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Restaurants by Region and State




Introduction to Roadfood 2011

Welcome to the biggest Roadfood yet. We have added two hundred new restaurants since the last edition and updated reviews of old favorites in the hope that this book leads you to many unforgettable meals and inspires you to find new ones. We urge you to share your own restaurant discoveries with us and with fellow eaters who are equally passionate about unique dining experiences and food with real character.

There are so many people today who travel around the country with an itinerary of pulled pork, po-boys, green chile cheeseburgers, and buttermilk pie that it is almost incomprehensible to think that some thirty years ago when we conceived the idea of Roadfood, publishers thought we were crazy. They said there could not be a guidebook to American food because America didn’t have any interesting food to find. Back then, the belief among gourmets (the term “foodie” hadn’t yet been coined) was that ours was a nation with such an impoverished palate that anyone interested in eating well needed to go to another continent. Fifty years ago when John Kennedy became president, no one was shocked that he hired a French chef to cook at the White House.

After the original edition of Roadfood was published, we still spent a lot of time convincing people that to eat their way across this land or simply to “eat local” could be a glorious dining adventure. Even food-savvy readers were unaccustomed to thinking of our country’s regional food as delicious and well worth seeking out; indeed, most people were not even aware that it existed. But over time, as hungry travelers have sought alternatives to junk food and ventured into small towns and city neighborhoods to find underappreciated gastronomic treasures, America has outgrown its culinary inferiority complex. Today, few people doubt what we have spent our career pointing out—that this country is an appetizing crazy quilt of amazing things to eat. Indeed, the subject we named Roadfood has enjoyed an incredible media vogue in the last several years. Just turn to cable TV and you can’t miss one wacky host or another taking a thrill-seeking camera to all the sleeves-up eats we have been championing since we first wrote the book.

Although countless media chefs and eaters have become celebrities by waving the flag for real American food, truly great Roadfood is not celebrity-driven. It is less like a unique virtuoso symphony and more like folk music. It was not created by experts and does not reflect one genius’s talent and ego; it was (and continues to be) created by the people; it is of the people and for the people; it is a true taste of our diverse national identity. Like the population itself, American food is freewheeling, iconoclastic, kitschy, and alternately humble and audacious, pious and devil-may-care, tradition-minded and traditions-be-damned. That’s what makes Roadfood an endlessly rewarding quest.

So, please: Eat and be merry … and join us at the website Roadfood.com, where passionate eaters come together to share the joys of appetite-adventuring. Users are welcome to post reviews and to participate in discussion forums that include trip reports, meet ’n’ greet get-togethers, and opinions about anything food-related. If you have a particular restaurant you want to review or recommend, or if you have a comment on one that we have recommended, please visit Roadfood.com and let the world know, or get in touch with us directly at Jane&Michael@roadfood.com.

Until then, we hope to see you at a roadside picnic table, at a diner counter, or in the hickory haze of a wonderful barbecue parlor somewhere down the road!

—Jane and Michael Stern


Notes About Using This Book


[image: ] If you are planning a special trip to any restaurant in this book, we urge you to call ahead to make certain it is open and is serving what you want to eat. Hours of operation change over the course of the year and proprietors sometimes go fishing. Our notation of BLD, meaning breakfast, lunch, and dinner, can mean different times in different places. For instance, many heartland restaurants do serve dinner, but dinner hour can end as early as seven o’clock. Also, some specialties are seasonal. (When calling, be aware that telephone area codes are changing all the time.)

[image: ] The vast majority of Roadfood restaurants require no reservations and are come-as-you-are. A few pricier ones do require a reservation. We’ve made note of which ones get insanely crowded, and what you can do about it. But again, if in doubt, please call ahead.

[image: ] We have given an approximate cost guide using dollar signs, but be aware that this can vary dramatically. Many Roadfood restaurants that offer $5 sandwiches for lunch also can serve $40 dinners. Also, wine, beer, cocktails, and multiple desserts can seriously jack up prices.

[image: ]    $ = one full meal is under $12

[image: ]   $$ = one full meal is between $12 and $30

[image: ]  $$$ = one full meal is over $30




[image: ] Just because a restaurant from a previous edition of Roadfood does not appear here does not mean it’s out of business or that we don’t like it anymore. Either circumstance might be true, but it also is possible that we excised it simply to make room for one of the two hundred new places we believe deserve your attention.

[image: ] We welcome tips for inclusion in future editions, comments, and even complaints. Please e-mail us at Jane&Michael@roadfood.com or tell us what you think at our website: www.roadfood.com.
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Connecticut

Abbott’s Lobster in the Rough


117 Pearl St.

Noank, CT

860-536-7719

LD May–Labor Day, then weekends through mid-October | $$



“In the rough” was never so agreeable. On an al fresco dining area perfumed by sea breezes and protected from marauding seagulls, one dines on lobster steamed to such perfect plumpness that the meat seems to erupt when the shell is broken. If cracking the carapace of a whole one seems too laborintensive, the alternative is a hot lobster roll, which is hunks of lobster bathed in butter and sandwiched inside a warm bun. Cold lobster salad rolls are also available, as are hot and cold crab rolls.

While you can get excellent lobsters all up and down Yankee shores, one item you’ll find only in this southernmost area is clear-broth clam chowder, of which Abbott’s makes the best. Not nearly as creamy-dreamy as New England chowder and lacking the cacophony of vegetables in Manhattan chowder, as well as the pink tomato blush of Rhode Island shore dinner hall chowder, the clear-broth stuff is focused and intense. It is the essence of the ocean, and although it is dotted with bits of clam and little nuggets of potato, it is the liquid itself that commands attention. Unadulterated as it is, this is a dish strictly for seafood lovers. If you need something creamy, Abbott’s lobster bisque is dramatically so.

Big Dipper


91 Waterbury Rd.

Prospect, CT

203-758-3200

(limited winter hours) | $



Inspired by the traditional Good Humor bar but infinitely more delicious, Big Dipper’s toasted almond ice cream delivers the luxury of marzipan and the euphoria of Independence Day. It is but one of a multitude of flavors that includes plain vanilla, silky chocolate, silly cotton candy, and a shockingly sophisticated cinnamon-coffee Café Vienna. Because it is not cloyingly rich, Big Dipper ice cream begs to be eaten in large quantities, or in such indulgences as a triple-dip fudge sundae. The line stretches far out the door on a pleasant night, and the staff is famously fun to deal with.

One thing we especially like about this place is that you are not limited to scoops as a measurement of your serving. You can buy exactly as much or as little ice cream as you want. Each customer is charged by weight (of the ice cream).

Blackie’s


2200 Waterbury Rd.

Cheshire, CT

203-699-1819

LD (closed Fri) | $



Hot dogs are so entirely the specialty of the house at Blackie’s that regular customers walk in the door and simply call out a number, indicating how many they want. The dogs are pink Hummel-brand plumpies that are boiled in oil to the point that their outside surface bursts apart from the heat. One variation to consider is to add the suffix “well” to the integer you name. This means well-done, which adds extra crunch to the hot dog’s skin.

The dog is served plain, and it is up to each eater to spoon out mustard and relish from condiment trays that are set out along the counter. The mustard is excellent, and we recommend a modest bed of it applied to the top of each wiener, all the better for the relish to cling to. The relish is transcendent: thick, luxurious, dark green, and pepper-hot enough that the nerve endings on your lips will want to hum. Blackie’s—and its devoted clientele—are happy enough with this formula for frankfurter perfection that the kitchen doesn’t even bother to offer sauerkraut or chili. Service is nearly instantaneous, so if your preference is hot hot dogs, it is entirely practical to order them one by one until you can’t eat any more.

Blackie’s (since 1928) has oodles of old-fashioned charm, although you ought not come if you feel like kicking up your heels. A sign on the wall warns “No Dancing.” We especially like it in good weather when the long counter offers semi–al fresco seating.

Carminuccio’s


76 South Main St. (Route 25)

Newtown, CT

203-364-1133

LD | $



At the small array of bare-topped indoor tables or on the patio to the side of this inconspicuous yellow house by the side of the road, customers eat pizzas on a level with New Haven’s best.

The underside of the crust is a mouthwatering fright, tawny dough smudged and blackened and speckled with crumbs. Patted out extra-thin, Carminuccio’s crust has such a sturdy crunch that you can hold a hot slice by the circumference and the center will not wilt. Even with meat and vegetables on top it stays sturdy from the outer edge almost to the point, and no matter what ingredients you get, topping slippage is rare.

New Haven–made sausage, strewn edge-to-edge in countless little pinches, is cooked and well drained of fat before a sausage pie is assembled and baked, thus ensuring the cheese stays cheesy and the crust dry. Vegetables are precooked in a convection oven, a process that not only saps crust-threatening moisture but dramatically intensifies the flavor of such toppings as spinach, onions, and tomatoes. Garlic especially benefits from the process, each whole clove caramelized to its soft essence. Before learning how it is done, we would have sworn the brilliant flavor of the kitchen’s supple red pepper strips came from marinade and/or seasoning. But they are unadulterated, nothing but red peppers roasted to a sunny concentrate as vibrant as pumate. Combine the peppers with roasted garlic and sausage and you have a magisterial combo, one of the earth’s essential pizza-eating experiences.

