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  Introduction




  Memphis: Reinventing Southern Food on the Banks of the Mississippi




  Quick! Answer this question: What do people in Memphis eat?




  More than likely, your answer starts with a B and ends with a Q, an association as irrevocably linked with Memphis as the King of Rock ’n’ Roll. Here in the Bluff City, we have a ubiquitous love affair with slow-cooked pork. Seasoned chefs and backyard grillers talk barbecue with spirited expertise, uniting residents and visitors alike with the sacrosanct belief that few things taste better than a pulled pork sandwich.
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  While barbecue and Elvis bookend the city’s culinary and cultural personalities, Memphis these days has moved beyond smokers and home cooking. Demographic shifts, economic development, and energetic young chefs are reinventing Southern cooking in fun and sophisticated ways. (How about osso bucco with shiitake grits, collard greens, and mushroom jus, or sweet corn griddle cakes with crabmeat ravigote?)




  Simply put, the culinary scene in Memphis is exploding thanks to talent, timing, and the availability of local food. From fine dining to vegan cafes, there is an intuitive understanding of farm-to-table in Memphis, where people have always grown their own okra and tomatoes. Add in the city’s temperate climate, and no wonder Memphis boasts more than a dozen farmers’ markets, with several operating year-round.




  Food politics matter, too. Church and community volunteers are tackling the city’s food deserts with aggressive programs to build and plant vegetable gardens in underserved neighborhoods. Fresh-food advocate Tony Geraci is the new director of nutrition for Memphis City Schools. The subject of the documentary Cafeteria Man, Geraci is a charismatic missionary intent on buying food from local farmers to transform processed school lunches into more healthy choices.




  The entrepreneurial spirit in Memphis also is invigorating the citywide menu. At L’École Culinaire, chefs in training experiment with recipes for the school’s restaurant, The Presentation Room. At small commercial kitchens spread across town, artisan producers turn out red velvet cupcakes, strawberry champagne truffles, and vegetarian casseroles to go. And, yes, Memphis has food trucks (finally!) along with small ethnic eateries like La Michoacano, where dozens of fruit and cream paletas change flavors every day.




  Exploring food in Memphis has never been more diverse or exciting. From barbecue nachos to global cuisine, chefs and purveyors are marrying invention with regional charm. In fact, four of the city’s most successful independent chefs graduated from the same local high school in 1998, confirming that many food lovers in Memphis are both prodigious and homegrown.




  




  How to Use This Book




  Is there a right way to organize a Food Lovers’ Guide to Memphis? Probably not, but we’ve done our best to be sensible. The chapters in this guide are categorized geographically, and within each chapter are these features:
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  Foodie Faves




  So what’s a foodie fave? Anything we deem worth a visit, from established favorites to new upstarts that many locals have yet to discover.
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  Landmarks




  Many of the restaurants in this category grew up with us. (Or was it vice versa?) Some have been family run for generations, and all continue to thrive thanks to excellent service, customer loyalty, and culinary aplomb.
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  Barbecue & Blue Plates




  It’s no surprise to us that U.S. News & World Report named Memphis the best barbecue city in America. More than 80 businesses offer barbecue in the Bluff City, and dozens more serve home-cooking and soul food such as biscuits, greens, meat loaf, and grits.
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  Specialty Stores, Markets & Producers




  A city’s collective palate depends, not only on its chefs, home cooks, and restaurant patrons, but on its unique collection of local butchers, artisan purveyors, and specialty markets. Find our favorites here.




  




  Price Code




  Price information for restaurants uses the following scale for a single entree:




  

    

      	$



      	Less than $10

    




    

      	$$



      	$10 to $20

    




    

      	$$$



      	More than $20

    


  




  Getting Around




  Since its early history as a waterway to the American West, Memphis has been an important center for moving cargo and people. Today about 1 million passengers a year make their way through Memphis International Airport, a hub for Delta Airlines and a route for Air Tran, which is slated to become part of the Southwest fleet. The airport’s unusual terminal building, designed in the early 1960s by renowned architect Roy Harrover, was built to accommodate two-story jet ways. A midcentury salute to the promise of jet travel, the building is especially appealing at night, when soft white lights accentuate its martini-glass structure. During the holidays, the lights alternate from red to green.




  The terminal’s interior has been recently renovated with streamlined security and a themed decor honoring Memphis barbecue and music. Airport concessions play along: Check out Corky’s BBQ in Terminal A and Interstate Bar-B-Que, Sun Studio Cafe, and Memphis City Blues Wine Bar in Terminal B. Although the airport is centrally located to most of Memphis, visitors need to grab a car, cab, or pickup by a friend to travel downtown or into the city’s sprawling suburbs. Unfortunately, public transportation is limited except within the city’s central business district. There are no local trains or subways, and the municipal bus company—Memphis Area Transit Authority, or MATA—can be unpredictable.
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  Once downtown, Memphis becomes more user friendly. The Beale Street entertainment district, along with some of the city’s finest restaurants, is walking distance from most hotels. A charming Main Street Trolley with restored vintage cars and ADA-accessible stops also winds its way near a seasonal Saturday farmers’ market and downtown landmarks like The Peabody hotel. The trolley’s 2.5-mile Riverfront Loop includes views of the Mississippi River, and the Madison Avenue line connects downtown with the city‘s medical district. A daily pass for all routes is $3.25, with discounted rates for seniors and riders with disabilities.




