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For my mom, Jeanne Finan, who is responsible for teaching me the most important things I ever learned: how to eat, how to write, and what it means to be loved unconditionally.


About the Author


Kristin Finan is an award-winning travel writer and author who particularly enjoys writing about her culinary adventures. This is her fourth book; her other books include Quick Escapes from Houston (Globe Pequot Press), The Cheap Bastard’s Guide to Houston (Globe Pequot Press), and The Cheap Bastard’s Guide to Austin (Globe Pequot Press). Her work regularly appears in the Houston Chronicle, one of the largest daily newspapers in the country, as well as in other national publications.

As a travel writer, Kristin has journeyed around the world, sampling dishes such as chile crab in Singapore, empanadas in Buenos Aires, and poutine in Montreal. She is happy to report that all three can be found in Houston.

When she’s not traveling, you can find her continuing her search for the best crawfish in Texas with her husband, Patrick, and two daughters. She can be contacted at www.kristinfinan.com.
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Introduction
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An International Melting Pot


Full disclosure: I gained 30 pounds during the research of this book. Okay, I can’t entirely blame the book—my research just happened to coincide with my second pregnancy. So you can believe me when I say that between the cravings and the incessant hunger, I took a major bite out of the Houston culinary scene.

I’ve always been a foodie in the making. Growing up, my day revolved around what my mom was cooking for dinner. From experimental dishes such as frittata and paella (typically requested by my brother, Benjamin, an even bigger foodie than I am) to favorites such as lasagna, enchiladas, and bouillabaisse, from night to night you never knew what was going to grace our kitchen table. My mom, a self-taught cook with a flair for the creative, can make anything—and I mean anything (expect maybe tripe—sorry, Mom)—taste incredible. Her motto: “You don’t have to eat it all, but you at least have to try it.”

Every holiday is a neighborhood affair at our house, as family and friends pour in to see what my mom will cook up next. Through her, I realized how good food can be and how to quickly spot when a dish is not living up to its potential.

So I was excited when I moved to Houston eight years ago and found that not only was it an international melting pot of cultures and people but that, as a result, it was also an international melting pot of cuisine. Of Houston’s 2.3 million residents, 42 percent are white, 33 percent are Hispanic, 18 percent are African American, and 7 percent are Asian. Eighty-three languages are spoken in Houston, and international trade in some way supports more than one-third of the jobs in the area.

In recent years Houston has become an interesting, diverse, and high-profile mecca for foodies. Last year it was called “one of the most satisfying food scenes in the country” by the New York Post and a place “with a world-class food scene and a rising generation of culinary stars” by the New York Times.

Once you get to know a few of the key players—Bryan Caswell, Chris Shepherd, Monica Pope, Jonathan Jones—you start to get a feel for the special camaraderie you find here. On any given night you can find one high-profile chef at the bar of another high-profile chef’s restaurant, swigging craft cocktails—another Houston specialty thanks to establishments such as Anvil Bar & Refuge—and swapping stories. On weekends those same chefs lead community members to their favorite hole-in-the-wall restaurants and dive bars as part of a highly popular “Where the Chefs Eat” program hosted by the Greater Houston Convention and Visitors Bureau.

Even more than individuals, though, it’s the sense of community here that makes the culinary scene so special. When a very popular Vietnamese restaurant called Mai’s burned down in an accidental fire in 2010, Houstonians stood outside the building and cried with the Nguyen family, who owned it. When the restaurant reopened in spring 2011, those same people poured in, eager to welcome back a Houston institution.
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This is a community that cares about food and about the people who serve it up. I’m proud to live here. And more than happy to eat here.



How to Use This Book


This book has been organized into five chapters centered on geographical area. It starts in central Houston, which includes restaurants inside the I-610 Loop. Then we move on to north Houston, covering well-traveled areas such as The Woodlands, Spring, Tomball, and Humble. Those are followed by west Houston destinations, such as Sugar Land, Missouri City, Bellaire, and City Centre. Then we go to east Houston to check out areas such as Pearland, Pasadena, Clear Lake, and Seabrook. Finally we wrap up with the Houston outskirts: places such as Galveston, Bryan, and Brenham.



Price Code


Throughout the book you will see dollar signs to indicate how expensive a particular restaurant is. The restaurant price key applies to the price of an entree on the dinner menu; in many cases the price of lunch is significantly lower.