Clamp’s Hamburger Stand


Route 202

New Milford, CT

no phone

LD April-Sept | $



Despite its lack of a sign, street address, and telephone number, Clamp’s is easy to find. Head north on Route 202 out of New Milford and when you see a crowd of cars on the right, you have arrived. Open from late April to early September from 11 A.M. to 2 P.M. and from 5 P.M. to 8 P.M., this little al fresco food stand has been a Litchfield County summertime ritual since 1939. (Those hours are exact. We arrived one day at 2:05 and got nothing to eat!)

Tables are arrayed on grassy groves on either side of the shack where you order, pay for, and pick up food. While the menu lists many drive-in dishes, from chicken tenders to chili dogs, hamburgers and cheeseburgers are the basis of Clamp’s reputation. Made fresh daily and cooked the way you request, they are medium-size patties that leak enough juice to give the bun its own beefy appeal. Their edges slightly crisp, the fibers of the meat infused with a smoky taste that sings of summer afternoons, they are picnic food par excellence. All condiments are available; we highly recommend fried onions, which are cooked until caramel-sweet. Deep-fried onions and French fries are okay, but it’s the burger that’s memorable.

Coffee An’


343 Main St.

Westport, CT

203-227-3808

BL | $



A good donut is like a flower in bloom or a splendid sunset—the magic has something to do with the knowledge that its allure is fleeting. By tomorrow, even the best donuts might barely be edible. That’s especially true of Coffee An’s devilish devil’s food sinkers, which, when fresh, are as rich as expensive chocolate cake—crisp-skinned and with a roundhouse chocolate punch. Definitely some of the best chocolate donuts anywhere. The next day, you don’t want to know about them; you don’t even want to take them home for later. That’s okay; this is a delightful place to dine—at window stools or around the low counter where locals come for their pastry fix in the morning and for sandwiches at lunch. We’ve never had anything but donuts, and can highly recommend the plain cake variety and the cinnamon-coated ones, each of which has a memorably crunchy surface.

Colony Grill


172 Myrtle Ave.

Stamford, CT

203-359-2184

LD | $$



Pizza is the only food on the menu of this old neighborhood tavern, and it is available in one size, about a foot-and-a-half in diameter with crust as thin as a saltine. Aside from the wild crunch of its crust, Colony pizza is known for locally made sweet sausage and for the optional topping called “hot oil”: peppery olive oil that imbues the pie with luscious zest unlike any other. Pizzas are served on age-dented metal trays along with paper plates so flimsy they are useless, except for when a waitress can’t find any other paper and uses the back of one as an emergency order pad. Each slice is crisp and yet so sumptuously oily that your fingers are guaranteed to glisten, even if you forgo the wonderful hot oil. Postprandial wreckage on the table is a giddy bedlam of severely battered trays piled with countless balled-up and knotted paper napkins. Napkins are the only essential utensil for eating a Colony Grill pizza.

Doogie’s


2525 Berlin Tpk.

Newington, CT

860-666-6200

LD | $



Doogie’s used to boast that it was “home of the two-foot hot dog,” but recession economics have reduced the size of the jumbo dog to sixteen inches. Firm-fleshed and with a chewy skin that gets slightly charred on the grill, it has a vigorously spicy flavor that not only holds up under any and all extra-cost toppings, but does well when spread with Doogie’s superb homemade hot relish or ordinary mustard. For those of meek appetite, the same good frank is available in a mere ten-inch configuration, too.

Doogie’s hamburgers, cooked on the same charcoal grill where the hot dogs are made, have a delicious smoky flavor. The top-of-the-line hamburger is described on the menu as “the ultimate”; and while not as awesome as the elongated hot dog, it is quite a sight: two five-ounce patties with bacon, cheese, grilled onions, and sautéed mushrooms. Its formal name on the menu is the Murder Burger.

Beyond hot dogs and hamburgers, Doogie’s makes a heck of a good Philly cheese steak as well as all sorts of other sandwiches, New England-style clam chowder, a hot lobster roll, and that junkiest of junk foods, so beloved hereabouts—fried dough. Doogie’s fried dough, a plate-size disk of deep-fried dough, is available veiled in cinnamon sugar or under a blanket of red tomato sauce. Either way, it is a mouthful!

Dottie’s Diner


740 S. Main St. (Route 6)

Woodbury, CT

203-263-2516

BLD | $$



Dottie’s is one of the few places we know where you can still get an old-fashioned chicken pie: savory crust loaded with nothing but warm, moist chicken meat served under a mantle of gravy. Dottie also makes a more familiar chicken pot pie that includes gravy, peas, and carrots. On the side, mashed potatoes are the genuine article; they and cranberry sauce are supplemented on the plate with a sprig of al dente broccoli and a few thin, buttery slices of cooked squash.

As for the donuts—which we have considered America’s best since Dottie’s was known as Phillips Diner and run by the Phillips family—they are, if possible, better than ever. Cinnamon donuts are creamy inside with a wickedly crunchy exterior (unless the humidity is really high that day); chocolate donuts come loaded with vast amounts of the glossy dark glaze that so perfectly complements the cake within. Vanilla-frosted donuts have been added to the repertoire, as have cinnamon donuts with a chocolate coat.

Since her tenure began some four years ago, Dottie has spiffed things up with retro aqua upholstery in the booths and a new counter; and she’s even gotten a liquor license and has begun serving dinners. The friendly community feeling so essential to the soul of a diner is thriving.

Dr. Mike’s


158 Greenwood Ave.

Bethel, CT

203-792-4388

(weekends only in winter) | $



Forget psychotherapy and medication! The best antidepressant we know is a visit to the good Doctor Mike of Bethel. The cones and cardboard cups dished out year-round by this little shop are a miracle cure. As hopeless ice cream addicts, we must tell you that there is nothing quite like Dr. Mike’s, and there are occasions when its ultra-richness is actually too, too much. The longtime standard-bearer, “rich chocolate,” is only sweet enough to coax forth maximum cocoa flavor, its chalky chocolate and smooth butterfat body hypnotically fused. “Chocolate lace and cream” is another Dr. Mike’s invention, made with wisps of refined, chocolate-covered hard candy. The shards of candy are suspended in a pure white emulsion of sweetened cream: another dreamy experience, but in this case our warning is to get it in a cup. The crunch of the candy conflicts with the crunch of a cone.

We’ve named our two favorite flavors. Don’t hesitate, though, if you find your personal favorite among the approximately eight varieties available any particular day. Each one is made the old-fashioned way, using cream from dairy buckets, in five-gallon batches; and we have fond memories of Dr. Mike’s coffee, coconut, cinnamon, Heath Bar crunch, even prune, dazzling vanilla, and some real tongue-stunners made with fresh fruits in the summer.

Nota bene: Fudge sauce for sundaes is magnificent. Whipped cream is thick and fresh.

Harry’s Drive-In


104 Broadway

Colchester, CT

860-537-2410

LD (summer only) | $



A completely al fresco eat-place with wood-slat picnic tables arrayed under groves of flowering trees, Harry’s has been a favorite stop for more than eighty years for people on their way to and from the beach. One of the best things about coming here is waiting for a meal to be assembled. There is no curb service. Exit your vehicle and stand in line; place an order and pay; then slide sideways to the pick-up window. The view is breathtaking: two dozen hamburgers lined up on a glistening hot grill, sizzling and sputtering and oozing juice. They are formed from spheres of meat that get slapped onto the grill and lightly squished so they flatten a bit; but the gnarled patties remain enormously luscious inside their rugged crust. With a mantle of melted cheese and a few strips of bacon, garnished with slices of summer tomato, lettuce, pickle, and mustard, sandwiched inside a lovely bakery bun and held together with a long toothpick, this might be the best drive-in hamburger anywhere. Hot dogs are grill-cooked, too, and are especially excellent when bedded in a split-top bun atop a spill of Harry’s chili sauce.

Kitchen Little


135 Greenmanville Ave.

Mystic, CT

860-536-2122

BL | $



“Kitchen Little” isn’t just a cute name. This diner on the road to historic Mystic Seaport really is minuscule. You must expect to wait almost any day, especially on weekends. If the weather is pleasant, the delay can be delightful. There are a couple of wood-slat benches out front under a tall pole topped with a U.S. flag, and the steel-blue water lapping up against the grassy shore just beyond the café is hypnotic.

“AM Eggstasy” is the house motto and the omelets are stupendous, as is the Mystic Melt, which is eggs scrambled with crabmeat and cream cheese served with raisin toast on the side. There are benedicts, heart-healthy egg-white omelets, and sizzled-crisp corned beef hash. If you don’t come for breakfast, there is a whole menu of fried clams (strips or whole-bellies), a fine hot buttered lobster roll, and a half-pound hamburger, plus excellent clam chowder. It is southern New England–style chowder—steel-gray and briny—a great winter warm-up meal.

