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Trish Lindsay, Sara Berliner, Rick Carton, and Pet, the one-eyed hairball
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By Deanna Isaacs

California publisher, Tricycle Press, and
the inaugural book, Rare Beasts, was
published in September 2003; a month
later Star Farm launched the edgarand
ellen.com Web site.

“The aha moment for me was when
I looked at Harry Potter,” Lindsay says.
“I wanted to see where Harry Potter
left money on the table.” She found it in
the “millions of pieces of fan fiction the
kids wrote on the Internet—all this
elaborate backstory about Harry’s par-
ents and about Hogwarts, all the sto-
ries that aren’t told in the books and
movies. I said, Bingo! The future is sto-
rytelling in multiple media, and kids
want to participate.” What happened
next is as amazing as anything that
unfolds in Nod’s Limbs.

’95, and Lindsay subsequently went to
work for Thompson Target Media build-
ing a monitored Internet site for kids. In
2002 she and Carton recruited Sara
Berliner, who’d interned at Treehouse, to
help them launch a new company, Star
Farm Productions. “Rick said he wanted
to do entertainment,” Lindsay says, and
“I knew we had to sell completed proj-
ects, not just ideas.” 

Carton and his brother Billy came
up with the concept of a series of books
for 8-to-12-year-olds built around a pair
of humorously wicked twins. The result,
fleshed out by Berliner (and ultimately
a team of helpers), is a six-book series
about the gothic misadventures of
Edgar and Ellen (named for Edgar
Allan Poe). Attributed to a reclusive
author, Charles Ogden, and written in a
voice a stone’s throw from
Lemony Snicket’s, the books fea-
ture Carton’s illustrations of the
bug-eyed, pointy-chinned sib-
lings, clearly descended from
Gorey and Addams. They live in an
Addams Family-ish tower with their
pet, Pet, a neatly licensable one-eyed
hairball, and skulk around the town of
Nod’s Limbs creating mayhem until the
end of every story, when they get their
just deserts. Lindsay found a small

According to Lindsay, the Edgar &
Ellen books are now being published in
nine languages and 68 countries. In two
years the Web site has had 26 million
hits from 140 countries, although the
books haven’t been promoted in the
U.S. since mid-2004, when Star Farm
bought the rights back from Tricycle.
Beginning in January, Simon &
Schuster is relaunching the series in
the U.S. with a 75,000-copy first
printing for each title and a billboard
on Times Square; Mattel plans to
bring out an Edgar & Ellen puzzle
and games next year. The twins
made their television debut last
month on Nickelodeon’s Nicktoons
channel, where they hosted a
Halloween marathon. Nickelodeon
has signed on for six E & E holiday
specials (everything from Valentine’s
Day to April Fools’) to air through 2006
and an animated TV series to begin in
2008. Foreign broadcasters are ready to
pony up more than $6 million for the
television shows, and Kopelson
Entertainment, which produced Platoon
and The Fugitive, is partnering with Star
Farms to produce a live-action E & E
feature film for release in 2007. The
DVDs, video games, sneakers, and lunch
boxes can’t be far off.

Last year Star Farm moved into a
7,000-square-foot office space on West
Lake, a block from Harpo Studios. The
staff has grown to 30 people, including a
corps of talent from places like Disney
and Publicis. Five new multimedia proj-
ects—each rooted in a series of books
geared to specific age groups—are ready
for launch, and Lindsay, who reached
into her own pocket for the company’s
seed capital, is looking for more money.
She says they’ve raised $6 million to
date and are hunting for another $4 to
$6 million. Though animation for the E
& E television shows is being done in

Canada, she says she’s committed
to working and filming in Chicago
“if the money makes sense” and

prefers local, private investors.
Lindsay notes that “Governor

Blagojevich has set out a really
aggressive plan to recruit production
in Illinois,” but that the investment

community here isn’t keeping pace.
There’s an opportunity there, she says:
“When Chicago can become an enter-
tainment powerhouse is when the

Once upon a time in Chicago,
three friends decided to found an
entertainment company. It

would create characters and stories that
would work for books and movies and
television and toys and T-shirts, all at
once. It would build a peerless relation-
ship with its audience of kids through
the Internet. It would attract major
partners like Nickelodeon and Mattel.
It would start in a Rogers Park apart-
ment, then move to sprawling new
quarters in the West Loop. And then it
would need some cash . . .