  For explorations beyond downtown, driving isn’t complicated because Memphis developed on an east–west and north– south grid. The city’s main east– west thoroughfare, Poplar Avenue, connects downtown with Memphis’s lovely tree-filled neighborhoods. While there are certainly faster routes, sticking with Poplar ensures visitors won’t get lost. Throw in Mapquest directions or a smartphone GPS, and even obscure foodie favorites should be easy to find.




  




  Keeping Up with Food News




  Expanded food coverage by both traditional and electronic media reflects the growing culinary scene in Memphis. Find a food writer or blogger who shares your taste from the list below.
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  Best Memphis Burger, bestmemphisburger.com. Memphis loves a newsy post on burgers, which explains the popularity of the Best Memphis Burger blog. Not long ago, a laudatory post on burgers stuffed with cheese found its way to me. Since then, I’ve been drawn repeatedly back to the blog to see how many ways one guy can describe a burger. He’s already eaten burgers from more than 40 restaurants, along with chips, fries, and onion rings. (He likes his sides crispy.) Burgers are rated with one to five stars, and readers can make suggestions for reviews with an easy-to-find link. Up next for the burger man: chicken wings, the spicier the better.




  Chubby Vegetarian, chubbyvegetarian.blogspot.com. Justin Fox Burks, the Chubby Vegetarian, isn’t chubby anymore since he started running marathons. He’s also part of a team with spouse Amy Lawrence. Together they turn vegetarian cooking into a fun-filled romp of recipes and eye candy, thanks to Burks’s gorgeous photography. The couple can do some fancy cooking, too, whipping together inventions like triple-ginger apple crisp and vegetarian Frogmore stew. Lawrence handles the baking, or as Burks explains, “I’m savory; she’s sweet.” Fans of the blog are cooking, too—testing recipes for the team’s book, The Southern Vegetarian Cookbook .
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  The Commercial Appeal, commercialappeal.com; and Whining & Dining, whiningdining.com. The Commercial Appeal is the city’s daily newspaper and, like most dailies, publishes a food section on Wednesday. In addition to local food features, the section includes a Whining & Dining column by food writer Jennifer Biggs, a chatty and informative roundup of food news and Biggs’s adventures eating out and cooking at home. Biggs also writes a blog by the same name for the paper’s online edition, where her connection with readers is friendly and personal. In the paper’s Friday Go Memphis tabloid section, look for a weekly restaurant review, a Best Bet feature on a favorite dish, and a Q&A spotlight on a local chef.




  Cork It, memphiscorkit.com. A glossy newcomer from publisher Allison Jacob and sommelier Chris Thorn, Cork It is a quarterly magazine targeted to the full range of wine lovers, from novice to collector. The magazine includes columns from local wine experts, features on national and regional wineries, tasting notes on wines to watch, and advertorials from local independent restaurants. With its oversize, color format, Cork It is a fast and accessible way to get a feel for the dining scene in Memphis. The magazine is distributed free of charge at restaurants, liquor stores, and online, where an excellent click-thru calendar of dinner and wine pairings also is available.




  Dining with Monkeys, diningwithmonkeys.blogspot.com. Stacey Greenberg loves to eat out, but “dining with monkeys” (her two sons, Satchel and Jiro) was rough when they were toddlers. So Greenberg started blogging in 2005 about the challenges of eating out with kids, establishing an enthusiastic cache of readers who like watching her sons grow up one meal at a time. (She’s trained them not to touch their food until she snaps a photo!) A repeat winner for the Memphis Flyer ’s best blogger award, Dining with Monkeys is a worthwhile read, whether you have kids or not, because Greenberg has a knack for finding off-the-radar restaurants well worth investigating.
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  Eat Local Memphis, eatlocalmemphis.org. A tireless supporter of small, local food businesses, Thomas Robinson jumped into blogging about local food early on, so he’s on the deep inside, sharing tweets and posts from other bloggers with a nice one-for-all-andall-for-one style. He likes to mix sports and pop culture references into his blog. They are catchy even if they don’t quite make sense—for example, linking Stone Soup Cafe (p. 95) to Van Morrison’s “And It Stoned Me.” The motto for Robinson’s blog is “Break the chain, eat local,” a slogan prominently circulated around Memphis on T-shirts and stickers.




  Edible Memphis, ediblecommunities.com/memphis. Part of the Edible Communities publications popular in many cities, Edible Memphis and editor Melissa Petersen are at the heart of the city’s local food effort, pulling together people and businesses with a colorful quarterly publication trumpeting local and seasonal food. Distributed free of charge at restaurants and specialty markets, the magazine includes recipes and cookbook reviews, along with stories on farmers, food producers, and nonprofits that are using local food to impact education and policy.