Laurel Diner


544 Main St. S.

Southbury, CT

203-264-8218

BL | $



Table seats are available, but we recommend a stool at the counter facing the Laurel Diner’s pint-size grill. Here you have a spellbinding vision of time-space management as two short-order chefs fry, scramble, and flip eggs, fold omelets, butter toast, pour pancakes, and squish down patties of the diner’s legendary corned beef hash.

The hash is a coarse-cut mélange of spicy beef shreds and nuggets of potato cooked on the griddle until a web of crust begins to envelop the tender insides. If you ask, the grill man will cook the hash until it is brittle-crisp nearly all the way through, which is a great idea if textural excitement supersedes succulence in your hierarchy of culinary pleasures, but we personally enjoy it the regular way: forkfuls of corned beef that are brick-red and moist, their pickly zest balanced perfectly by the soft pieces of potato.

You have two choices of potato: chunky home fries, which are excellent, and hash browns, which are better. While the chefs regularly scrape debris into the grill’s front gutter, their touch is light enough that the flavors of bacon, ham, sausage, and hash linger, ready to be sucked into heaps of shredded potatoes piled on the hot surface. A broad cake of three or four servings is flattened and remains untouched long enough for the underside to turn gold, then the still-soft top is crowned with a scoop of butter. As the butter melts, the potatoes are flipped and worried so that by the time they are plated, they have become mostly crunchy, but with enough tender white tips to sop up at least two sunnyside yolks.

Lenny & Joe’s Fish Tale Restaurant


1301 Boston Post Rd. (Route 1)

Madison, CT

203-245-7289

LD | $$



Lenny & Joe’s opened as a roadside fried-clam stand in 1979. It has since become two restaurants with vast seafood menus that range from muscular hot dogs to whole lobster dinners (summertime) to superior fried seafood. Whole-bellied fried clams are big and succulent with golden crusts. We love the fried shrimp and scallops, even simple fried fish. All fried items are available in an ample regular-size configuration as well as a “super” plate with double the amount of fish. This is one restaurant where the undecided customer who craves the crunch of fresh-fried seafood will be happy ordering a variety platter with some of everything. It is a gargantuan meal, including crinkle-cut French fries and a little cup of sweet coleslaw. The only other necessary item would be an order of fried onions; Lenny and Joe’s are wicked-good!

Lobster fanatics know Lenny & Joe’s as a reliable source for a hot lobster roll, meaning chunks and shreds of lobster meat drenched in butter and heaped into a butter-toasted long roll. This is pure bliss, with none of the whole-lobster hassle of shell-cracking and meat-extraction. In season, the kitchen also offers a softshell crab roll that is divine.

Also at 86 Boston Post Rd. (Route 1), Westbrook, CT (860-669-0767).

Lenny’s


205 S. Montowese St.

Branford, CT

203-488-1500

LD | $$



A longtime fixture of the Indian Neck section of Branford’s coast, this excellent restaurant is a neighborhood place with a menu that ranges from hamburgers and hot dogs to full shore dinners. The latter includes chowder (either creamy New England–style or clear-broth shoreline-style), a couple of cherrystone clams on the shell, a lobster, a heap of steamers, sweet corn, and a thick slice of watermelon for dessert.

Good as both kinds of chowder are, one should never begin a meal at Lenny’s without “zuppa d’clams”: steamed-open cherrystones in a bowl of briny, lemon-laced broth, a half-loaf of bread on the side for dunking. Delicious! Many of Lenny’s best meals are fried: whole-belly clams, succulent oysters, scallops, fish and chips, and huge butterflied shrimp. Crunch-crusted and clean-flavored, this is exemplary fried seafood, and definitive proof that a crisp, clean crust can be the very best halo for seafood’s natural sweetness.

Throughout the summer, strawberry shortcake is available for dessert. It is the true Yankee version, made from a sideways-split, unsweet biscuit layered with sliced berries in a thin sugar syrup, and a mountain of whipped cream.

Letizia’s


666 Main Ave. (Town Line Shopping Center)

Norwalk, CT

203-847-6022

LD | $$



While the strip-mall setting isn’t much, Letizia’s name is part of Northeast pizza history, one of the first in the region to serve it—as a weekend-only item—when Joe Letizia opened his Italian restaurant down on Norwalk’s Wall Street in 1937. Well after his death in 1962, Uncle Joe’s was still known as a source of fine red-sauce meals at rock-bottom prices. The family sold the old place in 1985 (it is now in others’ hands), but today’s Letizia’s, opened by grandson Dan in 1992, still offers baked ziti and manicotti, spaghetti with marinara, and hot-parm grinders on made-here rolls. Those things are fine; however, with pizza this good, they’re immaterial.

As is true of New Haven’s greats, crust matters immensely. Baked on a screen, then further toughened on the oven’s brick floor, it is medium-thin Neapolitan-style, chewy more than brittle, with a full, earthy taste. Traditional mozzarella and sauce—the same food service brands the family has used since the beginning—meld into a creamy Italian-American slurry with veins of tomato tang. Add disks of pepperoni, weeping oil into the mix, and you’ve got a mighty bite that is outrageously juicy. It is best consumed the New York City way, by pulling one triangular slice from the circle and folding it in half along the radius—the crust is pliable enough to bend, not break—creating a trough that holds everything like an open-top calzone.

Louis’ Lunch


261 Crown St.

New Haven, CT

203-562-5507

L | $



A small brick building with school-desk seats and an ancient wooden counter with years’ worth of initials carved into it, Louis’ Lunch cooks hamburgers in metal broilers that yield pillowy moist patties with a crusty edge. The burgers are served on toast because when Louis Lassen began serving them in his little lunch wagon over a hundred years ago, there was no such thing as a hamburger bun. In fact, it is possible that there was no such thing as a hamburger. Some culinary historians believe that this is where the hamburger was invented. Others attribute it to the Tartars or to the Earl of Salisbury or to sailors from Hamburg, Germany; but Louis’ Lunch devotees contend that it was born of Louis Lassen’s thrifty nature. The hamburger was his way of doing something useful with the leftover trimmings from the steak sandwiches he sold at his lunch wagon.

Whichever origin is true, Louis’ Lunch is an essential stop on America’s burger trail. The hamburgers are unlike any others, available with a schmear of Cheez Whiz, if desired; and the place itself, now run by a fifth generation of the Lassen family, is a taste of culinary history.

Modern Apizza


874 State St.

New Haven, CT

203-776-5306

LD | $$



While it is less famous than Pepe’s and Sally’s, Modern Apizza (pronounce that second word the Neapolitan way: “AH-beets”), a 1930s-era pizzeria on State Street in New Haven, is one of the earth’s best pizza parlors. Many savvy pizzaphiles consider it the best. “Our brick oven reaches temperatures in excess of 700 degrees,” Modern’s menu warns. “Some pizzas may blacken around the edges, and even lose their perfect shape due to contact with the brick floor of the oven.” Okay with us! While a few places around the edge may be charred, the whole pizza has a swoonfully appetizing smoky taste; and you see why when you devour slices off the paper on which the pizza rests atop its round pan. The paper appears strewn with charred little bits of semolina from the oven floor, most of which cling to the underside of the crust, creating a slightly burnt, hot-bread flavor that no wussy metal-floored pizza oven could produce.

Modern’s specialty toppings include broccoli, sliced tomato, artichoke, and clams casino. It is known for the Italian Bomb, which is a joy to eat despite the fact that it totally overwhelms its crust: sausage, pepperoni, bacon, peppers, onions, mushrooms, and garlic. There is also a Vegetarian Bomb topped with spinach, broccoli, olives, peppers, mushrooms, onion, and garlic. As for the New Haven favorite, white clam pizza (hold the mozzarella, please), Modern uses canned clams, not fresh, meaning there is less soulful marine juice to infuse the pizza; nevertheless, it is delicious—ocean-sweet and powerfully garlicky, and built on a crust that puffs up dry and chewy around the edges but stays wafer-thin all across the middle.

The Olive Market


19 Main St.

Georgetown, CT

203-544-8134

BLD | $$



Although the main specialty of The Olive Market—Uruguayan food—doesn’t exactly fit the definition of Roadfood as an expression of local culture, and although its inventory includes hoity-toity olive oils, imported cheeses, and boutique pasta, we love it enough to recommend it to anyone passing through, whether for excellent morning coffee or for eats from a menu that ranges from French toast and pancakes to exotic grilled sandwiches and ultra-thin-crust pizzas. Especially notable is a sandwich known as a chivito. That’s a protein-eater’s delight of sliced steak with thin layers of ham and provolone cheese plus a fried egg, all on a beautiful hunk of bread crowned with a single olive.

On weekend nights The Olive Market goes from casual to awesome. That is when chef Fernando Pereyra shows off the cooking of his native Uruguay by offering, among other things, a stupendous “Gaucho dinner” for two or four people: an immense platter crowded with skewers of filet mignon, individual pork ribs, spicy chicken wings, teriyaki chicken skewers, and unbelievably luscious little lamb chops. In the center of this feast are ramekins of peanut dipping sauce, garlicky chimichurri sauce, and, of course, olives.

