
lawsuit of about $100,000. (The nursery
owner who supplied the plugs, a sup-
porter of the project from its earliest
stage, was paid in paintings.) The design
echoed Kelley’s work on canvas, with
twin ellipses that promised an ever-
changing palette as different plants
came into bloom. The Park District
issued documents repeatedly touting the
garden as a “living piece of art” that was
“cost-effective and low maintenance,”
and prominent Chicagoans Marian
Ogden and Joanne Alter launched
Chicago Wildflower Works, Inc., a vol-
unteer organization that would tend to
it. In 1985, after it had begun to flower,
the state senate issued a proclamation
congratulating Kelley and the Park
District on their work. Chicago’s garden-
as-art generated national press, includ-
ing a spread in the New York Times.

But by 1987 there was a glitch.
Kelley says that while he was busy
preparing an exhibition of his paintings

ing in the garden for another decade and
in June 2004 was getting ready to cele-
brate its 20th anniversary when, accord-
ing to his lawsuit, he learned of “plans by
the Park District to significantly reduce
the size of the Wildflower Works I, to
alter its shape and to destroy the artistic
nature of the site.” Kelley claims that
workers started to remove plantings and
erect a fence without notifying him, vio-
lating his rights by “destroying, mutilat-
ing, and modifying the Wildflower
Works.” Kelley’s lawyer, Richard
Balough, says he plans to show that his
client’s work on the garden falls under
VARA and is “no different than an artist
who paints on canvas.” 

DePaul University law professor
Roberta Kwall, an expert on intellectu-
al property law, says VARA defines
works of art very narrowly, and she’ll
be surprised if the court accepts that
argument. A spokesperson for the
Chicago Park District, citing policy on
pending lawsuits, declined to comment
for this story. The trial is set for July 10.

Miscellany
The city’s attempt to mount an offense
in its ongoing battle with arts attorney
Scott Hodes over the public art program
was dealt a blow last week when coun-
tercharges it had brought against him
were dismissed. The city requested
another crack at it and was given 28
days to get its case together. . . . The
League of Chicago Theatres is shedding
the publishing business it jumped into
two years ago after dropping $400,000
on the effort; it’s also losing executive
director Deanna Shoss, who’s resigning
after less than a year on the job. Board
member Dennis Culloton says an exami-
nation of LCT finances instituted shortly
after Shoss’s arrival revealed that the
organization was in “pretty dire shape,”
and its program book, ChicagoPlays,
was the “main source of pain.” Members
will get an update at the annual meeting
June 29. . . . This weekend is the swan
song for the Brandeis Book Sale, but
Little City Foundation says it’ll continue
the tradition and hopes to pitch the big
tent at the same time in the same Old
Orchard (now Westfield mall) location
next year.   v

The Business

I f you take what has become
Chicago’s most celebrated stroll,
from Millennium Park across Frank

Gehry’s flashy boat of a bridge, you’ll
land smack in front of the remnants of
Chicago’s most contested garden,
Chapman Kelley’s Wildflower Works I.
Since 1984 Daley Bicentennial Plaza
had been home to the garden, a pair of
ovals the size of football fields, sur-
rounded by gravel borders and planted
with a mix of wildflowers intended to
go from white at the edges to intense
shades at the center. Kelley says it was
a tribute to nature’s glory, a pilot study
in ecologically sound, low-maintenance
public landscaping, and his most
important work of art. But two years
ago the Park District abruptly changed
things. What now lies at the end of the
Gehry bridge, beyond a carpet of
clipped grass and a zillion new red
roses, are two narrow rectangles of
rangy green wildflower remains,
hemmed in on all sides by an incongru-
ous manicured hedge.

According to Kelley, the Park
District, at the direction of naturalist
Shirley McMayon (who last year plead-
ed guilty to pocketing kickbacks for
Park District contracts), ripped up his
artwork without notice. In the fall of
2004 he filed a lawsuit seeking $10
million in damages plus legal expenses
and restoration of the garden. He says
Wildflower Works, planted at no cost to
the city, maintained by volunteers, and
requiring almost no watering, made
Millennium Park’s multimillion-dollar
Lurie Garden, with its caged trees and
automatic sprinklers, look bad. He’s
charging the Park District with breach
of contract, unlawfully taking his prop-
erty (the plants), and violating the fed-
eral Visual Artists Rights Act, which
protects artwork from mutilation.
Slated for trial next month, his suit will
test whether a garden can qualify for
protection under VARA, which defines
an artwork as a painting, drawing,
print, sculpture, or photograph. 

When Kelley moved here 22 years
ago to establish the garden, he left
behind what he says was a stellar career
as an artist and dealer in Dallas. A
painter of nudes, landscapes, and flow-
ers, Kelley took his art from the canvas

to the field in the late 70s, planting a
four-mile-long wildflower strip at the
Dallas airport and three acres around
the Dallas Museum of Natural History.
He says he was inspired by the idea that
this was not only art on a grand scale,
but a sound way to prepare for a future
in which water wouldn’t be available to
irrigate endless miles of grass along
public streets and highways. But both
gardens were destroyed after just a cou-
ple years, about the same time that
Standard Oil president John
Swearingen and his socialite wife
Bonnie, who’d once taken a class from
Kelley, invited him to bring his green
thumb to Chicago.

