, 306 E. Wisconsin Ave., Milwaukee, WI 43210; (414) 336-1723; citynetjazz.com; Casual American; $. City.Net Cafe celebrated its grand opening in February 2013, immediately garnering fans for its food and occasional live jazz in the evenings. Owned and operated by veteran restaurateur and jazz drummer Sam Belton, downtowners drop in for breakfast or lunch specials, such as Tamie’s Turkey, Sam’s Wrap, or a creamy broccoli soup or chili. Espresso drinks are by Abyssinia Coffee Roasters, with Belton doing his own roasting while patrons wait. He secures his coffee from Ghana, Tanzania, Indonesia, and elsewhere, favoring a powerful “red eye” espresso for himself. Honing his skills, Belton has attended roasting workshops and completed a course at the American Barista & Coffee School in Portland, Oregon. Running the kitchen, his daughter Shani acts as chef. The cafe has Wi-Fi service, with many customers sipping a latte while finishing a project on their computers. Belton always has music in the background. Performing with the likes of Milwaukee jazz greats Manty Ellis and Adekola Adedapo, he’s often out on the road with the Don Lewis Quartet in Madison and elsewhere. His jazz theme extends to a gallery of musicians’ photos lining the walls, with more graphics coming all the time. To find the cafe, follow the wafting aroma of fresh coffee.




  Cubanitas, 728 N. Milwaukee St., Milwaukee, WI 53202; (414) 225-1760; getbianchini.com/cubanitas-restaurant.html; Cuban; $$. This is Milwaukee’s only real Cuban restaurant, and it serves mojitos and piña coladas that even Hemingway would love. Generally crowded and always casual, there is street or valet parking. Among dishes we favor is the pan con lechón, a roasted pork and raw onion sandwich on Cuban bread with its side of mojo sauce. The ropa vieja, a shredded flank steak with tomato Creole sauce, onions, and peppers, also hits the spot. There are always daily specials.




  Distil Milwaukee, 722 N. Milwaukee St., Milwaukee, WI 53202; (414) 220-9411; distilmilwaukee.com; Supper Club; $$. Distil’s mixologists put together a rainbow of one-of-a-kind craft cocktails exclusive to the restaurant. Among the best is Apartment 137, constructed with Wisconsin-made 44° North huckleberry vodka, lemon sorbet, lemon curd, fresh ginger juice, and fresh blueberry nectar. The Last Rose of Summer is a concoction of Maker’s Mark bourbon, house-made rose jam syrup and sour mix, Hum liqueur, egg whites, and candied rose petals. Distil takes “artisanal” to the next level with quality cheese, beer, and spirits, and products such as chorizo-stuffed dates with chèvre and a truffled chicken liver pâté. A small plate of duck brodo consists of butternut squash agnolotti and scallions, and the parsnip soup is worth walking on water to reach. Pastry creations here range from a sweet potato pie or a frozen yogurt with a cardamom-saffron parfait, to blackberry ganache, which is a pastry glaze. This place is trendy, overflowing with hotty models, creative arts types, trendy techies, and tall, tall pro basketball players. Scotch is often the beverage of choice, the single malts lovingly served with an eyedropper of water if an imbiber wishes.
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  Fajitas Grill Centro, 530 E. Mason St., Milwaukee, WI 53202; (414) 312-7799; fajitasgrillmilwaukee.com; Mexican; $–$$. Moving to this new and larger space in 2013, chef and co-owner Arturo Napoles offers several new dishes not found in his old place near Brady Street, such as appetizer scallops. Yet a true Fajitas fan will still trek the Baja for Napoles’s fried plantain with tomatillo sauce. Open for a power breakfast at 7 a.m., the morning menu includes traditional huevos rancheros and delicious chilaquiles, handmade-from-scratch fried corn tortillas simmered in salsa and dished out with cheese, eggs, or beans. Lending an artistic touch, Hispanic-themed artwork by local painters adorns the brightly painted walls.
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  Harbor House, 550 N. Harbor Dr., Milwaukee, WI 53202; (414) 395-4900; harborhousemke.com; Seafood; $$–$$$. The view of Lake Michigan and the city skyline is amazing at this joint venture between the Bartolotta restaurant group and philanthropist Michael Cudahy, transporting guests to an idyllic coastal setting. Tucked between the Milwaukee Art Museum and Pier Wisconsin, diners dig into all varieties of seafood and shellfish, including oysters, clams, lump crab, soft-shell crab, mussels, and shrimp. The chefs here are also meat-friendly, presenting Strauss veal cutlets, filet mignon, and even the traditional chicken. Seasonal sitting on the verandah, gazing at stars, the harbor lights, and the illuminated downtown, makes summer all the more pleasurable when we return from a lakefront festival or are headed to the theater and are seeking a quick Champagne or martini. Scoot over here after an outdoor Fish Fry & A Flick movie night at the adjacent Discovery World museum and education center.




  

    MOBILE FOOD MOVEMENT





    For cheap eats on the run, Milwaukeeans know to track down any one of the many meals-on-wheels wagons, trucks, and carts that roam the streets from spring to autumn. To find the most current parking sites for each traveling grill, savvy diners use Twitter and Facebook.