Pepe’s Pizzeria Napoletana


157 Wooster St.

New Haven, CT

203-865-5762

LD | $$



Dating back to 1925, Pepe’s Pizzeria Napoletana is a brash neighborhood joint on New Haven’s pizza parlor row that makes what we have long considered to be the best pizza on earth. Any toppings are fine (pepperoni especially so), and the crust is sensational—brittle at its edges, ruggedly chewy where it puffs up, scattered on its crisp underside with burned grains of semolina from the oven’s brick floor. The emblematic pizza is white clam, which Frank Pepe created mid-century after discussing the idea with a vendor selling littlenecks in a Wooster Street alley near the pizza parlor. It is an uncomplicated pie strewn with freshly opened littleneck clams and their nectar, a scattering of grated sharp Romano, a salvo of coarsely minced garlic, and a drizzle of oil. No mozzarella, no tomato sauce: pure elegance.

In 2006, Pepe’s Pizzeria opened a second store in Fairfield, Connecticut, and has since opened others in Manchester and at Mohegan Sun, as well as in Yonkers, New York, with more on the way. Despite our skepticism of such proliferation, the meals we’ve had at the new places have been every bit as good as the original. And usually the wait for a table—which can be daunting in New Haven—is somewhat shorter.

Wherever you have it, the Pepe’s dining experience is no-frills. Pizzas arrive on metal trays and silverware is flimsy and useless. When two people order the same soft drink, the waiter suggests a quart, which is brought to the table along with tumblers full of ice for customers to pour themselves.

Pizzeria Lauretano


291 Greenwood Ave.

Bethel, CT

203-792-1500

LD | $$



There are many excellent things on the menu of this gracious pizza parlor in the town that gave birth to P. T. Barnum: a just-right walnut-cranberry-gorgonzola salad dressed with lemony dressing, panini sandwiches at lunch, and pine-nut-dotted meatballs; but as the name suggests, pizzas are its glory. And glorious pizzas these are, in their own way every bit as soulful as those from Connecticut’s funkier famous places. Imported flour and a wood-fired oven that proprietor Michael Lauretano brought from Naples create a crust with exquisite chewy-brittle balance. It puffs up along the edge, so there may be a few spots that taste (quite deliciously) of carbon; the whole thing is insinuated with fire because just before the pizza is ready to be pulled off the oven’s floor, the pizzaiolo slides his peel underneath and holds it directly over the smoldering woodpile for a few moments, giving it a smoky fragrance. We love the plain garlic pizza—really just a gilded flatbread; heaven for crust-lovers—as well as the mighty garlic and broccoli rabe white pizza; there are tradition-minded margheritas and puttanescas as well as occasional specials that include a ramp pizza in the spring and a fall harvest locavore’s delight of multiple vegetables known as the Garden Pizza.

If you’re lucky, when you dine here the kitchen will be passing out little lagniappes to each table to accompany salad or to munch while you wait for the pie to cook: thin strips of oven-hot crust, oh-so-ready to be dipped in seasoned olive oil.

Rawley’s Drive-In


1886 Post Rd.

Fairfield, CT

203-259-9023

LD | $



Rawley’s defined a way of cooking hot dogs that has become gospel for many of the important frank emporia in southwestern Connecticut. Here, a dog gets deep-fried. When plump and darkened, it is pulled from the hot vegetable oil and rolled around on the griddle with a spatula—a finishing touch that strains off excess oil and gives the exterior a delectable crackle. The dog is then bedded in a high-quality roll that has been spread open, brushed with butter, and toasted on the griddle until its interior surfaces are crisp, in contrast to the outside which remains as soft and pliant as an oven mitt. The kitchen does the dressing, the most popular configuration being mustard and relish topped with sauerkraut and garnished with a fistful of chewy bacon shreds. To our taste, it is a perfect combination, although “heavy bacon”—twice as much—is a popular option.

The restaurant is pint-size: four booths plus a six-stool counter on what used to be a front porch, where an open picture window provides a scenic view into the lively short-order kitchen. As plebeian as can be, it is known for attracting celebrities who live or summer in the area. Meg Ryan and David Letterman have been spotted eating these fine hot dogs, and Martha Stewart used to be a regular.

Ridgefield Ice Cream Shop


680 Danbury Rd.

Ridgefield, CT

203-438-3094

$



A former Carvel stand, the Ridgefield Ice Cream Shop makes quintessential soft-serve ice cream by using machines from Carvel’s early days, when the formula was not pumped full of air. The resulting lick—our favorite ice cream anywhere—is not sinfully rich or weird-flavored or in any way surprising. It is smooth, dense, and pure; and while it is available with all sorts of toppings, coating, nuts, and fruits, we like ours just the way it comes from the gleaming stainless-steel machine: a swirly mound of it piled up on an elegant wafer cone. For those who live nearby, there are also extraordinary ice cream cakes made from the same frozen manna and layered with icing and crumbled cookies.

Although it has a sunny, summertime feel, Ridgefield Ice Cream is open year-round, rain or shine. In good weather, customers have their cones while leaning on their cars in the lot, or at one of the picnic tables out front.

Roseland Apizza


350 Hawthorne Ave.

Derby, CT

203-735-0494

D Tues–Sun | $$



Roseland Apizza started as a bakery in 1934. Today it is a popular neighborhood restaurant that is a shining example of Connecticut’s great Italian-American cuisine. Here you can eat exemplary ravioli, lasagna, and nightly specials featuring shellfish and pasta, as well as brick-oven pies of the highest order. The crust is New Haven–style: thin but not quite brittle, with enough brawn to support all but the weightiest combinations of ingredients and to allay the pizza-eater’s primal fears: slice collapse and topping slippage.

The luxe of some pies is surreal. High rollers can get a lavish shrimp casino pie topped with bacon, mozzarella, fresh garlic, and too many snappy jumbo shrimp to count. We recently enjoyed one heaped with a mountain of cool arugula salad—a yin-yang adventure of hot-and-cool, bread-and-veg, sweet-cheese-and-bitter-greens. We love the Connecticut classic white clam pizza made without tomato sauce or mozzarella, just a crowd of clams strewn across a crust glazed with olive oil and scattered with bits of basil, parsley, and oregano, thin-sliced garlic, a twist of cracked black pepper, and a scattering of grated Parmigiano-Reggiano. The nectar of the clams insinuates itself into the surface of the crust, giving every crunch exhilarating marine zest.

Note: Prices at Roseland are high, and some items, such as the shrimp oreganate pizza we recently had, seem outrageous. That one was over $40. However, take into account the fact that everything served here is huge; virtually nobody leaves without boxes and bags of leftovers. That pizza satisfied two healthy appetites at dinner and provided a hearty lunch for two the next day.

Sally’s Apizza


237 Wooster St.

New Haven, CT

203-624-5271

D | $$



Sally’s has soul. The place glows with old-neighborhood feel: wood-paneled walls, booths with well-worn Formica-topped tables, ubiquitous images of Frank Sinatra (a fan of Sal’s cooking) all over the walls. And the pizza packs a wallop. It is generously topped, well oiled, and built upon a thin crust that is smudged and gritty underneath. Of special note are summertime’s fresh tomato pie and broccoli rabe pie, heaped with bitter greens when they are available at the Long Wharf produce market. Although it is not formally listed on the menu, Sally’s multi-meat “Italian bomb” (sausage, pepperoni, bacon, plus lots of onions) is also significant.

Old friends of Sally’s are treated like royalty. Newcomers and unknowns might feel like they have to wait forever, first for a table, then for their pizza, and they will likely endure a staff who are at best nonchalant; but no one comes to Wooster Street for polished service or swank ambience. It’s great, thin-crust pizza that counts, and on that score, Sally’s delivers the goods.

Shady Glen


840 East Middle Tpk.

Manchester, CT

860-649-4245

BLD | $



Shady Glen makes dramatic cheeseburgers. On a high-temperature electric grill, each circular patty of beef is cooked on one side, flipped, then blanketed with several square slices of cheese. The cheese is arranged so that only one-quarter to one-third of each slice rests atop the hamburger. The remainder extends beyond the circumference of the meat and melts down onto the surface of the grill. At the exact moment the grilling cheese begins to transform from molten to crisp, the cook uses a spatula to disengage it from the grill and curl it above the meat like some wondrous burgerflower—still slightly pliable, but rising up in certain symmetry. The petals of cheese, which may be topped with condiments and are crowned by a bun, are crunchy at their tip but chewy where they blend into the soft parts that adhere to the hamburger.

The restaurant originally was opened in 1948 by John and Bernice Reig in order to put something on the menu of their dairy bar other than homemade ice cream. The ice cream is fantastic, including such seasonal flavors as mince pie, cranberry, and pumpkin in the fall, and the outstanding February specialty, bing cherry and chocolate chip. Our personal flavor faves include Grape-Nuts and Almond Joy.

Shiek’s Sandwich Shop


235 E. Elm St.

Torrington, CT

860-489-5576

BL | $



This little joint is a treasure, most especially for its hot roast beef sandwich: cut-to-order slices heated on the grill, then sandwiched in a grinder roll with provolone, romaine lettuce, roasted green peppers, grilled onions, and mayonnaise and/or mustard. Hot dogs are great, too: big plump ones available with all the usual condiments, plus a hot relish that is nearly as addictive as that served at Blackie’s in Cheshire. The broad menu also offers salads, top-notch diner breakfasts, and serious Yankee chili. Shiek’s is strictly a breakfast-and-lunch operation, closing mid-afternoon six days a week; and at mealtimes, the counter and scattering of tables bustle with regulars who chitchat table to table, table to counter, in front of and behind the counter, and all across the cozy dining area.