In 1983 Kelley presented his plan to
Park District head Edmund Kelly, and a
permit to proceed was issued the follow-
ing year. The project was greeted with
much hoopla. Kelley planted more than
200,000 wildflower plugs in 47 varieties
on 1.5 acres at a cost estimated in his

at the Chicago Botanic Garden, volun-
teers overwatered the plantings. Some
overgrew as a result, and the garden
began to look ragged. At the same time
some embarrassing news surfaced: it
turned out not all the varieties that had
been planted were native. According to
a 1989 Chicago magazine story by
Grant Pick, a Park District report issued
in 1988 described the garden as an eye-
sore and recommended reducing it to
one oval or moving it. When the dis-
trict’s board moved to deny Kelley’s per-
mit that year he took the matter to
court, and there was an outpouring of
public sentiment in his favor. The issue
was eventually settled with Kelley being
given control over the garden’s content
and design, with a reconstituted volun-
teer organization handling the upkeep. 

Kelley’s permit was periodically
renewed until 1994, at which time he
says board officials told him renewal was
no longer necessary. He continued work-

Is Gardening an Art?
Painter Chapman Kelley says his Grant Park garden was his most important work, 
and he’s suing the Park District for mutilating it.
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By Deanna Isaacs

thebusiness@chicagoreader.com

Chapman Kelley; his garden before (top) and after (bottom)
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Fancy Pizza, Small Plates, 
and Small Batches

includes standbys like mac ’n’ cheese, jalapeno 
corn bread, and fried green tomatoes, along 
with more unusual dishes like a seared alligator
sandwich with andouille sausage and picante 
sauce. Unfortunately the kitchen at the two-month-

old restaurant has yet to hit 
full stride. Though the mixed
greens salad gets points for 
presentation, green apple 
slices artfully arranged into 

an X on top, the Jim Beam vinaigrette it came 
with didn’t taste like much of anything except oil.
The “alligator bites” appetizer is great as long as 
you down the pan-seared reptile chunks quickly—
once cool, they’re gummy in that cold-calamari 
kind of way. Bread pudding with chocolate ganache
and caramel also looked terrific on the plate, but
ours tasted a bit dry. As you might guess, the drinks

menu focuses on bourbon, offering 60-some 
varieties along with blended scotches and single
malts; prices range from $3 (Jim Beam White
Label) to $24 (Johnnie Walker Blue). Add $1 for 
ice and a water chaser. —Anne Ford

OTHER RECENT OPENINGS
Bravo Tapas and Lounge, 2047 W. Division, 
773-278-2727 
Cafe Bionda, 1924 S. State, 312-326-9800
Cooper’s—A Neighborhood Eatery, 1232 W. Belmont,
773-929-2667 
Hamburger Mary’s, 5400 N. Clark, 773-784-6969
Mulan, 2077 S. Wells, 312-824-8282 
Spice, 833 W. Chicago, 312-497-1900 
Tamarind, 614 S. Wabash, 312-379-0970 
Tokyo 21, 901 W. Weed, 312-337-2001 
Treat, 1616 N. Kedzie, 773-772-1201

What’s New

A t FRASCA, a month-old place featuring small
plates and pizza from a brick oven, our youth-
ful server enthusiastically raved about each of

our “great choices.” We wisely chose the olive oil
flight, three extra virgins served with semolina
bread for $5, and discriminatingly sampled the pro-
sciutto-wrapped fontina—though it’s hard to go
wrong with meat and cheese on a stick. From the

“Old World Farmer’s Table”
menu, a selection of cheeses,
meats, and bruschettas to mix
or match, we selected three
bruschettas at $3 each: white
beans and balsamic, smoked
salmon and capers, and, my

favorite, ricotta topped with honey and pistachios.
We could have made a meal out of this feast of appe-
tizers, and perhaps we should have—the rest of our
dinner was better in theory than in practice. When
my pizza with clams, oregano, and garlic arrived it
looked great, promisingly thin and just barely
charred around the edges. But you could have
teethed a baby on the crust, and I’ll be breathing fire
from the garlic for weeks. Desserts also sounded
intriguing, but the panna cotta was grainy (and
arrived in a martini glass—enough already) and cin-
namon doughnut holes, served with vanilla ice
cream and a honey dipping sauce, were too eggy and
chewy (though they were taken off our bill when we
expressed dissatisfaction to our crestfallen server).
Frasca’s mostly Italian wine list offers a good selec-
tion, including red and white flights with choices
steering sippers away from your more typical
Chiantis and pinot grigios. —Kathie Bergquist

T he ghost of the old-school Burgundy Inn has
been thoroughly exorcised from FIXTURE, the
sleek new late-night spot that’s taken its place.

The beer list ranges from an economical $2 Point to
a bevy from the Quebecois craft brewery Unibroue,
with a few Belgians thrown in for good measure.