    Pita Brothers, (262) 320-7482; pitabrothers.com. Brothers Vijay and Manoj Swearingen use Lebanese flatbread as the base for their pita wraps, assembled in a compact prep area of their battery-run vehicle. A fresh-chopped veggie pita wrap with hummus spread is $5, with a chicken-bacon-ranch delight at $6 and other menu items ranging in between. Subsequently, a diner can always be assured of an inexpensive munch, even if on the run. The vegetables can be grilled or raw. Fruit smoothies are prepared on-site, with sodas stored in a glass-front refrigerator. The Swearingens’ truck is most often found at Catalano Square in the Third Ward, showing up around 11:30 a.m. weekdays or alternating to 15th and Wells near Marquette. They can be tracked on their journey via Twitter (@PitaBros) and Facebook.




    Streetza Pizza, (414) 215-0021; streetza.com. Any way you slice it, Scott Baitinger and Steve Mai have an edible gold mine with their pizza-by-the-slice offering. The truck usually parks along Water Street on hot summer weekend nights for after-hours grazing, much like the famous “chippers” in Britain. The duo can also be found outside festival grounds and similar outdoor events, temptingly presenting one last snack before revelers head home. Slices are taken from a menu of daily-changing offerings, including a sausage and four cheeses to a fancier chicken Alfredo. Seek ’em out on Twitter (@streetzapizza).




    Taqueria Arandas, (414) 672-3514. No one can miss the taco trucks bustling throughout the South Side. Fans of Alejandro Leon eagerly track down his fleet, coming from all over the city for their taco treat—or for a burrito, tostada, or torta. Leon’s basic taco is merely $1.50, which means that a two-, three-, or four-taco meal isn’t out of the ordinary. Fillings range from beef to chicken and beef tongue. Aficionados go for the tripas (chitterlings) on crisp or soft tortillas, complemented with onion and cilantro. Leon’s restaurant of the same name (1531 W. Lincoln Ave.) is the “madre ship,” accommodating off-season cravings.




    American Euros, (414) 962-GYRO; american-euros.com. Owner Mike Miller sets up his gyro wagon at Water and Wisconsin from 10:30 a.m. to around 3 p.m., and it can be found along Water Street on Thurs and Fri from 9:30 p.m. through bar closing. Starting in 2012, business has grown enough so that Miller is even thinking of opening a storefront outlet for the winter. His basic gyro is lamb, cucumber sauce, and lettuce, topped European style with french fries. Miller also offers chicken and veggie gyros. Miller’s baklava babe is his Greek mom, Alexandra Stoerri, who creates the cart’s fresh pastry, a slice of the sticky, honey-sweet delicacy.




    Good Food Dude, (414) 446-7372; goodfooddude.net. The Dude’s large green van is seen at many East Side, Riverwest, and Downtown locales, as well as outdoor music and theater events throughout the area in the summer. Chef-Owner Bill Duvall’s mission is to bring organic and locally produced goodies to the community. There is always a coffee of the month, with serving sizes ranging from the 12-ounce Normal Dude to the 16-ounce Big Dude. Espresso, cappuccino, mocha, and lattes are available as well, along with smoothies and flavored Italian soda. Experiment with the Cry Fowl hand-pattied burger, crowned with an over-easy fried egg, caramelized onions, Wisconsin cheddar cheese, and a dynamite sauce, all served on a Kaiser roll from Fred Scarina’s bakery.




    Hot dogs. The true harbinger of Milwaukee summer is the dog carts roaming in packs around greater Milwaukee. From May through early October, you can find wiener wagons in front of the Reuss Federal Plaza, along the River Walk, across from the Marcus Center, near City Hall, and ranging throughout the Water Street neighborhood for post-partygoers. Trimmings include sauerkraut, relish, peppers, various brown and yellow mustards, fried or raw onions, ketchup, and additional condiments. “Upscale” carts, notably Real Dogs at Water and Wisconsin, present even more, carrying brats, knockwurst, andouille sausage, and dynamite Hungarian sausages for the discerning diner. Chips, cookies, and related side orders are at the whim of the vendor.


  




  Melthouse Bistro, 1857 E. Kenilworth Place, Milwaukee, WI 53202; (414) 271-6358; melthousebistro.com; Casual American; $. Gourmet grilled-cheese sandwiches, made with championship Wisconsin cheese and fresh artisan breads, are the only items on the menu, other than salads and a listing of sides that include coleslaw, soup, hash browns, waffle fries, and several other additions. All food is prepared from scratch. The comfortable little restaurant is spare, with few frills. A diner comes here for the sandwiches.




  Rumpus Room, 1030 N. Water St., Milwaukee, WI 53202; (414) 292-0100; rumpusroommke.com; Bistro; $$. Situated across the street from the Marcus Center for the Performing Arts, the Rumpus Room is a wonderful spot for a laid-back dinner or a pre- or post-performance pause. The waitstaff are pros in getting guests in and out well before curtain time. Among his other culinary skills, Chef Matt Kerley is a pork expert. Everything porcine from nose to tail that comes into the Rumpus kitchen goes out on a platter in some fashion, including pigs’ ears, hoisin-glazed pork belly, or footsies turned into trotter tots. Bar snacks, complementing a 30-some page booklet of drink options, range from old-school popcorn seasoned with a spice blend to rumaki, a favorite in Milwaukee of water chestnuts wrapped in bacon. For entrees, Rumpus has come up with stuffed quail, pork schnitzel, lamb Bolognese, roasted chicken, burgers, and organic salmon. Top it all off with a dessert of s’mores, a layered ice cream bar with chocolate and salted caramel gelato, fudge sauce, and graham crackers topped with marshmallow crème. Sometimes, however, a goat cheese cheesecake with a walnut crust, pickled grapes, and saba does the trick. A quick carry-out counter is just inside the front door for the rushed noontime patron.
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