The ringmaster of the whole affair is Gary Arnold, who manages to carry on at least a couple of conversations at the same time he works the grill, builds sandwiches, and packs lunches to go for the take-out trade. One day we were seated at the counter with a mother and her adult son who explained that whenever the boy returns home to Torrington, this is where they go, not only to eat but to feel very much a part of the community that is theirs.

Super Duper Weenie


306 Black Rock Tpk.

Fairfield, CT

203-334-DOGS

LD | $



We’ve been on the Super Duper Weenie bandwagon since it was a food truck. It’s now a restaurant (and three food trucks for catering) and it has been featured on every TV show and in every publication that pays attention to hot dogs. In fact, several years ago when Reader’s Digest asked us to name our single favorite drive-in eatery anywhere in America, this is the place to which we gave the nod. If you love hot dogs, it’s a Holy Grail. (And if you don’t love hot dogs, its soups and sandwiches are first-rate, too.)

The dogs are firm-fleshed Grote & Weigels made especially for SDW, which splits and grills them until their outsides turn a little crusty. They are sandwiched in lovely fresh-baked rolls and adorned with fabulous condiments that include superior sweet onion sauce and hot relish. Chef Gary makes choosing easy (and fast) with suggested basic configurations that include the New Englander (with sauerkraut, bacon, mustard, sweet relish, and raw onion), the New Yorker (sauerkraut, onion sauce, mustard, and hot relish), and the Chicagoan (lettuce, tomato, mustard, celery salt, relish, and a pickle spear). Whatever you get, you must get French fries: beautiful golden twigs served fresh from the fry basket and made extra-delicious by a perfect sprinkle of salt and pepper.

Sycamore Drive-In


282 Greenwood Ave.

Bethel, CT

203-748-2716

BLD | $



Hamburgers at the Sycamore Drive-In are golf ball–size spheres of meat that get slapped onto the grill then spatula-flattened so intensely that the edges are nearly paper-thin and develop a lacy crunch. You can have one plain, doubled, sizzled with onions, topped with bacon and/or tomatoes; and if you still have questions, the menu offers “The Final Answer to the Hamburger.” That’s a Dagwood burger: two patties with cheese and every garnish known to mankind. (Don’t tell anyone, but a waitress, whose name we shan’t reveal, advised that if you order a double tomato cheeseburger with the works you will get, in effect, a Dagwood burger … but pay 40¢ less!)

The Sycamore is rightly famous for root beer, made on premises and served in frosty glass mugs. It varies from sweet to dry, depending on where in the barrel the serving is drawn, but whatever its nature on any day, it always makes an ideal basis for a root beer float.

The Sycamore is a genuine drive-in with carhop service (blink your lights) and window trays for in-car dining. Indoors, there are booths and a long counter. In the summer, on Saturday evenings, “Cruise Nights” attract vintage car collectors in their finest restored and custom vehicles. It’s a true blast from the past!

Ted’s


1046 Broad St.

Meriden, CT

203-237-6660

L | $



Central Connecticut is home to about a half-dozen restaurants that all make steamed cheeseburgers, a regional specialty so geographically focused that even people in eastern and western Connecticut have never heard of it. A steamer, as served at Ted’s (since 1959), is cooked not on a grill or grate, but in a steam cabinet, the meat held inside a square tin as it browns. Adjacent to the beef in the cabinet are tins into which are placed blocks of Vermont Cheddar. The cheese turns molten and is ladled atop the burger in a hard roll (preferably with lettuce, tomato, pickle, and mustard).

If you love crusty hamburgers that crunch before your teeth sink into the pillowy meat, beware: this one is soft, inside and out, and the cheese atop it is the consistency of custard. For many otherwise broad-minded burger fans, it’s just too weird. But those who become addicted to steamed cheeseburgers know nothing else that delivers their squishy satisfaction. Interestingly, the dish was created in the 1920s, when eating steamed food was a health fad.

Zip’s Dining Car


Routes 101 & 12

Dayville, CT

860-774-6335

BLD | $



Zip’s Dining Car is a vision of gleaming silver chrome and neon from the halcyon days of streamliner diners. The word “EAT” towers high above, and when you exit the car in the parking lot, you will smell sizzling onions, frying bacon, mashed potatoes and gravy. Inside, to the beat of music from vintage pop tunes on Formica-mounted individual jukeboxes, conversation flows easily among the distaff waistaff (famous for their comely charms) and customers in chrome-banded booths and at the counter.

Looking for a formal gourmet banquet? Drive on! But if it’s a square meal you want, you’ve found it. Hotcakes and sausage in the morning (breakfast all day), big open-face sandwiches smothered with gravy for lunch, meat loaf and mashed potatoes, milk shakes and hot fudge sundaes and handsome hunks of pie and coffee, always coffee. Take a few sips and your cup will be refilled. Don’t sip and it is likely the waitress will be crestfallen next time she comes around, pot in hand, and finds you need no more.

Zuppardi’s Apizza


179 Union Ave.

West Haven, CT

203-934-1949

LD | $$



Sitting with Roadfood.com co-founder Stephen Rushmore over a whole baby clam pizza one afternoon at Zuppardi’s, we joked that perhaps we ought not to include this place in Roadfood, nor post it on the website. Do we really want to share such a treasure with others, risking its becoming so crowded that we can’t get in?

Not that Zuppardi’s is a secret. It has been around since 1934 and on weekend nights you will likely have to wait for a table, even if the second dining room is opened up. But given its location off the New Haven radar, it never is insanely crowded like the big guns on Wooster Street, and it remains what it always has been—a neighborhood pizzeria. The pizza it serves is among the best.

Crust: Neapolitan-style. Thin and crisp with a puffy circumference that tilts more toward crunch than chew, it lacks a raunchy underside (the brick ovens’ floors are regularly vacuumed), but it resonates with yeasty savor. Available toppings include sausage that is made on premises in 200-pound batches and strewn across the pizza in rugged clumps, fresh tomato, broccoli rabe, escarole and beans, hot peppers and roasted peppers. Clam pizza is listed twice on the menu, as whole baby clams and fresh clams, the latter twice as expensive as the former. That is because the fresh ones really are fresh, opened when you order your pizza (you will wait) and spread about the pie in superabundance. One of the Zuppardi family told us that for years vendors have tried to get them to switch over to flash-frozen, cryogenic, or otherwise pickled clams, guaranteeing the embalmed ones are indistinguishable from fresh. “Frankly, I think even the canned ones are better,” she scoffed.

But freshly shucked ones are best, and the star ingredient in a magnificent pizza. They are tender littlenecks, glistening with briny-sweet oceanic liquor, complemented by a surfeit of chopped garlic and herbs. “Some customers ask for mutz [mozzarella cheeese],” the pizzaiolo shared with a disapproving frown, “but that just weighs it down.” Mutzless, Zuppardi’s fresh white clam pie, however perspicuous, is dizzying.


Maine

Beal’s Lobster Pier


182 Clark Point Rd.

Southwest Harbor, ME

207-244-7178

LD (summer only) | $$



Beal’s is on a working lobster pier. Picnic tables overlook the harbor; from them, you can see the mountains of Acadia National Park in the distance and listen to the water rippling against the hulls of berthed fishing boats. At sunset, it is magic.

Inside, select a lobster from the tank; while waiting for it to boil, eat your way through a bucket of steamer clams or dip into a cup of chowder. Lobsters come pre-cracked for easy meat-extraction, but it’s still some work. If a handsome whole one is too challenging a proposition, you can also get a lobster roll—tightly packed, with plenty of fresh, cool meat atop a cushion of shredded lettuce. Burgers and a few other non-lobster meals also are available. Desserts vary; we have enjoyed blueberry cake and ice cream.

Becky’s


390 Commercial St.

Portland, ME

207-773-7070

BLD | $



Becky’s has dramatically expanded since we first wrote about the little waterside diner many years ago, but it remains friendly, sociable, inexpensive, and delicious. If you are a newcomer and walk in the door any time alter 5 A.M., by which time the joint is jumping, you might think you have suddenly been swallowed up in some sort of predawn party of ravenous coffee hounds. Becky loves her varied clientele. “No matter who you are ‘out there,’ when you walk into Becky’s Diner, you are one of us,” she says. “Side by side at my counter sit fishermen and captains of industry, college professors and paranoid schizophrenics. They talk to each other and they talk to those who work here. We are all family.”

The breakfast menu includes homemade muffins, French toast made from locally baked Italian bread, and “loaded” hash brown potatoes, which are mixed with peppers and onions and blanketed with melted cheese. There is a full array of usual breakfast sandwiches, and one sandwich that isn’t usual at all: peanut butter and bacon. “I guess it’s a breakfast sandwich,” Becky said with a chuckle. We love the “Titanic omelet,” loaded with all three breakfast meats, cheese, onions, and peppers, and accompanied, preferably, with Portland’s favorite morning breadstuff, Italian toast. Home fries come plain, with onions, with green peppers, with cheese, or with all of the above. If you are in the mood for fruit, we highly recommend Becky’s fruit salad, for which everything is fresh, and is fresh-cut to order.