Here is the price code:




	$
	Less than $10



	$$
	$10 to $20



	$$$
	$20 to $30



	$$$$
	More than $30




Within each chapter you’ll also find the following categories. Here’s an explanation of each:
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	Foodie Faves
This category covers any restaurant, dive, shack, or food truck that is worth your time and money. It could be a diner that’s been around forever or a brand-new bistro that’s getting all the buzz. If it’s in the area and you need to know about it, you’ll find it here.
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	Landmarks
Landmarks are eateries that are well-known among Houstonians as must-try institutions. They are landmarks for different reasons—some have been part of the Houston restaurant scene for decades, while others are new but have quickly drawn widespread praise for their unique, innovative takes on food.
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	Specialty Stores, Markets & Producers
These sections may include anyone who makes something specific and makes it well. From specialty grocery stores to cake makers to sausage factories, if it’s hard to find in Houston, you can probably find it in this category. Farmers’ markets are included here.
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	Food Events
These events, most of which are annual, encompass the greatest food-related attractions around. Expect festivals, parades, fairs, workshops, and cooking classes, among others. You may want to sign up for some of these events in advance, however, as they can sell out.
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	Cocktail Culture
In addition to its food scene, Houston is also known for its incredible feats of alcohol, to the regular brews being turned out of the Saint Arnold Brewing Company to the ever-changing lists of craft cocktails at bars such as Anvil. If it comes in a keg, a bottle, or a 12-ounce can, you can probably find it listed here.




Getting Around


The city of Houston covers 634 square miles, which is large enough to contain the cities of New York, Washington, D.C., Boston, San Francisco, Seattle, Minneapolis, and Miami. So it’s only understandable that getting a feel for the lay of the land can take a while for visitors and residents alike.

The first thing you need to know is that you’re going to need a car. The city spans so much space that it’s nearly impossible to see everything without one. Sure, the MetroRail and bus system will do if they’re your only option, but if you want to maximize your time, make sure you have a car at your disposal.

The city is divided by several major highways, including the I-610 Inner Loop (which includes downtown, the Museum District, and many of the major restaurants), the Beltway 8 Sam Houston Tollway (which circles the outer portion of the city), and I-45, I-10, and I-59. Knowing these five major thoroughfares will help a lot in terms of getting your bearings.



Keeping Up with Food News


Houston’s food scene changes almost by the day. One minute a restaurant is so popular you have to wait weeks for a table; the next the attention has turned to the craft cocktail bar down the street. It’s really hard to keep up, particularly with so many key players constantly making moves. If you want to try to keep up with the ever-changing flow, however, here are some websites you should bookmark.

Cleverley’s Houston Restaurant News and Views, www.cleverleysnewsletter.com. After the Houston Post newspaper closed in 1995, Cleverley Stone found herself out of a job and ready to try something new. So she began putting together a newsletter about what was going on in Houston’s restaurant, club, and hotel scenes and sending it out to friends. Today she has turned into one of the leading authorities on food in Houston.

CultureMap Houston, http://houston.culturemap.com. Calling itself Houston’s daily digital magazine, CultureMap Houston is dedicated to covering breaking news across all areas of Houston, from fashion and music to politics and dining. And they do a darn good job of it. The website’s food and drink section regularly spotlights changes in Houston’s restaurant landscape, pop culture tidbits about dining trends, and local favorites that are garnering national attention.

Houston Chronicle, www.houstonchronicle.com. One of the largest newspapers in the country, the Houston Chronicle covers the Houston food scene from a variety of angles, from restaurant critic Alison Cook’s no-holds-barred reviews of the best and the worst to fun foodie bites in entertainment magazine 29-95 (www.29-95.com). Check the website often for news you need to know.

Houston Entree, www.houstonentree.com. Houston Entree considers itself the “place where foodies connect,” and with its wonderful deals, news, and awards, I’d say that holds pretty true. Check this website to find the hottest deals and score an awesome price on your next designer dish.

Houston Press, www.houstonpress.com. Houston’s alternative newsweekly is another authority on the Houston food scene, with regular articles about changes, openings, and scandals. Make sure to keep an eye on the online Eating Our Words blog, where the city’s best and worst are written about every day.
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Central Houston: Downtown and in the Loop
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Geographically, Houston’s Inner Loop—everything inside I-610, which circles the city—isn’t that big of an area. But because it includes the downtown area as well as other popular districts such as Washington Avenue and Midtown, it is absolutely filled with wonderful restaurants. If you’re going on a culinary adventure, this is where you will start. In fact, you could eat out here every day for a year and still not get a feel for everything that’s available. There’s just so much to see. Landmark restaurants such as Tony’s and Niko Niko’s can be found here, as well as new, cutting-edge restaurants that are making a splash in national newspapers and magazines. The variety here also spans the map, from mouthwatering Vietnamese cuisine to burgers that will change your life. Just be sure to check websites in advance for details on dress code, reservations, and parking. Some of Houston’s best-known places offer counter service, while others adhere to a strict jacket-and-tie policy.