  From the Southern Table, paulandangela.net. Memphians Paul and Angela Knipple like to travel—a lot. Their blog is a family diary of sorts, chronicling their road trips and cooking adventures in the kitchen. Over the past few years, they traveled from Virginia to Alabama to study how ethnic traditions shape Southern food. The resulting book, The World in a Skillet: A Food Lover’s Tour of the New American South, was published in early 2012. Now they are back on the road again, hunting down local products like country ham and sorghum molasses for an upcoming book on agribusiness in Tennessee.
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  Fuzzy Brew, fuzzybrew.com. Fuzzy Brew is a joint venture between three beer-loving buddies who enthusiastically brew beer, drink beer, and share beer. They admit in their blog introduction that they’ve done more of the first two. The blog is about craft beers, beer-related events in Memphis and the Mid-South, and the trio’s homebrewing. This is a great blog for readers new to craft beers because the posts are well reported and written with an easy, self-effacing style.




  Memphis, memphismagazine.com; and Memphis Stew, memphismagazine.com/Blogs/Memphis-Stew. The city’s monthly magazine, Memphis focuses on trends, people, and entertainment, and devotes a considerable number of pages to an in-depth guide to area restaurants. In addition to alphabetical listings with description, address, and price, the guide also separates restaurants by category (sports bar, deli, etc.). The magazine’s monthly restaurant reviews give an inside look at the city’s independent restaurants in a part-feature / part-critique format, and an annual Readers’ Restaurant Poll includes favorite restaurants in more than 40 different categories. Memphis Stew, the magazine’s food blog on restaurant news and local food, is written by the author of this book.




  Memphis Flyer, memphisflyer.com; and Hungry Memphis, memphisflyer.com/blogs/HungryMemphis. Since 1989, the Memphis Flyer has been the alternative voice for Memphis politics and entertainment. In addition to an engaging Food News column every week by Hannah Sayle, the Flyer runs restaurant listings and a recommended dish, featuring both sophisticated and arcane picks. Every September, the Flyer ’s Best of Memphis issue also offers reader favorites for an entertaining list of food categories. Dining and food coverage continues online, where the blog Hungry Memphis , written by managing editor Susan Ellis, covers all aspects of eating in the Bluff City, from you-read-it-here-first news to must-try dishes and random culinary quirks. Hungry Memphis is the Flyer ’s most popular blog, thanks to Ellis, who is funny, irreverent, and informed.
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  Vegan Crunk, vegancrunk.blogspot.com. By day, Biana Phillips is an associate editor for the Memphis Flyer. At mealtime, she’s the soulful creator of Vegan Crunk, a blog started in 2007 about how an inventive vegan can thrive in the Mid-South. Even for a pork lover like me, Vegan Crunk is an accessible blog about meals at home, meals eaten out, new cookbooks, and the most comprehensive listing of vegan and vegan-friendly restaurants in Memphis. There’s nothing sanctimonious about Phillips’s blogging, just an upbeat message about having fun with food. Her forte, after all, is veganizing Southern favorites like country-fried steak. Phillips also posts plenty of recipes on her blog, including many from her new book, Cooking Crunk: Eating Vegan in the Dirty South.




  




  Festivals & Events
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  Food events in Memphis range from neighborhood get-togethers like the Cooper-Young Chili Cook Off to citywide blowouts like the World Championship Barbecue Contest held every May on the banks of the Mississippi River. Most food events fall somewhere in between with a two-prong purpose: raise money for local nonprofits and celebrate regional food. But as Memphis continues to move into the national spotlight, unexpected culinary events are popping up too. In 2012, the Cochon 555 tour, a prestigious snout-to-tail cook-off, held one of its 10 regional events in downtown Memphis. So be sure to check local media and bloggers for events not included on this annual calendar.




  January




  Farm-to-Fork Tour, memphisfarmersmarket.org/dinnertour. Is anything better than a unique menu of local ingredients created by independent chefs? Not for food lovers in Memphis, who buy tickets early for the Farm-to-Fork dinners held about every six weeks starting in late January. Dinner proceeds benefit the Memphis Farmers Market (p. 67), and that’s a good thing, but the real thrill is discovering how delicious locally sourced menus can be. Chefs go all out with seasonal ingredients, offering simple dishes like sweet-potato bread pudding or something more adventurous like rabbit-stuffed crepe with beer mustard sauce. Participating restaurants are located from downtown to East Memphis and include such award-winning favorites as Restaurant Iris (p. 92), Felicia Suzanne’s (p. 39), Interim (p. 138), and The Elegant Farmer (p. 134).