Bet’s Famous Fish Fry


Route 27

Boothbay, ME

207-208-7477

L Tues–Sat, D Tues–Fri (seasonal) | $



A tip of the hat to Holly Moore of hollyeats.com for directing us to this delightful food truck just off Boothbay’s town square. As its name says, fried fish is the dish to have—the only dish on the menu—either paired with chips (French fries) or in a gigantic sandwich or a very, very large half sandwich. The fish is haddock, some of which is caught by Bet herself, the rest of which is secured from nearby boats. It is creamy-fresh, cased in a fragile red-gold crust, and attains extra savor when dolloped with dill sauce. Get your beverage from the soda machine or bring your own.

Bet’s a character, always gabbing with customers, her truck painted with a sign advertising “Free Beer Tomorrow.”

Bob’s Clam Hut


315 US Route 1

Kittery, ME

207-439-4233

LD | $$



Bob’s motto is “Eat Clams.” Fried clams, clam cakes, clam chowder, and clam burgers are all wonderful, but they are just the headliners on a long menu of excellent Downeast seafood.

Seafood rolls are showpieces, and not just those piled with fried whole-belly clams or clam strips. You can have them loaded with scallops, shrimp, and oysters (all fried) or with crab, shrimp salad, or lobster. The high-ticket lobster roll is a beaut, served in a nice warm bun that is buttered and grilled until toasty golden brown on both sides; the lobster meat inside is faintly chilled, but not so much that any of the taste has been iced. In fact, this lobster blossoms with bracing ocean flavor when you sink your teeth into the good-size pieces. On the side of most seafood dishes comes Bob’s excellent tartar sauce, a perfect balance of richness and zest.

There is no table service. Either outdoors or at the indoor counter, read the posted menu, then place your order and pay in advance. You get a number, then dawdle around the pick-up window (different from the order window) until the number is called. Dine either from the dashboard of your car, indoors at utilitarian tables and counter, or at one of Bob’s blue-checked picnic tables.

Clam Shack


Route 9

Kennebunkport, ME

207-967-2560

LD (summer only) | $$



The Clam Shack anchors one end of the bridge that connects Kennebunk to Kennebunkport. Fried clams, sold by the pint, are some of the best anywhere—crisp-crusted and heavy with juice. Lobster rolls are stratospheric. Big hunks of fresh-picked meat are arrayed across the bottom of a round bakery roll. It is your choice to have them bathed in warm butter or dolloped with cool mayonnaise before the roll’s top is planted. It is not a huge sandwich, dimensionally speaking, but its flavor is immeasurable: a Maine summer pleasure to make any lobster-lover weak-kneed.

Whole lobsters are boiled and sold from an adjoining store that is also a seafood market and bait and tackle shop. Upon receiving a cooked lobster, and maybe a half-pound of steamer clams, it is the customer’s job to find a place to eat. There are benches on a deck in back and seats facing the sidewalk in front, where fish crates serve as makeshift tables. (Town zoning forbids proper seating here.) Potatoes? Rolls? Corn? Dessert? You are on your own. The store does sell bottles of beer and wine.

Cole Farms


Route 100

Gray, ME

207-657-4714

BLD | $



Opened as a farmland diner in 1952, Cole Farms still can be relied on to serve such parochial arcana as boiled corned-beef dinner and mince pie in the autumn, corn chowder every Wednesday, and a choice of sweet beverages that includes both milk shakes (no ice cream, just milk and flavoring) and frappes (what the rest of the world knows as a milk shake, made with ice cream). It is not, however, preserved in amber. Remodeled and expanded at least a dozen times, the building is now huge and features a gift shop as well as a banquet room. Lunch choices include wraps and modern salads with fat-free raspberry vinaigrette dressing alongside such longtime kitchen specialties as clam cakes and chicken pot pie. Even morning muffins aren’t quite as dour as they used to be. “We’ve tweaked them over the years,” says proprietor Brad Pollard. “People want their muffins sweeter. You have to keep up.” Such changes notwithstanding, a Cole Farms muffin is demure, nothing like a cloying cake-batter pastry.

A good measure of Cole Farms’ personality is American chop suey, a déjeuner maudit listed on the menu side by side with “Campbell Soups.” Like Cole Farms’ shockingly red hot dog, it is an archaic New England meal once popular in institutions and on the supper tables of frugal housewives: ground beef mixed with elbow macaroni and vaguely Italian tomato sauce. It is bland as can be—closet comfort for those of us who sometimes wax nostalgic for school lunch.

The enduring regional value we like best at Cole Farms is the importance of pudding. The lineup is the same every day: tapioca, bread, Indian, and Grapenut. Indian pudding, the rugged cornmeal samp sweetened with molasses, is served hot under a scoop of melting Cole Farms vanilla ice cream. Grapenut pudding comes as a cool block of custard topped by a ribbon of sweetened cereal that has an amber crust reminiscent of a swanky crème brûlée. Swanky, it is not; Yankee, it is.

Colucci’s Hilltop Market


135 Congress St.

Portland, ME

207-774-2279

L | $



Portland, Maine, loves Italians. Although Italians are similar to hoagies, heroes, grinders, blimps, zeps, wedges, and submarines elsewhere, the Downeast version has a character all its own. Its uniqueness is not owed to the meats and cheeses, which are commonplace, but to the toppings and the bread. Thick-cut tomatoes, crunchy strips of pepper, briny olives, and a surfeit of spiced oil give the upper layer a brilliant sparkle. And the bread below, completely unlike the muscular, chewy lengths typical of mid-Atlantic sub sandwiches, is soft and light, something like a gigantic version of the split-top buns in which Yankee wieners typically are served. The layers of salami or ham and cheese form a barrier between the bread and the oily vegetables above, but once that barrier is breached (generally at first bite), the bread quickly absorbs what’s on top and loses its ability to hold anything. The experience is similar to eating a hot buttered lobster roll: midway through, the absorbent bun has transformed from a foundation into just one element among the stuff it originally contained.

The best Italian we found was at Colucci’s Hilltop Market. As proprietor Dick Colucci expertly assembled one for us behind the counter of his corner store, he told us that his place has been a source of Italians since the end of World War II. It is also a source for blueberry muffins set out each morning on the counter in muffin tins, for succulent cheeseburgers made from just-ground beef, and for such démodé hot lunches as mac ’n’ cheese, beef chili, and chop suey. There is no place to eat in this family-run market; any meal you get is take-out.

Dolly’s


17 US Route 1

Frenchville, ME

207-728-7050

BLD | $



Next to Dolly’s cash register and adjacent to the coffee maker is a griddle about four feet square sided by a pitcher filled with ploye batter. A ploye is an Acadian buckwheat pancake that gets cooked very briefly and never flipped. It comes off the hot iron with an underside that is slightly crisp and a top that is tender enough to beg for melting butter and maybe a dollop of molasses or maple syrup.

Unless you say otherwise at Dolly’s, supper will come with ployes rather than rolls; and these ployes are memorable. They are butter-yellow with a faint green tinge created by the buckwheat (which is botanically an herb rather than a grain) and they arrive three by three straight off the griddle, too hot to handle. They are a glorious companion for Dolly’s Acadian chicken stew. More a curative soup than a casserole, the kindly bowl of schmaltz-rich, golden broth is crowded with large pieces of meat, nuggets of potato, and little free-form dumplings, plus a measured scattering of herbs. It’s great to gather with fork and spoon, but we found ourselves using ployes like edible mitts to pluck out especially inviting pieces of chicken, then downing meat and cake together in greedy mouthfuls.

Old-time Acadians ask for creton with their ployes. Creton is a crazy-fatty-good pork spread not unlike French rillettes. Dolly’s version is bright and flowery, a refreshing burst of unexpected spices, including cinnamon, that harmonizes just right with a warm buckwheat crepe.

Doris’s Cafe


345 Market St.

Fort Kent Mills, ME

207-834-6262

BL | $



The Roadfood connoisseur will grin with joy upon entering Doris’s Cafe, which shares a building with the Fort Kent Mills post office. On one wall hang patrons’ coffee cups, which they grab upon entering (starting at 5 A.M.), then pour their own coffee while Linda Daigle (the late Doris’s sister) makes sure the frying potatoes look good and the eggs are ready to crack.

With a couple of exceptions, the menu is unsurprising town-café fare, including stout toast made from baked-here bread and well-made desserts such as pecan pie, chocolate cream pie, Boston cream cake, and “JJ apple pie,” which is an obscure name for a sensational creation made from big spicy apple chunks with a savory crust festooned with a ribbon of caramel. Hot meals come with homemade rolls; and just about anything should be sided by French fries. This is potato country, and Linda makes the most of it, producing irregularly cut, soft-centered fries from the deep fryer next to the griddle.