More than two dozen wines are
available by the glass or as one
of four tasting flights, each
named—in an affectation equal
parts macho and precious—

after an actor who’s played James Bond. But even if
all the action was at the bar the quiet night I was
there, under chef Sarah Nelson the food more than
holds its own. The menu of small plates and desserts
digs deep into the global goody bag: bulgogi short
ribs, lobster seviche, asparagus-and-shiitake maki.
You’d think the meatball-size buffalo sliders—served
with caramelized onions, blue cheese, and a smear
of foie gras mayo—would be heart-stoppingly rich,
but the lean, clean flavor of the meat keeps the bal-
ance intact. The mac ’n’ cheese, which mates mild
fontina with aged cheddar, bacon, and bay scallops,
almost shouldn’t work but does, pulling the various
smoky flavors together into one complex bite. The
best thing I tried was a plate of shredded suckling
pig dressed with tangy habanera barbecue sauce 
and heaped with pineapple marmalade. Dense 
and moist, it had a surprising kick that would have
made me giggle if I hadn’t been so busy stuffing
more into my mouth. —Martha Bayne

A t BOURBON it’s all about the bourbon: the
menu features Jim Beam in everything from 
a barbecued shrimp appetizer to a pulled 

pork sandwich, and you can finish off with a Knob
Creek creme brulee. The southern-inspired food

Frasca
Pizzeria and
Wine Bar
3358 N. Paulina
773-248-5222

Fixture
2706 N. Ashland
773-248-3331

Bruschettas, cured meats, and cheeses at Frasca, which also has a good Italian wine list
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Bourbon
3244 N. Lincoln
773-880-9520
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New Too
From White Sox maki to heavenly 
hot links

Aki Sushi
2015 W. Division | 773-227-8080

$$$
JAPANESE | DINNER: SEVEN DAYS | OPEN LATE:
FRIDAY & SATURDAY TILL 12:30, MONDAY-
THURSDAY TILL 11:30, SUNDAY TILL 11 

The decor hasn’t changed much—the
exposed brick and the fish-stocked fountain
are still around—but when it comes to the
food this new sushi spot beats its predeces-
sor, short-lived Touch of Sushi, hands down.
Aki serves the basic repertoire, with a larger-
than-average selection of nigiri, but there’s a
clear attention to freshness, and while I’m
usually skeptical about whimsical maki cre-
ations, I was impressed by the White Sox roll,
a mixture of seared spicy tuna, crabmeat,
cucumber, and onion wrapped with a tender
piece of white tuna and sprinkled with black
tobiko. Ponzu sauce and dried herbs over-
whelmed the Rainbow Carpaccio—lovely
slices of tuna, salmon, and white tuna fan-
ning out from a pile of greens—so that it did-
n’t taste as stunning as it looked. But when it
comes to the basics Aki does the trick quite
nicely. Peter Margasak

Asado Brazilian Grill
1012 Church, Evanston | 847-425-4175

$$$
LATIN AMERICAN, STEAKS/LOBSTER | LUNCH:
MONDAY-SATURDAY; DINNER: SEVEN DAYS | OPEN
LATE: EVERY NIGHT TILL 11 

At Asado you get what you pay for: while
$32.50 prix fixe might seem a steal for a
Brazilian steak house, items in the charac-
teristically huge salad bar taste canned or
just plain tired. The parade of meats
served on anemic-looking skewers by “gau-
chos” include top and bottom sirloin,
bacon-wrapped filet mignon, skirt steak,
beef ribs, lamb, and chicken, but it’s hit-or-
miss whether you’ll get a quality slice.
Sides such as mashed potatoes and gravy,
red beans and rice, and soup are also avail-
able at the salad bar, and communal trays
of veggies and bananas are passed around.
The staff is warm and accommodating
despite the tepid feel of the room (the
restaurant is part of a chain). Still, it’s hard
not to have the phrase “Penny wise, pound
foolish” come to mind. Rob Lopata

Asian Avenue
1624 W. Belmont | 773-549-2201

$$
ASIAN, JAPANESE, THAI | LUNCH, DINNER: SEVEN
DAYS | OPEN LATE: FRIDAY & SATURDAY TILL 11 | BYO

The menu at this BYO Thai-sushi place, the
newest of a growing clutch, offers few sur-

Restaurants
Listings are excerpted from the Reader Restaurant Finder, an online
database of more than 3,000 Chicago-area restaurants. Restaurants
are rated by more than 2,200 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.
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prises, but when we inquired about Thai spe-
cials not on the menu, our waitress,
intrigued, offered to bring out whatever they
had on hand. The result was a plate of slight-
ly gamy grilled pork neck with a spicy dipping
sauce and a papaya salad done Thai style—
though instead of the fiery, tart, crunchy
papaya shreds we were expecting, this ver-
sion was candy sweet. Still, both dishes tast-
ed all right alongside crab fried rice—for once
not krab—and tiny noodle-stuffed egg rolls.
We didn’t have as much luck with the sushi:
scallops (hotategai) were seared to a jerky-
like consistency and plated on top of what
tasted like lunch-box applesauce, and the fish
in the sunomono moriawase (vinegared raw
fish and seaweed salad) was a chore to swal-
low. All things raw, including a spicy tuna roll,
were served ice cold, as if fresh from the
Jewel rather than the sea. Kristina Meyer

Avenue M
695 N. Milwaukee | 312-243-1133

$$$
STEAKS/LOBSTER, AMERICAN
CONTEMPORARY/REGIONAL | DINNER: SEVEN
DAYS; SUNDAY BRUNCH | OPEN LATE: SATURDAY
TILL 3, OTHER NIGHTS TILL 2 

Under chef Daniel Kelly, the stunning new
restaurant Avenue M cooks as good as it

looks, with a menu that artfully balances
steak-house standards with French,
Italian, and Asian influences. Huge green-
lipped New Zealand mussels were plump
and tender in a broth with white wine
and cream, and while my friend pooh-
poohed a sprinkling of sea salt on the
tuna sashimi as inauthentic, I liked how it
contrasted with the sweet fish. House-
made pasta with morels and a veal ragu
was meltingly rich, but the term ragu is
misleading—it looked like half a shank
had been plopped on my plate. After that
I opted for relatively dainty double rib
chops of Colorado lamb, which were
chewy with a slightly salty crust. Wild
king salmon with soba noodles, bok choy,
and shiitakes was soft and flaky, the
mushrooms small delights in themselves.
A lighter menu is available in the bar and
lounge, and a garden with private gaze-
bos is set to open soon. Heather Kenny