Trish Lindsay trained as an architect
and came to Chicago in 1991 to work for
Eva Maddox Associates. She redesigned
some hospital and museum gift shops
and says she realized that what nonprof-
its really needed were better products to
sell. By 1993, she and Rick Carton—an
artist she’d hooked up with after admir-
ing the posters he did for his band
Tarnations—had founded Treehouse
Productions, a toy company with a
storefront on Lincoln Avenue. “We
made educational toys for everyone
from the Smithsonian to Neiman
Marcus,” she says. “We had no idea what
we were doing, but we had a great time.”
They sold Treehouse to the Strombecker
Corporation, a west-side toy maker, in

Move Over, Harry Potter
Star Farm’s “Edgar & Ellen” is the next mysterious and ooky multimedia phenomenon.

investment community is matching the
efforts of the political community.” In
the meantime, “We’re talking to east-
coast venture capitalists.” 

Not the Man They Married
Lyric Opera had a little problem when
Hugh Smith, the scheduled lead for The
Midsummer Marriage, which opens
November 19, showed up for rehearsals
a few weeks ago. According to Lyric,
Smith, who’d been cast four years ago,
“came fully prepared” and “singing
wonderfully,” but his voice had “grown
in size and heft and darkened in color.”
General director William Mason, con-
ductor Sir Andrew Davis, and Smith
“mutually agreed that the role of Mark
requires a different vocal aesthetic,” and
Smith “requested to withdraw.” That
sounds like Smith shook hands and
walked away, but a week later Susan
Elliott of MusicalAmerica.com reported
that Smith was bought out of his con-
tract for $98,000. According to the
Tribune, Lyric spokesperson Magda
Krance called the report incorrect;
Elliott stands by her item. Smith has
been replaced by Joseph Kaiser, conve-
niently available from the roster of
young singers at the Lyric Opera
Center. On top of that, director Sir
Peter Hall withdrew from the produc-
tion last week because of illness; he’ll be
replaced by British choreographer
Wayne McGregor.   v
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The Autumn Table
Restaurants that serve seasonal,
regional, and artisanal food

Avec
615 W. Randolph | 312-377-2002

F 8.3 | S 6.7 | A 8.2 | $$$ (11 REPORTS)
MEDITERRANEAN, AMERICAN | DINNER: SEVEN
DAYS | OPEN LATE: FRIDAY & SATURDAY TILL
12:45, MONDAY-THURSDAY TILL 11:45 |
RESERVATIONS NOT ACCEPTED

rrr Blackbird’s celebrated satellite is
still packing people into the narrow space
between its cedar walls for simple,
intensely flavored Mediterranean “peas-
ant” food. At first, sitting on a bench
between strangers in this vaguely
saunalike atmosphere makes me feel a
little apprehensive, like I’m wrapped in
naught but a sweaty towel. But as the
wine flows and the evening grows long,
everyone’s gabbing like pals, offering
around bits of robust cheese or chorizo-
stuffed dates and dredging juices off
empty plates with warm rustic bread.
Chef Koren Grieveson’s labor-intensive,
house-cured salume—once the subject of
so much critical rapture—was discontin-
ued last February because, as a waitress
told me, “she didn’t have time to play
with her dog anymore,” and the invigor-
ating rosemary-infused grappa I once
loved has been poured down the drain,
apparently because I was in a distinct
minority. But there remains an intriguing
selection of uncommon wines and
cheeses, many of which are as unforget-
table as the Spanish sheep’s-milk torta
del casar, a powerful molten gob of deli-
cious funk that may forever remain my
benchmark for strong queso (if only
because I can’t seem to wash the smell
from my fingers). The chefs make excel-
lent and varied use of the wood-burning
oven, firing up everything from focaccia
to roast chicken, escargot, and sturgeon.
And it never ceases to amaze me how
combining just two or three seasonal
ingredients—say springtime’s baby
asparagus, smoked mozzarella, and
Meyer lemon vinaigrette—can be, in the
right hands, a kind of alchemy. Mike Sula