  February




  Farm to Table Conference for Mid-South Producers, growmemphis.org. A gathering of farmers, consumers, and food-policy advocates, the Farm to Table Conference puts wintertime to good use. Participants are a hard-working and passionate group who believe a thriving local food system builds neighborhoods, stimulates the economy, and promotes healthy eating. (Amen!) Sessions at the conference focus on farming, marketing, and consumer interests, and reflect practical and entrepreneurial concerns: new farmer start-ups, cooperative distribution, collective branding, urban agriculture, and school lunch programs. Overall, the conference is equal parts cheerleading, networking, and brainstorming for the people in the Mid-South who want the farm-to-table mantra to reshape the way Southerners think about food.




  Youth Villages Soup Sunday, youthvillages.org. How full can you get on soup served in small paper cups? Plenty full, if you make it around the entire FedEx Forum, where Memphis restaurants set up a soup kitchen of sorts to benefit Youth Villages, an advocacy center for emotionally troubled children. Since its start in 1990, Soup Sunday has raised almost $1 million, providing families with an affordable and fun event to chase away the cold weather blues. In addition to dozens of soups, breads, and desserts, Soup Sunday features events for kids, such as the Oreo stacking contest (biggest stack to date: 30 cookies). Be forewarned: Pacing is important at the all-you-can-eat event, so here’s a good strategy: Skip breakfast, avoid second helpings, and work the soup stations in reverse to beat the lines.




  March




  Memphis Wine & Food Series at the Brooks Museum, memphiswineandfoodseries.org. Formerly called the Art of Good Taste, the Memphis Brooks Museum of Art’s Memphis Wine & Food Series is the museum’s premiere annual fund-raiser, bringing together hundreds of wine and food lovers for a series of events that run from late March to mid-May. Some events are more moderately priced, like the Uncorked wine tasting in April, while others are high-ticket extravaganzas. The patron dinner includes a live auction for trips, fine art, and world-class wines in 50-plus lots. The food is always excellent because it is prepared under the direction of chefs Wally Joe and Andrew Adams, who also operate Acre (p. 127), a popular restaurant in East Memphis serving new American cuisine.




  River City’s Brewers Festival, rivercitybrewersfestival.com. If you don’t know your pilsner from your stout, grab a ticket to the daylong River City’s Brewers Festival and start tasting 100 different crafts beers from across the county. The outdoor tasting, held in downtown Beale Street’s Handy Park, includes music, samplings of signature dishes from local chefs, and beers ranging from Abita Beer Turbo Dog to locally brewed Ghost River (p. 205). My personal favorite is Lazy Magnolia’s Southern Pecan Nut Brown Ale: Produced by Mississippi’s first microbrewery, the dark mahogany ale is reportedly the world’s only beer made from whole roasted pecans.
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  Waffle Shop at Calvary Episcopal Church, calvarymemphis.org/waffles. About the time the Lenten roses bloom in Memphis, the volunteers at downtown’s Calvary Episcopal Church are readying waffle irons and recipes for the annual Waffle Shop, a lunch-only serving of fellowship and home cooking. Held annually since 1928, the Waffle Shop serves midday meals Monday through Friday throughout Lent. The menu is a charming mix of waffles, daily specials like corned beef and cabbage, and traditional Southern fare made from recipes passed down from one generation to the next. For a step back in time, try the Calvary salad plate: shrimp mousse, tomato aspic (yes, it wiggles), and cottage cheese topped with half a pear and a dollop of homemade mayonnaise. Lunches are priced under $10 and are also available to go, which is a good option for visitors interested in the Lenten Preaching Series that begins promptly at 12:05 p.m.




  




  

    SMELL THE SMOKE: WORLD CHAMPIONSHIP BARBECUE AND A LITTLE BIT OF ELVIS




    For three days every spring, more than 100,000 people swamp the banks of the Mississippi in downtown Memphis for the World Championship Barbecue Cooking Contest, a signature event of the city’s month-long celebration called Memphis in May.




    Many teams return regularly for recognition and prize money, but newcomers also compete. In 2011, a first-time team of renowned chefs called Fatback Collective used hickory wood to cook a mangalitsa, a heritage-breed pig prized for its flavor and thick cap of fat. The team won third place in the coveted whole hog category, an impressive victory for both the chefs and the emerging cachet of family farmers in the South raising sustainable breeds.




    Overall, about 250 cooking teams from Europe, Canada, and across the United States compete every year, making the Memphis in May contest the most-recognized barbecue cook-off in the world. The competition is also popular with local and out-of-town visitors who can’t resist the aromatic veil that drapes the event’s mile-long stretch of tents, rigs, and smokers.




    Getting a taste of barbecue, however, isn’t always easy because local health regulations prohibit teams from selling food directly to the public.




    “People sometimes forget that this is a cooking competition,” says Diane Hampton, executive vice president of Memphis in May. “But we recognize visitors want to sample.”




    To make the contest friendlier for visitors, organizers have added new entertainment, barbecue sampling, cooking team meet-ups, and 100 high-ticket VIP Pit passes. The passes offer a cornucopia of extras, including a private tent with snacks, wine, and beer, and 6 eating extravaganzas with championship barbecue teams.