Block 44
4365 N. Lincoln | 773-868-4404

$$$
AMERICAN CONTEMPORARY/REGIONAL | DINNER:
SEVEN DAYS | OPEN LATE: FRIDAY & SATURDAY
TILL 11 

Can Block 44 can distinguish itself among

the dozens of joints now boasting heirloom
thises and organic filbert-fed thats? The
crystal ball is cloudy, but chef Rick Spiros is
giving it a good shake. Pulled short ribs
had their richness amped by a drizzle of
truffle oil; seared tuna with shoestring
potatoes and a diced potato salad (truffle
oil here again) had very satisfying textural
combinations, as did salads with fried arti-
choke and crabmeat or fried potatoes, goat
cheese, and frisee. Invariably some brightly
colored emulsion—jus, aioli, gastrique, or
what have you—prettily dresses the
entrees. Skate wing was tender and moist
in its yellow pepper-lemon vinaigrette,
seared duck breast with fig compote was
lush and flavorful, and crispy red snapper
lived up to its name despite being plopped
in a pool of thick corn sauce and capped by
a crab pierogi. Smaller versions of these
and other dishes are available on a prix
fixe menu with wine pairings for—you got
it—$44. Mike Sula

Blue Nile Ethiopian Restaurant
6118 N. Ravenswood | 773-465-6710

$$
AFRICAN | LUNCH, DINNER: SEVEN DAYS | BYO

We had conspicuously overordered—an
injera-lined platter each of yebeg alicha
(lamb stew), lega tibs (a red beef stew), a
veggie combo, and lamb tibis (sauteed
chunks of lamb)—but at meal’s end we
couldn’t stop rooting through the remains
to pick out the toothy, caramelized whole
cloves of garlic buried there. The buttery
pureed red lentils in the veggie combo
answered my call for spiciness; the lega
tibs, oily and red, and yebeg alicha, green-
ish and creamier, were both cooked in
kebe, butter simmered with onion, garlic,
ginger, cardamom, turmeric, and cumin.
Owner Liknesh Tareke says that wats, meat
stews slow cooked with the fiery hot pep-
per paste berbere, are the most popular, as
well as the spiciest, items on her menu; I’d

go back to try them with a tiny cup of pow-
erful Ethiopian coffee. As we packed up our
comically high stack of leftovers boxes and
settled the comically small bill, my friend
and I caught each other eyeing the ruins of
the lega tibs for a last undiscovered bit of
garlic. Tasneem Paghdiwala

Cobra Lounge
235 N. Ashland | 312-226-6300

$$
AMERICAN | LUNCH, DINNER: MONDAY-SATURDAY |
CLOSED SUNDAY | OPEN LATE: MONDAY-
SATURDAY TILL MIDNIGHT | RESERVATIONS
ACCEPTED FOR LARGE GROUPS ONLY

Greasy-spoon coffee shop the G & Z has
been reborn as a dark, sleek rock ’n’ roll
lounge and restaurant with two bars, a DJ
booth, and a small stage for live music.
Comfy vinyl booths make it that much
easier to enjoy the killer jukebox, which
ranges from Motorhead to Talking Heads
to John Lee Hooker. The menu augments
standard but well-executed bar bites like
chicken fingers and burgers with fancier
fare like an appetizer of baked goat
cheese with crostini, grilled portobello
mushrooms with prosciutto, and a fillet
with Gorgonzola cream. Shepherd’s pie—
savory chunks of Guinness-stewed meat

Restaurants

Food (F), service (S), and ambience (A) are rated on a scale of 1-10, with 10 representing
best. The dinner-menu price of a typical entree is indicated by dollar signs on the
following scale: $=less than $10, $$=$10-$15, $$$=$15-$20, $$$$=$20-$30,
$$$$$ =more than $30. Raters also grade the overall dining experience; these scores
are averaged and rs are awarded as follows: rrr=top 10 percent, rrr=top 20
percent, rrr=top 30 percent of all rated restaurants in database.
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and veggies on a bed of creamy mashed
potatoes—and the choose-your-own pasta
entree (we went for angel-hair with mari-
nara, broccoli, and olives) were tops. You
might want to stick with one of the sever-
al excellent beers on tap: when we asked
for a martini, the bartender gave us
some good-natured ribbing, then spent
several minutes hunting down a cocktail
shaker. Rob Christopher