Blackbird
619 W. Randolph | 312-715-0708

F 9.2 | S 8.8 | A 6.9 | $$$ (20 REPORTS)
AMERICAN CONTEMPORARY/REGIONAL | LUNCH:
MONDAY-FRIDAY; DINNER: MONDAY-SATURDAY |
CLOSED SUNDAY | OPEN LATE: FRIDAY &
SATURDAY TILL 11:30 

rrr Blackbird’s design-obsessed gim-
mickry gives it a rapidly dating feel of
boomtime 90s hipsterism. There are the
monogrammed disposable restroom

washcloths. There’s the careful menu
notation that waitstaff wear Joseph
Abboud and are therefore smarter look-
ing than 80 percent of any given seating.
And then there’s the sterile white-and-
steel space that would make a lab rat
feel at home. On the other hand, for fine
dining with an ever varied rotation of
top-notch seasonal ingredients, served
by a crack cadre of skilled food-service
ninjas who would die for your smallest
whim, chef Paul Kahan is still at the top
of the game. Don’t do what I did last
time, succumbing to my basest instincts
and ordering every course that had some
sort of cured pork product in it. By the
time I’d finished my endive salad with
poached egg and pancetta, seared diver
scallops with guanciale, and grilled pork
chop with braised pork belly, summer
truffles, and figs, my alimentary canal

felt like the Bonneville Salt Flats, and the
plan to finish with the chocolate semi-
freddo with waffles and bacon was
foiled. The salad, scallops, and pig part
duo are old favorites at Blackbird, vary-
ing seasonally, and just one dangerous
path you can take down the extremely
rich and rather expensive menu. You owe
it to yourself, and to Kahan’s sense of
balance, to branch out: give that west-
coast mussel soup with saffron, garlic,
and basil a slurp or try that sauteed
skate wing and jonah crab with blood
oranges, parsnips, and brown butter.
Come to think of it there’s a lot of fruit
showing up with the meat: suckling pig
with grapes, quail with apple, lamb with
plums, leading to further challenges in
the area of wine selection, sometimes
met by the guidance of your waiter,
sometimes not. Mike Sula

Campagnola
815 Chicago, Evanston | 847-475-6100

F 7.8 | S 7.4 | A 7.9 | $$$  (17 REPORTS)
ITALIAN | DINNER: SEVEN DAYS | SMOKE FREE 

Campagnola’s had a bit of an identity 
crisis in recent years, what with a brief
incarnation as a casual trattoria and
then a flirtation with French cuisine 
as the Evanston outpost of Bistro
Campagne. But the nine-year-old 
restaurant looks to be back in fighting
trim—albeit minus longtime chef-owner
Michael Altenberg. Under chef Vincent
DiBattista, the menu offers sophisticated
Italian fare that retains Altenberg’s 
signature focus on organic and 
sustainably raised meat and produce.
On a recent visit the brick-walled 
first-floor dining room was warm and
welcoming. An appetizer of a wood-

grilled knob of radicchio wrapped in
smoky guanciale was dressed with 
basil and creamy goat cheese, which
effectively cut the vegetable’s bitterness.
Other tasty-looking appetizers included
steamed mussels in a saffron-Pernod
broth and a pungent garlic sausage
served with fingerling potato salad. 
I got my sausage fix in an entree, 
orecchiette with fennel sausage, sweet
peppers, garlic, and chile. Despite the
meat and strong spices, the dish was
remarkably light. My friend’s flatiron
steak wasn’t as successful, but the
crispy, golden fries that accompanied 
it were pretty near perfect. Service is
professional and unpretentious, and
even when we were the last table in 
the room, we didn’t get the strong-arm
hustle that so often befalls late-night
diners. Martha Bayne

Restaurants
Listings are excerpted from the Reader Restaurant Finder, an online
database of more than 1,400 Chicago-area restaurants. Restaurants
are rated by more than 2,000 Reader Restaurant Raters, who feed
us information and comments on their dining experiences. Web
ratings are updated daily; print listings reflect the most current
information available at publication time. Reviews are written by

Reader staff and contributors and (where noted) individual Raters.
Though reviewers try to reflect the Restaurant Raters’ input,
reviews should be considered one person’s opinion; the collective
Raters’ opinions are best expressed in the numbers. The complete
listings and information on how to become a Reader Restaurant
Rater are available at www.chicagoreader.com/restaurantfinder.