    “For $395, people are treated like barbecue royalty,” Hampton says. “Last year, we sold out.”




    Most folks opt for the contest’s more affordable $9 entry fee. The ticket covers “Cooker Caravan” tours with cooking-team members who share tips on equipment, technique, and recipes. Tour leaders, who are longtime Memphis in May volunteers, also explain judging criteria and the competition’s history. Tours are offered every 30 minutes between 11:30 a.m. and 3:30 p.m. on Thursday and Friday.




    Nightly entertainment also kicks off on Thursday with the Ms. Piggie Idol Contest, a perennial favorite (seeing is believing) and performances by R&B and country music artists on a large outdoor stage.




    On Saturday, the Ultimate Elvis Tribute Artist Contest joins the entertainment lineup, an event added in 2012 as a qualifying competition for Elvis Week in August.




    “We’re pretty sure Elvis loved barbecue,” Hampton says. “So it makes sense to combine the city’s two biggest attractions.”
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    So how can visitors who aren’t Elvis taste the ’cue? For $5 on Thursday and Friday, visitors can take a Tour of Champions, sampling 5 barbecues from 20 different teams and voting for their favorite. On Saturday, only judges get to taste, picking winners in championship barbecue categories and auxiliary divisions, such as best sauce, best coleslaw, and best baked beans.




    


  




  April
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    Beale Street Great Wine Race, bealestreetmerchants.com. Historic Beale Street is the kind of place that can turn a ho-hum night out into party blowout of music, cold beer, and soul food. Just ask the entertainment district’s restaurant workers, or better yet, watch them strut their stuff in an annual relay run to see which team can dash down Beale, balance filled wine glasses on a tray, and not spill a drop. Did I mention that participants are scantily clad? Risqué attire is one of many eccentric spins to this drink-fueled folly that also includes a Queen of the Vine contest and a spirited parade down Beale. Started as an insider kickoff to the start of Beale Street’s busy tourist season, the wine race today attracts several thousand onlookers who cheer enthusiastically for relay contestants.


  




  Memphis Brewfest, memphisbrewfest.com. Crave a craft beer? Try one of more than 100 varieties from around the world at the Memphis Brewfest, a beer tasting to benefit baseball in the inner city and to promote a better understanding of muscular dystrophy. Held at downtown’s Autozone Park, home of the city’s Triple-A team, the Memphis Redbirds, the Memphis Brewfest features American craft beers as well as exotics with an international focus. This festival is new to the annual calendar of food events, but it is well timed to ride the wave of interest in craft beers and home-brews. Tickets cover the tasting, and food is available for purchase.




  The Rajun Cajun Crawfish Festival, porterleath.org. For the uninitiated, eating crawfish is a messy proposition that poses a bit of a quandary. What is a crawfish anyway? Is it a shrimp? What’s with that weird head? Do you eat it or throw it away? And why are people so worked up about crawfish anyway? To understand, jump into the Rajun Cajun Crawfish Festival held in April when crawfish— also called mudbugs and crawdads—are plentiful from the Gulf of Mexico. Crawfish season is short, about three months, which amps up the fervor even more. Along with a gumbo cook-off, there’s Cajun and zydeco music, ridiculous contests like crawfish bobbing and a daylong frenzy where participants power through more than 15,000 pounds of crawfish.




  Southern Hot Wing Contest and Festival, southernhotwingfestival.com. About 10 years ago, some Memphis hometowners got fed up with pork and beef barbecue getting all the attention. What about the chicken wing, they asked? So they decided to give hot wings their rightful place with a cook-off and festival to benefit the Ronald McDonald House of Memphis. Apparently, plenty of other folks have a soft spot for wings, too. These days teams from across the region head to downtown Memphis for a street fair and competition to decide the best hot wings in the South. Even if wings aren’t your thing, stop by for music and a gander at the names of competing teams. After all, who can say Winga Linga Ding Dong without smiling?




  May




  Memphis Italian Festival, memphisitalianfestival.com. Twenty years ago, Holy Rosary Parish School in East Memphis threw up a few tents in nearby Marquette Park to start a friendly Italian cook-off. Today, the Memphis Italian Festival attracts thousands to a festival that includes competitions in a dozen divisions, including best homemade wine. Held the last weekend in May, the festival is a feel-good start to summer, offering contests (grape stomping, pizza throwing, and bocce), cooking demonstrations (the secret to Sunday gravy), and a surprisingly good assortment of vendor food (cannoli, toasted ravioli, Peroni beer). The Italian fest also stages better-than-average entertainment, presenting locals who’ve made it like singer-songwriter Keith Sykes, classic rocker Larry Raspberry, and blues standouts like the legendary Robert Cray. Parking can be tricky, so give festival shuttles a try.