In downtown, you’re most likely to find upscale steak houses that offer great happy hour and lunch specials. Head to Washington Avenue and find a popular district for foodies absolutely brimming with new places to try. Some of them are incredible, others completely forgettable. From Rice Village, where trendy families enjoy bistro fare on sun-covered outside patios, to Midtown, where 20-somethings enjoy liquid meals and munch on fresh-baked tortilla chips and fresh-made salsa, there truly is something for everyone in the downtown and Inner Loop corridor.
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Americas, 2040 W. Gray, Houston, TX 77056; (832) 200-1492; www.cordua.com; Latin American; $$$. Since the 1980s Michael Cordua has been a fixture in the Texas restaurant scene with restaurants such as Churrascos, Artista, and Cordua. Among my favorites of his brands is Americas, which offers fantastic food-forward Latin cuisine in a beautiful atmosphere. Don’t miss the incredible ceviches, which range in type from ahi tuna to crab and shrimp to salmon, hand-crafted taquitos (plantain crusted shrimp is my favorite), and small plates that include empanadas, lobster corndogs, smoked lamb lollichops and corn-smoked crab fingers. In terms of entrees, choose from the churrasco steak, crispy pork carnitas, or grilled chicken breast with organic quinoa grilled asparagus and avocado mousse, among others. An additional location is 21 Waterway Ave. in The Woodlands. For Chef David Cordua’s recipe for Crab and Shrimp Ceviche, see p. 190.

Backstreet Cafe, 1103 S. Shepherd Dr., Houston, TX 77019; (713) 521-2239; www.backstreetcafe.net; American; $$. You can expect Backstreet Cafe, part of the legendary Hugo’s chain, to be good. And it is. Serving “seasonal American cuisine,” Backstreet Cafe is located in a beautiful, inviting space that makes you want to linger. And the menu here is worth lingering over. Start with the delightful asparagus and mushroom tart or some duck spring rolls paired with one of the many wines offered here. Follow that up with a cup of Gulf Coast filé gumbo or ratatouille salad. Then choose between diverse and decadent main entrees that include jalapeño fettuccine, coffee-crusted tenderloin, braised short ribs, hash of slow-roasted lamb shoulder, curried coconut seafood soup, and a vegetarian platter. Brunch, lunch, and a special vegetarian menu are also offered.
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Barnaby’s, 604 Fairview, Houston, TX 77006; (713) 522-0106; www.barnabyscafe.com; Breakfast; $$. This dog-themed cafe is among Houstonians’ favorite places to grab lunch or dinner thanks to its reliable food and festive atmosphere. You may have to wait during busy times on the weekend, but it’s always worth it for an order of perfectly cooked waffle fries with blue cheese fondue, a heaping turkey sandwich with cranberry mayo, or what I consider to be the best veggie burger in Houston. There’s also a full breakfast menu that includes items such as a petite steak with eggs, grits or potatoes, and a biscuit and wheat toast; buttermilk pancakes; and a breakfast burrito with scrambled eggs, black beans, and Monterey Jack cheese with potatoes and salsa on the side. Additional locations are at 5750 Woodway Dr., 1701 S. Shepherd, and 414 W. Gray.

Beaver’s, 2310 Decatur St., Houston, TX 77007; (713) 864-2328; www.beavershouston.com; Barbecue; $$. This is a good place to go for many reasons—the nice outside patio, the innovative cocktail selection—but the food here is the major draw. With well-known Executive Chef Jonathan Jones showcasing his “passion for all things rubbed, aged, smoked, and slow-cooked,” you know the fare here is going to be worth writing home about. I’ve come to love the food here, which manages to be both completely satisfying and completely surprising every time I visit. The starters offer little bites of innovation, ranging from Big Fried Balls (house-made boudin balls with smokin’ green remoulade) to Nacho Mama’s Oysters (Texas cornmeal-crusted oysters with guacamole and smoky habañero salsa on locally made flour-tortilla crisps) to fried green tomatoes. For entrees, consider smoked pork ribs, Texas longhorn meat loaf, a Pit Boss Chickwich (sloppy shredded barbecue chicken with a fried egg, crispy cornmeal, onions, coleslaw, and a pickle), or the famous Beaver Burger (a patty of sirloin, brisket, and bacon served with chips, lettuce, onion, and tomato).
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Benjy’s, 5922 Washington Ave., Houston, TX 77007; (713) 868-1131; www.benjys.com; American; $$. Need a date night out with your sweetie? I highly recommend Benjy’s, where the fruit-flavored martinis flow like water and the Asian-inspired American fare never fails to impress. Start with a drink at the glossy upstairs bar, then move downstairs to nosh on menu items that include bacon potato pizza, wood oven–roasted half chicken, seared scallops with forbidden black rice, Milton’s warm 10-vegetable salad, and nearly half a dozen pizzas. In more of a snacking mood? Try the house-cured salmon sashimi, roasted portobello crepes, pork pot stickers, or fried brussels sprouts. Lunch, brunch, happy hour, and Sunday supper menus are also offered. A second location is at 2424 Dunstan in Rice Village.