The HeirloomTomato of Turkeys

lean-tos, are moved to different sections of the pas-
ture each day. (Caveny had hoped to let them roam
entirely free, but he’s already lost about 100 this year
to coyotes and weasels.) It’s been a hotter-than-aver-
age fall, which means the turkeys haven’t put on as
much fat for warmth—what Caveny calls “the finish.”
Like grapes, turkeys, it turns out, are vintage depen-
dent. 

I brought back a nine-pound bourbon red ($37)
from the farm and discovered that cooking instruc-
tions for heritage turkeys vary widely: I read that my
turkey wouldn’t tolerate high-heat roasting and that it
absolutely needed a high temperature; that brining
was necessary and that brining would muddle the
taste. After reviewing my notes, I added all the oven
temperatures together, divided by the number of
recipes, then ignored the result and stuck the bird in
the oven unbrined, a negligee of butter over its breast,
at 400 degrees for about an hour and a half. It was
marvelous. A deep, earthy brown, the sinewy dark
meat on the drumsticks was toughened up by exercise.

The white meat from the breast held its own—a friend
who hates turkey was surprised to find he liked it.

Even factoring in the greater cost—and clearly
nothing beats the broad-breasted white for low-cost
protein—it seems shameful to trick families into
cheerlessly buying the only turkey that they thought
existed. Every year, says Charles Bassett of the live-
stock conservancy, the organization calls the White
House, proposing to have the president select a
turkey that actually resembles what Benjamin
Franklin wanted to be the national bird. “They’d 
look a lot different than that industrial white the
president selects,” he says.

Turkeys from Caveny Farm can be ordered at
www.chicagocooks.com; Caveny will distribute them at
the Green City Market and the Evanston farmers’ 
market on Saturday, November 19 and December 17. For
more information see cavenyfarm.com. O’Rourke Family
Farms, based in Arrowsmith, Illinois, will also distribute
heritage turkeys at the Evanston market on November
19; call 309-722-9208 to order. —Nicholas Day

Eating In

A bourbon red at Caveny Farm

On his farm in downstate Illinois, a few miles
south of Champaign, John Caveny is tending to
his menagerie of rare breeds, among them

endangered varieties of lamb, duck, and goose. He
has a turkey flock of just under 500 bleating bourbon
reds, their backs beautifully feathered in brown and
white, their purple heads wrinkled like prunes. Few
people have heard of bourbon reds, just as few people
know that their Thanksgiving turkey is a broad-
breasted white. But though Caveny charges over $4 a
pound for his turkeys—four times as much as a super-
market bird—he’ll sell out. 

His success stems from a movement started a few
years ago by Slow Food, the international food orga-
nization, to promote heritage turkeys, breeds that

predate the rise of industrialized
agriculture and aren’t suitable
for factory farming. The logic of
Slow Food is cannily counterin-
tuitive: the more consumers eat
heritage breeds, the more farm-
ers will raise them, and voila—

the more stable the endangered lines. As Patrick
Martins, the head of Slow Food USA, puts it, “We
must eat them to save them.” So far the birds are
being eaten at least. “They’re tender, tasty, and natu-
rally juicy,” Caveny says. Half of his customers are
repeats. 

Slow Food estimates that 18,000 heritage turkeys
were sold last year, a 20-fold increase from 2002.
That’s a trend that might worry industrial producers,
who have concentrated on breeding the broad-breast-
ed white into the Dolly Parton of turkeys. The breed
arrives at its table weight in three months, half the
time it takes nonindustrial birds. Those lost months
mean that the broad-breasted white never grows the
protective fat a naturally raised turkey would; it’s
pumped full of salt water to simulate the effect.
Meanwhile, years of selection have ensured that their
feed goes straight to the breast: the birds are so front-
loaded they can hardly walk, can’t run, and can’t fly.
They also can’t have sex—their breasts are too big for
them to mount. Every one sold in the United States
today is a product of artificial insemination. 

In the early 90s a survey by the American
Livestock Breeds Conservancy found that of the nine
or ten heritage turkey varieties still extant, fewer than
1,700 breeding pairs remained. That number’s now
5,000 and rising; there are more than half a dozen
farmers raising heritage turkeys in central Illinois,
almost all of them relative newcomers. On Caveny’s
30 acres of land, the turkeys, housed in large wire
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Caveny Farm
1999 N. 935
E. Road
Monticello, IL
217-762-7767