  July




  

    [image: frn_fig_027.jpg]




    Lauderdale County Tomato Festival, lauderdalecountytn.org/living_tomato.html. Many parts of the country take immense regional pride in their homegrown tomatoes, but the folks in Lauderdale County aren’t swayed. They’ve built a thriving local industry with the rich red color and taste of Ripley tomatoes, named after the county seat and grown in mineral-rich river soil from the nearby Mississippi. Since 1984, the festival has trumpeted the fruit’s peak season with a two-day event in Ripley, Tennessee, that includes vendors, entertainment, and the crowning of a tomato queen. Even more fun is a contest where participants dice, slice, fry, squeeze, and sauté tomatoes in unimaginable ways. (Think tomato ice cream.) Don’t miss the scrumptious “Saturday (Tomato) Salads” and be sure to bring a salt shaker for the car because you’ll be eating warm tomatoes on the ride back home.


  




  September




  Zoo Rendezvous, memphiszoo.org/zoorendezvous. Let’s get the price of a ticket to Zoo Rendezvous out of the way first: Tickets to the major fund-raiser for the Memphis Zoo cost $200 each. If that blows your entertainment budget, we understand. If you are still intrigued, here’s the short story: Eating and drinking with exotic animals in the zoo’s lush and congenial setting is one hell of a party. More than 75 local restaurants and liquor distributors set up stations throughout the zoo, staging a culinary backdrop (we’re talking elegant food, people!) for such animals as the zoo’s giant pandas named Ya Ya and Le Le and the grizzlies and trumpeter swans in Teton Trek. I never understood the appeal of Zoo Rendezvous until I scored a ticket. Now I’m disappointed anytime I can’t go.




  November & December
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  Memphis Farmers Market Harvest Celebration and Holiday Market, memphisfarmersmarket.org. About the time shoppers are starting to miss their favorite local growers, the Memphis Farmers Market (p. 67) holds its annual love fest in downtown’s historic Central Station to thank volunteers, vendors, and customers for supporting the most popular open-air market in the city. For 3 hours on a Sunday afternoon, hundreds of hungry market fans taste a smorgasbord of dishes prepared by Memphis chefs. There’s entertainment by local musicians, beer, and wine—included with the price of a ticket—and a rollicking auction for everything from compost bins to cosmetics, all locally sourced. A month or so later, the market swings back into the station’s outdoor pavilion for a final flourish before winter. Growers and artisans set up a Santa’s workshop for cooking, decorating, and DIY gifts. At the holiday market expect such wares as juniper and holly wreaths, lard soap in the shape of a pig, and winter greens and root vegetables sold by the bag or bushel.




  




  Food Trucks




  Food trucks are a guiltless way to enjoy decadent and delicious calories. It‘s just a taco, right? So goes the thinking in Memphis, where food truck fervor is revved up after an agonizingly long wait for an ordinance in 2011 to be approved by the city council.
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    A year later, the parade of food trucks at a downtown rodeo and the hundreds of city workers willing to wait for a stand-up lunch confirm what other cities already know: Meals on wheels are fun, affordable, and gourmet, offering delectable choices like bison chili, crispy pig ear with creamed collards, and vegetarian tacos with roasted garlic aioli.


  




  While only a dozen or so trucks are routinely spotted around town, many more are forthcoming, according to Taylor Berger, cofounder of YoLo Frozen Yogurt & Gelato (pp. 29 and 130) and the organizer behind the Memphis Food Truckers alliance. By mid-2012, about 45 vendors held operating permits, and another 30 to 40 permits were pending, Berger said at the group’s first meeting. “With almost 100 trucks trying to operate, that means there’s a big appetite in the city for mobile food.”




  In Memphis, some trucks stay focused on special events, but others are more visible thanks to Facebook and Twitter. One of the first tasks of the Memphis Food Truckers Alliance is to compile a map with truck locations in real time for the group’s Facebook page. In the meantime, here are some of our best picks, as of mid-June 2012.




  Central BBQ, cbqmemphis.com; Barbecue; $. Central BBQ is an award-winning brick-and-mortar restaurant well known for its ribs, barbecue nachos, and homemade potato chips. The restaurant recently took to the streets in a colorful tie-dyed truck that’s hard to miss. Typically, it is parked every Saturday at the downtown Memphis Farmers Market (p. 67), where the truck’s chefs recognize local providers by using heritage Berkshire pork from Newman Farm (p. 254) for their chopped pork sandwiches.




  Crumpy’s on Wheels, crumpys.com; @crumpsonwheels; Grill; $. Crumpy’s Wings & More operates two restaurant locations along with its mobile trunk. Look for Crumpy’s during the week near Winchester and Riverdale Roads and order a foot-long Crumpy dog, a catfish and wing combo, or a basket of fries loaded with chili, cheese, and jalapeños. The truck’s fried green tomatoes are also excellent.




  Fuel Food Truck, fuelcafememphis.com; @fuelfoodtruck; American/Vegetarian; $. Is there any cuter name for a food truck than Fuel? Probably not, especially when the truck is an extension of Midtown’s Fuel Cafe (p. 84). Classically trained chef Erik Proveaux, who also owns the brick-and-mortar Fuel, is committed to fresh, locally sourced ingredients for both menus. Try his bison chili made with a little chocolate, or grilled cheese with arugula and tomatoes. Fuel was one of the first trucks on the street and likes to move around, but it might show up at the downtown dog park at the corner of Main Street and Jefferson.