Fries are the foundation for the local specialty known as poutine. Atop a heap of just-cooked potatoes goes a blanket of dark gravy and a big fistful of mozzarella cheese that melts from the heat of the spuds. Known in many local restaurants as “mix” or “fry mix,” poutine delivers a roundhouse punch that makes it a nice dish to split among two (or four). The other unique treat is ployes, which are crepe-like buckwheat pancakes cooked only on one side, resulting in a top that has a million holes and is able to absorb massive amounts of butter and syrup or gravy from the hot turkey plate or boiled dinner (here, made with ham).

Five Islands Lobster Co.


1447 Five Islands Rd.

Georgetown, ME

207-371-2990

LD (summer only) | $$



How to dine at Five Islands can be a little confusing—nothing like a restaurant with waiters or even an eat-in-the-rough seafood shack. The first thing to do is go into the red clapboard building where a sign above the open door says “Lobsters.” In here, confer with one of the ladies about the size you want—they’ll happily hoist ones out of the seawater tank for inspection—and let them know whether you want clams, corn, or potatoes thrown into the net and boiled alongside. You can buy a soft drink (or bring your own wine or beer), although we had to convince one old salt to sell us a bottle of Moxie, which she promised was too bitter for travelers unaccustomed to the Yankee beverage that was originally marketed as a nerve tonic. Slices of blueberry cake and brownies are sold on the honor system. Leave a dollar for each one you take.

After arranging for dinner in the red building, head outside and find a picnic table or, if too hungry to wait foodless for the twenty to twenty-five minutes it takes for everything to boil, go next door to the Love Nest Grill (so named because fishermen and their paramours used to tryst there) and pick up an order of fried clams that are Ipswich-good, their briny marine essence encased in microthin crust. The Love Nest menu also features lobster rolls, fish and chips, crab cakes, even hamburgers and hot dogs.

When we told Chris Butler, who, with his wife, Jenny, bought Five Islands only a few years ago, that his lobsters were the best we ever have eaten, he explained that the water around here is the deepest and coldest on the coast, meaning lobsters yield meat that is firm and radiant with clean marine flavor. Ours fairly burst out of the shell when we took a nutcracker to it, and the juices that dripped on corn and potatoes added saltwater radiance to the whole meal.

Tranquility reigns when you look out at the islands in the distance, even when all the picnic tables are crowded with happy eaters chattering with the joy of their sleeves-up meal. As we devoured our shore dinners, savoring the beautiful scene every bit as much as the food, a fishing boat glided into the harbor and tied up at the wharf a few yards from our table. We ate Maine blueberry cake while watching two lobstermen offload crates full of lobsters just trapped in the deep.

Flo’s


Route 1

Cape Neddick, ME

No phone

L (closed Wed) | $



Flo’s blubbery little pink weenies are not gourmet sausages; and the place itself feels like a crowded garage. Nonetheless, there are many roadside hot dog fans (ourselves included) who would put this wacky little place on any all-American top-ten hot dog list.

Hot dogs are the one and only thing on the menu, so when you enter the low-slung, six-seat diner and peer through the pass-through window into the kitchen, proprietor and chef Gail Stacey (the late Flo’s daughter-in-law) will ask just one question: “How many?” They are small, so two is a mere snack. Normal-size men can eat a half-dozen easily, allotting no more than two good bites per dog. Like the wieners, buns are steamed to order; and these gentle buns, fresh out of the heat box, have a fine, silky texture that is itself a vital component of the singular culinary experience of dining at Flo’s. Hot sauce, which is technically optional but culinarily essential, is Flo’s secret weapon. Nothing like the beefy chili on a chili dog, it is meatless, a devilishly dark sweet/hot relish of stewed onions, glistening with spice and customarily finished with a sprinkle of celery salt. A “special” at Flo’s is a hot dog with this sauce and a thin line of mayonnaise, a magic combination that makes the modest dog unspeakably luxurious. If instead of mayo you get mustard, the kick of the sauce/mustard interaction gives every bite a wicked-good bark.

Note: Flo’s has no phone! It is open only for lunch, from 11 A.M. daily except for Wednesday, when it is closed.

Harmon’s Lunch


144 Gray Rd.

Falmouth, ME

207-797-9857

L | $



Doneness is not an issue at Harmon’s. All hamburgers are cooked medium—nice and moist but not oozing juice or pink inside. They are lunch counter patties par excellence, sizzled on a seasoned old griddle and sandwiched inside soft Portland-bakery buns that are buttered and heated just enough that they become ultratender mitts perfect for hamburger-holding. Among the options you do have when you order a hamburger is a slice of cheese melted on top and, better yet, grilled onions. The onions are fried until melting soft, and they add sweet, smoky luxury to the little package. Also available are mustard and a vivid red relish. Lettuce and tomato? Forget about them. “They are not available on a Harmon’s hamburger!” proprietor Peter Wermell informed us. “Never were, never will be.”

The only side dish is French fries, and they’re super: thick cut and delivered too hot to handle. However, when this little shop gets crowded, as it so often does, ordering French fries can delay delivery of the meal. You see, while fifteen hamburgers will fit on the grill at one time, the fry kettle has room for only four orders of potatoes. Therefore people who come only for burgers sometimes have their order put to the head of the line while potato-eaters wait. On a busy summer Saturday, it’s not uncommon to wait a half-hour for a meal.

Harraseeket Lobster


Town Landing

Freeport, Maine

207-865-3535

LD May-Oct | $$



They tell us that it does rain in Freeport, but every visit we have made to town seeking lunch at Harraseeket Lobster, the sun was shining brightly and gulls were swooping overhead through the blue, blue sky. Picnic tables overlook the Freeport town harbor; meals are perfumed by the salt smell of the ocean and serenaded by the sound of an American flag flapping overhead. Here is one of the nicest places west of Bath to plow into a shoreline meal with a glorious view.

The specialty is boiled-to-order lobsters (also available live, to go), but don’t ignore the seafood baskets. Whole-belly clams are giants, hefty gnarled spheres of golden crust enveloping mouthfuls of ocean nectar. On the side, you want onion rings: puffy circles of brittle sweet batter around a hoop of onion that still has crunch. Clam cakes are good, too, their puffy dough holding dozens of nuggets of marine goodness. Chowder is swell, as is the cool lobster roll, served splayed open in a broad cardboard dish and packed with briney-sweet chunks of meat. Have it with onion rings or an order of fried onion middles (sweet, slick nuggets that are to fried rings what holes are to donuts), and conclude with a fudgy, hand-fashioned whoopie pie.

Helen’s


28 E. Main St.

Machias, ME

207-255-8423

BLD | $



Helen’s is deservedly famous for blueberry pie: a dense slurry of cooked and fresh tiny wild Maine blueberries—one-fifth the size of the big ones you buy by the pint at the supermarket—is piled onto a flaky crust and heaped with whipped cream. If all you know are the store-bought ones, the flavor of these berries is astonishing: intensely fruity, sweet but not sugary, bright as the sun. You can get Helen’s blueberry pie year-round, but the best time to have it is late summer, when fresh-picked lowbush blues are abundant.

The same fine blueberries find their way into morning muffins; and pies made from raspberries, strawberries, and boysenberries should not be ignored, nor should brownies, cakes, and turnovers. But Helen’s is not merely a pastry shop. It is a dandy small-town restaurant that serves lunch of elegant fried clams or fried haddock, broiled halibut, hot turkey and mashed potatoes, a whole boiled lobster dinner, or a flawless bowl of fresh-picked lobster meat sopped with butter.

Hodgman’s Frozen Custard


1108 Lewiston Rd.

New Gloucester, ME

207-926-3553

Mother’s Day to Labor Day (closed Mon & Tues) | $



A fair-weather destination north of Portland, Hodgman’s is the sort of place that calls out to anyone with a sweet tooth and a love for mid-twentieth-century Americana. It is a roadside custard shop where they make their own in only the basic flavors—vanilla and chocolate—plus one special each day. There are no mix-ins, swirls, chunks, chips, cookie dough, or candies polluting this dairy-pure manna. It’s just custard. But oh, what good custard it is: thick and creamy, totally unlike bland brands pumped full of air.

We like vanilla best, just plain. Nothing is more perfectly satisfying on a warm summer day, whether perched on a cone or served in a cup. Of course, you can doll it up if you wish. Hodgman’s menu lists sundaes, frappes and floats, banana boats and thunderstorms, hot fudge royals, tin roofs, and tin lizzies. Whole custard pies are also available.

There is no indoor dining area, but facilities include a large covered picnic area to the side of the stand, where you can sit and lick in the shade.

Lobster Shack


225 Two Lights Rd.

Cape Elizabeth, ME

207-799-1677

LD (closed winter) | $$



Here is the most dramatic possible setting for lobster-eating—the water’s edge, framed by a pair of lighthouses at the entrance to Casco Bay. A restaurant has perched here since the 1920s, and while you might find better fried clams and lobster rolls along the coast, you will find no more inspired place to eat them than at one of the picnic tables marshaled on a flat patch of sandy land between the take-out counter and huge rocks where the ocean splashes in. When the sea is rough and the wind is gusting, a foghorn sounds nearby and a fine mist of salty air blows across your meal, causing hot lobster meat to exude puffs of aromatic steam as you crack claws, vent the tail, and unhinge the back.