Devon Seafood Grill
39 E. Chicago | 312-440-8660

$$$$
SEAFOOD, STEAKS/LOBSTER | LUNCH, DINNER:
SEVEN DAYS | OPEN LATE: FRIDAY & SATURDAY
TILL 11 

Though it isn’t immediately evident,
Devon Seafood Grill is one of seven vari-
ously named links in a national “upscale
casual seafood concept” operated by
Houlihan’s Inc. All the available boiler-
plate suggests these are elegant spots
serving only fresh, simply prepared,
“regional” seafood to “educated” diners,
but it won’t take long for those to smell
something fishy. The impulse to get
destructively cute seems to have over-
taken the menu designers at corporate,
though maybe it says something about
my own self-destructive tendencies that I
had to order the “Char Crusted 
Yellowfin Tuna,” two nice chunks of raw
tuna plastered with the venerable
Chicago-born barbecue rub. It might well
have been Cheeto  dust. Similar prod-
uct placement abounds: Port Judith
Calamari came with a miniature sized
Tabasco  bottle and chocolate cake is
accompanied by hazelnut Pirouline . In
defiance of the commitment to simple
preparations, many of the dishes were
treated with some thick, complicated,
creamy sauce or similar distraction—that
Char Crusted tuna was driven over a cliff
by a puddle of foyot sauce; seared scal-
lops with a mushy lobster risotto fairly
swam in a thick mustard concoction.
Speaking more charitably than he’s
known for, one of my pals pointed out
that it should be easy to forgive a new
restaurant a few typos—in this case,
“proscuitto” and “terrior.” After further
investigation I’d argue that when those
misspellings appear on the menus of
each link in the chain it’s a warning for
the educated to stay away. Mike Sula

Eleven City Diner
1112 S. Wabash | 312-212-1112

$$
KOSHER/JEWISH/DELI | BREAKFAST, LUNCH, 
DINNER: SEVEN DAYS | OPEN LATE: FRIDAY &
SATURDAY TILL 3, MONDAY-THURSDAY TILL 11 

Don’t go to Eleven City Diner expecting
the fast, brusque treatment you usually
find in a traditional deli. Dinner service on
a recent visit was leisurely and polite to
the point of approval seeking: a staffer
made a special trip to the table to find out
if the egg cream he’d made was up to par.
(Yes.) Despite its unnerving lack of atti-
tude, Eleven City offers other traditional
trappings—there’s a pie case up front, and
matzo ball soup, knishes, and tuna melts
on the menu. But as an all-day-breakfast
fan, I chose the huge and excellent chal-
lah French toast topped with strawber-
ries, bananas, and coconut—“I’m going to
have to get in on that action” was a fellow
diner’s response. Dinner entrees include a

Polish with grilled onions, a roasted half
chicken with herbes de Provence, and
standard sandwiches such as a ham and
Swiss on rye. They don’t skimp on
desserts here: the root beer float comes
in a glass three fists high, and I struck ice
cream as soon as I stuck my spoon in the
foam. On the other side of the restaurant
is a deli counter stocked with sandwich
fixings—corned beef, egg salad—for carry-
out customers. Maybe they’re ruder over
there. Anne Ford

Koda
10352 S. Western | 773-445-5632

$$$
FRENCH | DINNER: SUNDAY, TUESDAY-SATURDAY
| CLOSED MONDAY | RESERVATIONS NOT
ACCEPTED

Sitting down at Koda, Beverly’s new (and
only) French bistro, we were immediately
engaged by diners saying how happy they
were that folks from “far away” had made

the trip. It’s one worth taking—the chef is
Aaron Browning, late of Everest and
Brasserie Jo. French onion soup was dark
and rich; luscious escargots in green gar-
lic butter plump and flavorful. Seductive
salads included one of shaved fennel and
cucumber and a delicious melange of red
and golden beets with blue cheese. Not
every bistro item is traditionally pre-
pared: the onion tart was more like a
crisp pizza, but with succulent pancetta
and sweated sweet onions, scrumptious.
A “progressive” wine list (sequenced from
mild- to full-bodied) has a few good glass-
es: a 2004 Fouassier Sancerre with a soft
smack of honeyed fruit and a 2003
California merlot that works well with
meat. Steak frites featured fresh-cut fries
and a good piece of beef, and the lamb
chops were magnificent, not the generic
variety that sometimes surfaces even at
decent places. For dessert we went with a
shortbread cookie stuffed with berries
(fabulous) and a chocolate tart with

hazelnut truffle and coconut sorbet (also
fabulous). Be warned: what with the
neighborhood heat, weekend waits can hit
60 minutes plus. David Hammond

Minnies
1969 N. Halsted | 312-943-9900

$
BURGERS, SMALL PLATES | LUNCH, DINNER:
SEVEN DAYS | OPEN LATE: EVERY NIGHT TILL 1 

Minnies would seem to be designed for
youngsters who enjoy adorable little
things, so I went with two daughters, both
in the target demographic and thrilled at
the thought of miniature eats. Turns out
the place bounces between Lilliput and
Brobdingnag: alongside the tiny edibles
are giant items like huge, wide straws that
require some big-time sucking. Which
brings me back to the food. After two
platters of overbreaded, underfilled, over-
priced sammies, my older daughter con-
cluded that 3 of our 15 or so selections
were “not entirely repellent.” So let our
pain be your gain: if you find yourself
here, take my younger daughter’s advice
and stick to the Mykonos sandwich (chick-
en and kalamata olives; “really tangy”),
the Tuna Minnie Melt (“lemony and spark-
ly”), and the PB&J (“crusty on top and
squishy inside”). The McDonaldesque
french fries were semicrisp and came in a
paper cone, cute again. Vainly trying to
get in the spirit of the thing, I had a
Minnie Fizz (Stoli and Fresca) and paid
nine bucks for an insultingly small bever-
age. If I had it to do over again (and thank
heavens I don’t), I’d go with miniature
beers—lots of ’em. David Hammond