  Healthylicious, @karenfebles; Smoothies & Juices; $. Healthy-licious is a bright yellow truck with a personality as sunny as its operator. Karen Febles farms with her husband in nearby Ripley, Tennessee, so her fruits and vegetables couldn’t be any fresher. Her smoothies are cold and frothy with a Mexican twist. She mixes smoothies to order using yogurt, soy milk, or coconut milk and a choice of sweeteners, including agave and raw sugar.
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    Kona Ice of Memphis, (901) 794-5662; Shaved Ice & Snow Cones; $. Husband-and-wife team David Maxey and Cheryl Sessions did a midlife career change to bring the first Kona Ice franchise to Memphis. Their shaved-ice truck has 45 flavors, including several that are kosher and diet. Ten spouts with the most popular flavors let kids of all ages customize their own cups, while inside the truck are combos like tangerine, mango, and pineapple. Look for Kona Ice at special events and at the children’s playground in Shelby Farms Park on Thursday and Friday.


  




  Mark’s Grill Food Truck, marksgrill.com; @Marksgrill; Grill; $. Mark Hamilton’s food truck could be one of the most extravagant food trucks in the country. No wonder he stores it in a covered commercial garage. Hamilton spent 14 months and over six figures customizing this big red beauty with more bells and whistles than a commercial kitchen. When he’s rolling, Hamilton serves standard grill favorites: chili cheese dogs, stuffed bacon blue cheese burgers, “real deal” Philly cheesesteaks, and tacos filled with fish, chicken, or steak.
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    Memphis Dawgs, @memphisdawgs and @dawgertom; Hot Dogs; $. Don’t look for a Memphis Dawgs food truck. There isn’t one. Instead brothers Todd and Tommy Bourne keep things simple: quarter-pound, all-beef Nathan’s hot dogs with a dozen toppings sold from carts. Todd is usually at the Wolfchase Galleria mall (he likes the air-conditioning), while Tommy tends to work Amro music in Midtown or the Kirby Gate Kroger on Quince. The brothers’ signature Memphis Dawg is topped with coleslaw, celery salt, and a secret barbecue sauce.


  




  Memphis Munchies, missbirdsongsweetooth.com; @memphis munchies; Grill / Candy Apples; $. Tabitha Birdsong started her business with handmade Granny Smith candy apples in novelty flavors such as saltwater taffy, orange Creamsicle, and pink lemonade. Special order customers can select from 40 different flavors, and favorites show up on Birdsong’s truck called Memphis Munchies. In addition to candy apples, Birdsong, who has been trucking since 2009, serves deep-fried hot dogs, smoked-sausage slaw dogs, hot wings, and fried fruit pies.
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    Revival: Southern Food Company, revivalsouthernfood.com; @ revival_food; Upscale Southern; $. Revival typically splits its time between the University of Tennessee Medical Center and downtown’s Court Street. Chef Crash Hethcox brings tasty regional whims and family recipes to his gourmet Southern menu of sliders, tacos, and veggie sides like stewed tomatoes, squash, and zucchini. Save room for dirty shoestring fries covered with andouille gravy, mushrooms, onions, and shredded cheese, or Krispy Kreme bread pudding, a classic dessert reinvented with the South’s favorite glazed donut.


  




  Rock ’n Dough Pizza Co., (901) 674-8545; Pizza; $. Jeremy Denno is a cook and kitchen manager at Trolley Stop Market (p. 50), but he still found time to start his own company with his wife, Amanda. The couple use custom-built trailers to haul wood-fired ovens, delighting customers with handmade pizzas sold by the slice or as individual pies. The couple uses all local ingredients for their products, which in addition to pizzas include fritters, hoagies, and wraps with ham, cheese, roast beef, or turkey, with basil-garlic mayo and drinks, including house-made strawberry lemonade. Look for Rock ’n Dough Pizza at the Memphis Farmers Market (p. 67), special events, and behind Trolley Stop, where the couple plans to open a permanent pop-up restaurant from 9 p.m. until after midnight.




  Scooter’s Bar-B-Que, (901) 412-3885; Barbecue; $. Scooter Moore has been smoking baby back ribs, turkey legs, rib tips, and pork shoulder over charcoal and hickory since 1992, mostly at special events like the Memphis in May Beale Street Music Festival. More recently, he’s parked his truck at Winchester and Riverdale Roads, turning out ribs and sandwiches. Don’t miss his barbecue bologna, which peaks out of its roll for a tasty round of nibbling before you start on the bread.