Beyond whole lobsters, the menu includes some pretty fair fried clams and onion rings, a lovely lobster roll dolloped with a dab of mayonnaise, lobster stew, and clam cakes. For dessert there are Yankee puddings and pies and the chocolate-crème sandwich known as a whoopie pie (but here spelled whoopy pie).

There is indoor seating, too, but as far as we’re concerned there is no point in coming to the Lobster Shack unless you plan to eat outdoors.

Long Lake Sporting Club


48 Sinclair Rd.

Sinclair, ME

207-543-7584

D | $$



You wouldn’t call the Long Lake Sporting Club blue-chip (swank restaurants do not exist in northern Aroostook County), but neither is it blue-collar. Set in a peaceful waterside location on Long Lake and accessible by auto, boat, or seaplane (or snowmobile in season), it is a north woods supper club to which locals and visiting outdoorsmen repair for cocktails and big-deal meals of prime rib, lobster, or fried chicken.

The chicken is especially good, pressure-fried so it develops a hard, toasty crust that shores in amazing amounts of juice and cooked-tender meat. Alongside the chicken comes a ramekin of translucent red barbecue sauce with powerhouse spices that give the mild-flavored chicken a welcome jolt. Chicken or whatever main course you choose comes as part of a ritual meal that includes a finely chopped cabbage and carrot salad bathed in a curious spicy tomato dressing not unlike that used on barbecue slaw in the mid-South. Well-salted French fries are thick, with a tough coat enclosing supremely creamy insides. All meals include a plate of ployes, the thin buckwheat pancakes that are popular in this part of Maine in lieu of dinner rolls. The ployes arrive wrapped in a thick white napkin accompanied by bubble packs of butter and margarine and a pitcher of corn syrup. Two plates are provided so you can pour a pool of syrup onto the second plate, peel a ploye from the stack on the other plate, butter it, roll it into a tight tube, then dab it in the syrup for between-meat bites.

Maine Diner


2265 Post Rd.

Wells, ME

207-646-4441

BLD | $



For us, no trip up Route 1 is complete without a visit to the Maine Diner, whether it’s for lobster benedict or a plate of homemade baked beans at dawn, the world’s most delicious seafood chowder and meat loaf at noon, or lobster pie at supper time. Truly special daily specials include New England boiled dinner every Thursday and red flannel hash (made from leftover boiled dinner) … while supplies last. We are especially fond of the fried clams, which are vigorously oceanic, just a wee bit oily, so fragile the crust seems to melt away as your teeth sink into them. Serious clam devotees can get a “clam-o-rama” lunch, which includes clam chowder, fried whole-belly clams, fried clam strips, and a clam cake!

Seafood rolls are outstanding—split buns piled with clams, haddock, scallops, or shrimp. And the lobster rolls are not to be missed. Yes, we said rolls, plural: The Maine Diner offers two kinds—a lobster salad roll, of cool meat and mayo, or a hot lobster roll of warm meat with plenty of melted butter to drizzle on it. Either one is terrific; for us, the hot lobster roll is heaven on earth.

The menu is vast, including such all-American items as buffalo wings and barbecued pork sandwich, plus a superb chicken pot pie. In our book, the single mustn’t-miss dish is lobster pie, a casserole containing plump sections of lobster—soft claw and chewy tail meat—drenched in butter, topped with a mixture of cracker crumbs and tomalley. It is a strange, punk-colored dish, monstrous green and brown and pink, shockingly rich.

Moody’s Diner


Route 1

Waldoboro, ME

207-832-7785

BLD | $



Moody’s no longer is open around the clock, but it remains one of the top spots along the coast route for predawn breakfast. When the doors open at 4:30, morning muffins have been out of the oven long enough that you can pull one apart without searing fingertips; through the cloud of steam that erupts, a constellation of blueberries glistens in each fluffy half. “It’s a good thing you came on Thursday,” advises waitress Cheryl Durkee when we occupy a booth. “I think the girl who comes in today makes the best cinnamon rolls. They’re the tallest.” Cheryl also warns that the 1.36-ounce jug of maple syrup that costs $1.50 is enough for only two pancakes, so anyone who gets a stack of three should consider purchase of a second jug.

Thrift is a pillar of traditional New England cooking and a big part of Moody’s echt Maine character. This is not the place you come to splurge on a full-bore shore dinner or a $12 lobster roll; in fact the restaurant’s 208-page cookbook, What’s Cooking at Moody’s Diner, doesn’t contain a single recipe for lobster. But it does offer “mock lobster bake” made with haddock fillets. Haddock, which costs less than just about any other edible fish, has been served with egg sauce every Friday for as long as any of the Moody family can remember. (At last count, over two dozen Moodys worked in the restaurant and at the motel and cabins just up the hill.)

The menu is a primer of Northeast diner fare: meat loaf and mashed potatoes, hot turkey sandwiches, a panoply of chowders, stews, and soups, red flannel hash, baked beans with brown bread, and a fabulous selection of pies, including a legendary walnut pie that is actually a gloss on southern-style pecan pie but, as Alvah Moody proudly notes, “not sickening sweet.”

Nunan’s Lobster Hut


9 Mills Rd.

Kennebunkport, ME

207-967-4362

D (summer only) | $$



No frills at Nunan’s will distract you from the perfection of the lobster (except maybe the view, when the panels on the sides of the dining room are raised and reveal a pleasant vista of Cape Porpoise marshlands). Each lobster is steamed in a couple inches of salty water for exactly twenty minutes, emerging with silky tender claw meat, its knuckles and tail succulent and chewy. It comes to the table on a pizza pan with a bag of potato chips. Coffee is served in mugs. Water comes in paper cups. Bring your own wine or beer.

The Nunan family have been lobstering for three generations, so by now they have the process of enjoying their catch down to its essence. After you’ve polished off the lobster, there are homemade brownies or a slice of pie, the recipes for which have been perfected over the last thirty years. Blueberry and apple are memorable, their subtly sweetened fruits encased in sugar-dusted crusts.

Should you desire to wash your hands before, during, or after eating, sinks are available in the open dining room, ready for immediate action. They are serious, proletarian sinks, like you’d want to have next to your workbench in the basement. For drying hands, Nunan’s supplies rolls of paper towels. It’s all wonderful lobster-eating ambience, including a touch of romance in the form of a utility candle stuck in a thick cork on every table.

Rock’s Family Diner


378 W. Main St.

Fort Kent, ME

207-834-2888

BLD | $



Rock’s is ambiguously located smack between two scenic markers, one declaring this spot to be the beginning of Route 1—2,209 miles from Key West—the other saying it is the end of Route 1—2,390 miles from Key West. We’ve never measured, nor do we have an opinion about whether Route 1 starts or ends in Fort Kent; but we have eaten several meals at this diner in the northeasternmost corner of the United States and recommend it with no ambiguity at all.

Walk in, study the wall menu, place your order, and pay. Then find a seat at a table or booth or one of the communal counters. In a short while, out comes a member of the staff with your cheeseburger, chili dog, sandwich, or hot-lunch plate. The burgers are thin patties, squished hard on the grill but fatty enough to be plenty juicy. On the side, fried potatoes are the order of the day, available seven ways: jo-jo’s, curly fries, plain fries, fries topped with gravy, hamburger, or Italian sauce, or as a mix (the local version of poutine): potatoes heaped with mozzarella cheese and dark brown gravy.

A case up front and the counter are arrayed with all kinds of kitschy, made-here desserts, including turtle cheesecake, Rice Krispies concoctions, and a wide array of oversized cookies.

In August, when Fort Kent holds its annual Muskie Derby and Ploye Festival, Rock’s hosts a contest to see who can eat the most ployes (buckwheat crepes). When we attended in 2009, they served a traditional Acadian meal that included some of the best pot roast anywhere, plus stacks of ployes to mop up its gravy.

Sea Basket


303 Bath Rd.

Wiscasset, ME

207-882-6581

LD | $



Sea Basket is a neat and tidy functional roadside café with eat-in-the-rough service: place an order and wait for your number to be called. We are huge fans of its lobster stew, which is loaded with hunks of knuckle and claw meat and is creamy but not heavy, gilded with a glistening butter slick on top. Fish chowder and clam chowder are similarly excellent; and the baskets of fried shrimp, clams, and haddock—made using a process the management calls “convection deep frying”—are all fresh and crisp. To our taste, Sea Basket scallops are especially delicious—sweet, tender, and veiled in a crust that virtually melts when bitten. We also sampled a lobster roll, which was filled with good pieces of meat bound in just enough mayonnaise, but was made, oddly enough, with a sturdy bun similar to what you’d use for a hero sandwich.

The proper dessert for almost any Maine Roadfood meal is a whoopie pie, of which the Sea Basket has a whole selection: classic thick, soft chocolate cakes surrounding white sugar filling, as well as raspberry crème whoopie pies made with white cookies, peanut butter cream whoopie pies, and thin-mint whoopie pies (“Tastes Just Like One!” a sign boasts).

Note: Sea Basket closes in January and February, and it is always closed on Tuesdays.
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