Olé Olé
5413 N. Clark | 773-293-2222

$$$
MEXICAN/SOUTHWESTERN, LATIN AMERICAN |
DINNER: SEVEN DAYS | OPEN LATE: FRIDAY &
SATURDAY TILL 2, OTHER NIGHTS TILL MIDNIGHT |
RESERVATIONS NOT ACCEPTED

On a recent visit to Olé Olé my friend and I
heard “Bamboleo” by the Gipsy Kings three
times, and though there were only two
wines offered by the glass, our server was-
n’t sure what they were. Beyond that, how-
ever, we had a lovely experience. The
nuevo Latino menu draws from Mexico,
Colombia, Brazil, and Spain, among other
places; wisely, chef Edil Reyes makes no
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attempt at strict authenticity, and the cre-
ative, aggressively spiced fusions consis-
tently impressed us. Red snapper seviche
was chockablock with superfresh fish
chunks, tomato, avocado, and onion. The
picadillo empanada was accompanied by
two chimichurri sauces with a zesty bite.
The chile de arbol glaze on a grilled pork
tenderloin also packed a punch; sauteed
tilapia was rather decadently covered
with hunks of lobster and crabmeat. Flan
was nicely accented by a blood orange
sauce, and the extravagant mango
bomba—a thin layer of pistachio cake
topped with fresh strawberries, covered
with a silky mango mousse, and surround-
ed by a guava puree—ended the meal on a
dazzling high note. Peter Margasak

Over Easy
4943 N. Damen | 773-506-2605

F 8.6 | S 7.3 | A 9.0 | $ (6 REPORTS)
AMERICAN, BREAKFAST | BREAKFAST, LUNCH:
SUNDAY, TUESDAY-SATURDAY; SUNDAY BRUNCH |
CLOSED MONDAY | BYO 

rrr Brunch offerings at Over Easy, a new
breakfast-and-lunch joint, aren’t as eso-
teric as, say, the fruit sushi or jelly-dough-
nut pancakes at Orange, but chef Jon
Cignarale works hard to keep them inter-
esting, changing the menu weekly.
Offerings have included a corn pancake
with red pepper coulis and sour cream,
souffles, and fried bologna with scrambled
eggs; standbys on the regular breakfast
menu include “sassy eggs,” served with
chorizo-potato hash, cheddar cheese, red
peppers, jalapenos, and guacamole, and
Emily’s Dream Pancakes, with blackber-
ries, orange butter, and raspberry coulis.
At lunch there are sandwiches, salads, and
burgers. The space, which seats about 35,
is bright and playful: near the entrance
five wires strung with white wooden eggs
run from the floor to the orangish red tin
ceiling, and there’s a “wall of eggs” in the
back. Anne Ford

Palmito
3605 N. Ashland | 773-248-3087

$$
LATIN AMERICAN | DINNER: TUESDAY-SATURDAY |
CLOSED SUNDAY, MONDAY | RESERVATIONS
ACCEPTED FOR LARGE GROUPS ONLY | BYO 

Convivial crowds have been packing into
Palmito, a tiny 26-seat Costa Rican store-
front, since chef-owner John Damer, a
CHIC grad, opened it this spring. The
room’s bright, the staff friendly, and the
food’s comforting Latin American fare
served with some upscale touches.
Appetizers include a seviche of the day
(ours was salmon with mango and red
onions); black bean dip served with crisp,
hot, fried plantains; and tasty queso frito,
fried cheese served with kalamata olives
in a pool of olive oil. The house salad is a

tempting one of greens with figs, pista-
chios, and blue cheese; another salad
pairs the restaurant’s namesake, fresh
hearts of palm, with napa cabbage in a
zesty vinaigrette (hearts of palm also turn
up in bruschetta and as an entree, grilled
and served with black beans and plan-
tains). Grilled meats were even better:
crispy-crusted pork loin came in plateful
of peppery, finger-licking white bean
sauce; marinated skirt steak was extraor-
dinarily tender and carried just a hint of
allspice. Fish and a couple of chicken
preparations—arroz con pollo and a
sauteed breast with mango sauce—round
out the entrees. For dessert, flan and a
supermoist chocolate tres leches cake
were grandly accompanied by coffee
chorreado, a Costa Rican brew prepared
tableside. Jim Mitchell

Passage to India
4609 N. Lincoln | 773-561-2200

$$
INDIAN/PAKISTANI | LUNCH, DINNER: SEVEN DAYS |
BYO

It used to be that in order to get my curry
fix I had to trek up to Devon or downtown
to a River North cabbie joint. Now there
are two Indian places practically side by
side in Lincoln Square, and Passage to
India, across the street from the Davis, is
a worthy one. On a recent visit the usual
fare seemed brighter and livelier than you
typically find: samosas, for instance, were
wrapped in perfectly crisp skins and redo-
lent of cumin and pepper, vegetable pako-
ras tasted of something other than
burned oil. Tikka masala, that old
warhorse, was also notably flavorful, its
spices right up front, as if they’d been
added as a flourish at the very end. The
best dish, though, was the fish cooked in a
clay pot, tender nuggets dusted with sea-
sonings and cooked to the point of
carmelization. In the end my wife pro-
nounced our meal some of the best Indian
she’d ever had. I wouldn’t go quite that
far, but it was very good, and Passage is
BYO to boot. Chip Dudley