  A Square Meal on Wheels, ( 901) 573-9264; Grill; $. Before Iraq vet Derrick Clark graduated from L’École Culinaire in Cordova, Tennessee, his truck was already rolling. Clark converted a Cintas van into his meal on wheels with finds from Craigslist. He’s proud of his thriftiness and his food, serving Southern favorites like fried pickles, green-fried tomatoes, fish tacos, chicken salad wraps, and 100 percent Angus beef burgers.
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  Tacos Los Jarochos Food Truck, (901) 314-5735; Tacos & Tamales; $. Tacos Los Jarochos is the real deal: 7 types of corn tacos, 2 different alambres, and the sweet Mexican soft drink Jarritos in 2 flavors. Two good choices: the 4-meat discada jarocha taco and barbacoa, or beef barbecue. The food at Los Jarochos is affordable and ready to go in minutes. Plus there’s a carnival-like feel to the truck at night, which is typically parked at the southwest corner of Perkins Road and Summer Avenue from about 3 to 10 p.m.
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  Tamale Trolley, @tamaletrolley; Tacos & Tamales; $. Why take sides in the taco versus tamale debate? Ken Hooper sells excellent versions of both thanks to his singular focus. For his New Mexican–style red chile sauce, he uses both ancho and morita chiles because the smoky flavor complements the masa. “Tamales are about corn,” he says, “and that is where the focus needs to stay.” Amen. The Tamale Trolley’s Ensenada-style tacos are also delicious, especially when stuffed with fish, grilled cabbage, onions, and lime-cilantro sour cream. Hooper typically moves between downtown and the Agricenter Farmer’s Market (p. 189) and also shows up for special events like the Overton Park concerts at the Levitt Shell.




  YoLo Frozen Yogurt & Gelato, yolofroyo.com; @yolofroyo; Frozen Yogurt / Gelato; $. YoLo sells frozen yogurt from a vintage Airstream painted pastel blue, so it’s easy to gravitate toward artisan frozen flavors like sea-salt caramel pretzel or dreamy dark chocolate. The YoLo truck extends the local chain’s reach, showing up for special events such as family concerts at Shelby Farms Park. The only hard part of YoLo is deciding between dozens of locally sourced toppings. Here are two good suggestions: crumbled Makeda’s Homemade Butter Cookies (p. 115) and Dinstuhl’s candies (p. 163).




  




  Let’s Talk Barbecue: Words You Need to Know




  Memphis barbecue is a delicious but complex culinary club that includes secret recipes, regional pride, and a kitschy vernacular that can’t even decide how to spell the word. In Memphis, look for spellings such as barbecue, barbeque, BBQ, Bar-B-Q, and Bar-B-Que, just to name few.




  For newbies, plowing through a barbecue menu can be equally confusing. Walk into a Memphis restaurant and say, “I’d like barbecue, please,” and the server is likely to give you an odd, blank stare before launching into a litany of questions along these lines: “Pork or chicken? Wings or ribs? Wet or dry? Pulled or chopped? Sandwich or plate?”
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    To better navigate, here’s a glossary of barbecue terms to help you order (and eat) like a Memphis native. If you can’t remember the list, go with Memphis’s favorite happy meal: a pulled pork sandwich with slaw, beans, and sweet tea.


  




  Barbecue plate: a spin-off of the South’s much-loved "meat-and-three” that includes barbecue, slaw, beans baked with sauce, and white bread or rolls.




  Barbecue spaghetti: spaghetti served with chopped barbecue and sauce.




  Chopped barbecue: beef or pork chopped by hand with a heavy cleaver.




  ’Cue: a popular abbreviation for barbecue of any kind.




  Dry ribs: ribs rubbed with a dry marinade made from a mix of spices and herbs such as garlic powder, paprika, chili powder, kosher salt, and whole seeds like allspice, mustard, coriander, or celery.




  Full rack: between 14 and 16 baby pork ribs; a half rack is 7 or 8.




  Pulled pork: meat hand pulled from a cooked pork shoulder.




  Pulled pork sandwich: pulled pork, coleslaw, and a dash of sauce on a bun.




  Rib tips: the short, meaty sections of rib that are attached to one end of the spare rib.




  Vous: nickname for Charlie Vergos’ Rendezvous (p. 52) in downtown Memphis, the most popular barbecue restaurant in the world.




  Wet ribs: ribs made with tomato-based barbecue sauce seasoned with vinegar and spices.
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  Downtown Memphis




  From its bluff-top perch above the Mississippi River, downtown Memphis has been the city’s heartbeat for government and commerce for almost 200 years. Retail and entertainment, on the other hand, have swung in and out, following economic and residential shifts. Nothing in the 20th century hit Downtown harder than the 1968 assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. at the Lorraine Motel, located several blocks south of the city’s core. Turbulent social times pushed residents east, and businesses followed.




  Fortunately, many of the city’s historic brick buildings were locked but not torn down. In the early 1980s, urban pioneers moved back in, renovating storefronts and factories into apartments, lofts, and boutique businesses. The historic Peabody hotel reopened in 1981, restored to its earlier grandeur. City officials also partnered with business leaders to develop Mud Island into a river museum and amphitheater and to resurrect Beale Street as the home of the blues.
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