Riccardo Trattoria
2119 N. Clark | 773-549-0038

$$
ITALIAN | LUNCH, DINNER: SUNDAY, TUESDAY-
SATURDAY | CLOSED MONDAY

I can’t recommend a better introduction
to innards than chef Riccardo Michi’s
tripe Florentine, thin clouds of silky veal
honeycomb extraordinary on his rose-
mary-flecked focaccia (say per favore and
you can get the dish in an appetizer por-
tion). We ordered a daily risotto of
asparagus, and when we asked for some
added scallops the chef complied with
two thick, perfectly grilled divers along
with a bunch of bays buried in the luxuri-
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ant rice. House-made veal-stuffed ravioli
was served with a tomato cream sauce
studded with earthy mushrooms; mush-
rooms also complement the signature
veal meat loaf and savory short ribs with
polenta. To end your meal continental
style there are some gorgeous salads:
we had diced beets on endive with a
mustard vinaigrette. As for sweet stuff,
panna cotta ringed with passion fruit
coulis was lush and creamy to the tenth
power, and tangerine sorbet twanged
with tart fruitiness. Wines by the glass
are limited (two whites, three reds), 
but there are some decent-looking mid-
price bottles, which might be the way to
go. David Hammond

Spotlight Grill
1629 N. Halsted | 312-787-8100

$$$
STEAKS/LOBSTER, ASIAN,
GLOBAL/FUSION/ECLECTIC | LUNCH, DINNER:
SEVEN DAYS | OPEN LATE: FRIDAY & SATURDAY
TILL 11 | CASH ONLY | BYO 

Spotlight Grill, an all-American Italo-
Hispanic-Asian place, offers a kaleido-
scopic range of dishes, from a porter-
house to pad thai to Jack Daniel’s shrimp
with linguine (not, it turns out, a T.G.I.
Friday’s exclusive). So vast and eclectic is
the menu that we felt it best to place our
fate in the eager hands of chef-owner
David Lee, who bounces from kitchen to
dining room, telepathically picking cus-
tomers’ preferences and infusing lots of
energy into the dining experience. We
kicked off with “gushi,” the house gim-
mick, a do-it-yourself maki roll named,
Lee says, because novices are likely to
goof it up. The lightly battered calamari
were good, the crab cakes—served with
sweet-and-sour sauce and pico de 
gallo—exceptional. Baby eggplants 
were sesame sweet, though a strip steak
was slightly mushy; Lee had told us 
from the get-go that we could return
anything we didn’t like, but we didn’t
have the heart to. The money-back 
guarantee, however, gives an indication
of what this place is about: just down 
the block from wallet-busting Alinea, it
gives big bang for the buck, plus it’s 
BYO. David Hammond

Take Five
3747 N. Southport | 773-871-5555

$
GLOBAL/FUSION/ECLECTIC | DINNER: SEVEN
DAYS; SATURDAY & SUNDAY BRUNCH | OPEN
LATE: FRIDAY & SATURDAY TILL MIDNIGHT,
MONDAY-THURSDAY TILL 11 | RESERVATIONS NOT
ACCEPTED 

With every item on the menu priced at
five bucks, splitting a tab should be a
cinch here, and Take Five is geared
toward that breed of conviviality: share
eats, swill beer, and watch the game (you
can’t avoid the last with plasma TVs
everywhere). The menu features bar-and-
grill standbys—spinach-artichoke dip, hot
wings, quesadillas, nachos, cheese fries—
along with more-unexpected offerings
like half a rotisserie chicken, grilled
Atlantic salmon, and fish tacos. The burn-
ing question, of course, is: What do you
get for your Lincoln? Our Asian noodles
and sausage and peppers came in serv-
ings larger than tasting size, though not
quite enough to satisfy on their own, and
were a tad too salty and a trifle oily
respectively (had we been drunker we
might not have noticed). Higher points go
to the not-too-chewy fried calamari and
the crispy cashew-crusted Brie. Bistro
tables make up the bulk of the seating,
but there are two large round corner
booths—equipped with screens, natch—
with curtains that can be pulled for a VIP
sorta feel. Susannah J. Felts

Terragusto Cafe & Local Market
1851 W. Addison | 773-248-2777

$$$
ITALIAN | BREAKFAST, LUNCH: WEDNESDAY-
SATURDAY; DINNER: SUNDAY, WEDNESDAY-
SATURDAY; SATURDAY AND SUNDAY BRUNCH |
CLOSED MONDAY, TUESDAY | BYO 

Terragusto is a casual neighborhood cafe
that happens to serve house-made pasta
as good as—what the hell—any in Chicago.
Owner and chef Theo Gilbert, who’s
worked at Spiaggia and Trattoria No. 10
and hawked his pasta at the Green City
Market, works off a tiny but pristine
menu: a handful of antipasti, a half-dozen
fresh pastas, and family-style plates of
meat and fish, all seared and roasted. A

deboned half chicken was glisteningly
moist, and if I could I’d order the deeply
flavored accompanying spinach as an
entree. Baked polenta with sausage and
rapini was texturally perfect, simultane-
ously yielding and firm, with a transcen-
dently simple stock-butter-cheese sauce.
If the thin Swiss chard pasta with
Bolognese sauce was underwhelming, the
Bolognese missing the fatty sensuality of
the best versions, that’s in part because
the cinnamon-dotted squash ravioli 
were good enough to silence the loudest 
conversation. Terragusto is BYO; 
come early in the day and you can 
watch the staff make pasta in the front
window. Nicholas Day

Trattoria 31
605 W. 31st | 312-326-3500

$$$
ITALIAN | LUNCH: MONDAY-SATURDAY; DINNER:
SEVEN DAYS | BYO 

Bridgeport’s new trattoria shows prom-
ise, but should perhaps be allowed to
mature a bit before you go. Dry, person-
ality-free bread hobbled our meal right
out of the gate, and $9 for just five small-
ish shrimp oreganato seemed unfair.
“Country Tuscan mussels” with sausage
were not bad but showed no true mar-
riage of flavors, like a couple that shares
a bed without speaking to each other. On
the other hand, arancini (balls of saffron-
colored rice stuffed with spinach and
cheese or meat and peas) were satisfy-
ingly simple, and pasta reigned supreme:
gnocchetti with pesto preternaturally
light, pappardelle lightly dressed with
applewood-smoked bacon, peas, and
Parmagiana Reggiano, not fancy, just ful-
filling. More elaborate stuff—steak with a
red wine reduction and veal marsala—
was just this side of overpriced and not
as well executed as the more basic offer-
ings. For dessert we had an overly gelati-
nous panna cotta and afogato, a shot of
espresso over vanilla ice cream—not bad,
but for five bucks and change steep even
by Starbucks standards. Trattoria 31 is
BYO for now, which makes the pricier
platters more palatable, and here’s a nice
touch: leftovers were packed, labeled,
and even dated. David Hammond
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Trattoria D.O.C.
706 Main, Evanston | 847-475-1111

$$$
ITALIAN, PIZZA | LUNCH, DINNER: SEVEN DAYS

This new trattoria, sister to Lincoln
Square’s Pizza D.O.C., is a big, bustling
space with a beautiful wood-burning
oven baking a range of pies with topping
options from Gorgonzola to black truffle
paste. Our favorite was pizza bresaola, a
Roman classic featuring oil-drizzled air-
dried beef and dark green arugula. A
sweet, tart salad of Granny Smith apples
and celery with shreds of Parmesan was
an excellent accompaniment—maybe not
authentic Italian but damn delicious.
Pastas ranged from good to OK: farfalle
vegetariane was fresh-tasting al dente
veggies with bow-tie pasta and goat
cheese, but pappardelle with duck was
oddly short on flavor. Petto di pollo alla
sarda, chicken breast stuffed with
asparagus and scamorza cheese and
wrapped in crisp pancetta (just like in
Sardinia!) was one fine fowl; a remark-
ably soft piece of sea bass was perfectly
cooked just seconds beyond sushi. We
tried several wines by the glass and rec-
ommend the Tomaresca ($6), a nice
blend of spice and fruit from Puglia that
worked well with cheese, meat, and fish. 
There are also many interesting, moder-
ately priced bottles from all over the
boot. David Hammond

T-Spot Sushi
3925 N. Lincoln | 773-549-4500

$$$
JAPANESE | LUNCH, DINNER: MONDAY-SATURDAY |
CLOSED SUNDAY | OPEN LATE: FRIDAY &
SATURDAY TILL 11 | BYO 

I guess I had different expectations given
the cutesy name, because when I walked
into T-Spot Sushi I was surprised by the
swanky Eurobeat vibe, everything black and
fancy. The T stands for tea, and the restau-
rant features a long list of them, including a
pricey rare white as well as green, oolong,
black, and herbal, and custom blends like a
minty Moroccan. Getting down to brass
tacks, we tried the Chicago Fire maki,
crunchy tempura encased in velvety avoca-
do and dabbed with chile sauce; while we
loved the textures, the roll didn’t have much
heat, though a spicy tuna roll lived up to its
billing. A brawl almost broke out over the
last piece of our pearl roll, crab and tuna
adorned with tobiko (the eggs of flying fish)
in three different colors. A do-it-yourself
tartare allows you to pick your choice of fish
in one of three marinades. We chose a lime-
ginger vinaigrette with white tuna, which
was served bulked up with a five-fingered
pinch of jicama in a martini glass with fried
wonton wrappers on the side—not much of a
deal for $12. We also tried a handful of stan-
dard sushi and maki and found them to be,
well, standard. If tea’s not your thing, you
can BYO. Kathie Bergquist

Uncle John’s Barbecue
337 E. 69th | 773-892-1233

$
BARBECUE/RIBS | LUNCH, DINNER: MONDAY-
SATURDAY | CLOSED SUNDAY | OPEN LATE:
FRIDAY & SATURDAY TILL 1, MONDAY-THURSDAY
TILL 11 | CASH ONLY 

When after a six-month absence Mack
Sevier, former pit man at Barbara Ann’s
BBQ, opened his own BBQ joint this
spring, lovers of his unique style of
Chicago hot links let out a collective
smoky sigh. There’s only one place to get
these heavenly hot links—lightly charred
pork sausage aggressively spiced with
sage and perfect topped with a drizzle of
house-made hot sauce—and that’s from
Uncle John’s wood-fired smoker. Meaty
spare ribs are smoked directly over
wood, resulting in a crisp, fat-in-the-fire
outer layer that yields to a moist and
toothsome interior. Rib tips, luscious with
juicy pork fat and crisp bits of char, are
the perfect complement to hot links.
Chicken comes smoked, fried, or in a
tasty house special of fried boneless dark
meat served with pickled jalapenos.
Nondescript coleslaw, white bread, and a
terrific BBQ sauce round out each order.
There’s no seating at Uncle John’s, and I
suggest dining auto alfresco, as the tan-
talizing aroma will otherwise have you
reaching for a rib before you’ve driven a
few blocks. Gary Wiviott