Berryhill Baja Grill, 702 E. 11th St., Houston, TX 77008; (713) 225-2252; www.berryhillintheheights.com; Tex-Mex; $$. Let’s start with one word: tamales. That’s what this local chain of restaurants is known for, and no matter what kind you order—from the tender spinach and corn to the fall-apart chicken—you can’t go wrong. They even serve up special-occasion tamales throughout the year, such as turkey tamales with a side of gravy around Thanksgiving. But more than that, this popular Heights restaurant offers combination platters, fabulous quesadillas, delicious guacamole, and perfectly crafted margaritas. You should be warned that if you go for an early dinner, particularly on a weekend, the place is absolutely swarming with kids, but if you go later you should find a more subdued crowd. Either way, you’ll enjoy the laid-back counter service, the chips and salsa, the wide outside patio, and the menu. Other can’t-miss menu items include the queso with shrimp, the award-winning fried fish tacos, a beef or chicken fajita platter, cheese enchiladas topped with red jalapeño sauce, and pico de gallo and mushroom poblano quesadillas. Breakfast is also served here: Options include breakfast tacos, migas, and chilaquiles.

Bistro Lancaster, 701 Texas St., Houston, TX 77002; (713) 228-9500; www.thelancaster.com; American; $$$. My nights at Bistro Lancaster always begin and end with Champagne. I’m not sure why that is, but I have a feeling it has to do with the festive atmosphere that radiates here, whether you go on a Monday or a Friday. Located inside the boutique Lancaster Hotel in the heart of downtown right next to the theater district, Bistro Lancaster serves up American classics that include baked oysters with Gorgonzola, parsley, and red pepper coulis; beef carpaccio with baby arugula, mushroom confit, balsamic vinegar, and olive oil; Tuscan scallops with gnocchi, crispy pancetta, sautéed arugula, mushrooms, tomatoes, and shallots with lobster emulsion; and a grilled pork chop with roasted fingerling potatoes, grilled asparagus, and serrano ham cream sauce. Breakfast, brunch, and lunch are also served. And don’t miss the incredible dessert offerings, which include bread pudding with brandied dried cherries, fig confit, and caramel sauce; Rose’s key lime torte with raspberry compote and whipped cream; and the out-of-this-world peach panna cotta with fresh peach puree and a mint reduction.
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Bombay Brasserie, 2414 University Blvd., Ste. 210, Houston, TX 77005; (713) 355-2000; www.thebombaybrasserie.com; Indian; $$. Rice Village has long been one of my favorite areas in Houston for its bustling shops, restaurants, and walkable spaces. After a full day of shopping, you will have worked up a pretty good appetite—that’s when you should stop into Bombay Brasserie. The selection of traditional Indian cuisine is stellar, and the staff is consistently warm and inviting. Not sure what you want? Drop by for the daily lunch buffet, which includes staples such as samosas, naan, saag paneer, chicken tikka masala, and more. Want more control over your meal? Go for dinner, when you can select from a menu brimming with options such as a Bombay vegetable platter (vegetable pakoras, samosas, aloo tikki, and cheese pakoras); lamb tender-loin with ginger, garlic, potatoes, and yogurt; mahimahi masala; and chicken vindaloo. With more than a dozen vegetarian options, non–meat eaters will also go home happy. Oh, and don’t forget to try a scoop of mango or pistachio ice cream for dessert. A second location is at 3005 W. Loop South.
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Bombay Pizza Co., 914 Main St., Ste. 105, Houston, TX 77002; (713) 654-4444; www.bombaypizzaco.com; Indian; $$. Here’s what’s cool about this place: They serve up top-notch pizza with toppings inspired by traditional Indian ingredients. Sounds strange? Trust me, it works. Options here include the Slumdog (pepperoni, Spanish chorizo, beef, Canadian bacon, mozzarella, garlic chicken, jalapeños, and red onion), Sonu’s Rita (basil, tomato, mozzarella, paneer, and cilantro-mint chutney), Gateway of India (tandoori chicken, crabmeat, artichoke hearts, fresh cilantro, mozzarella, provolone, and cilantro-mint chutney), and saag paneer (collard greens and spinach, paneer, fontina, goat cheese, and mozzarella). You should be warned that the crust is prepared super thin (which I love); pizza by the slice is available during lunch. With its prime downtown location (and easy access from the MetroRail system), it’s a must-try for anyone who likes pizza mixed with a little innovation.
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Boom Boom Room, 2518 Yale St., Houston, TX 77008; (713) 8683740; www.theboomboomroomhouston.com; Wine Bar; $$. Ever just feel like relaxing with a good bottle of wine, a delicious panini, and some fantastic jazz? Why stay in? Head to the Boom Boom Room, where an upbeat atmosphere meets truly delicious food at a place you’ll want to visit over and over again. Want something a little more unique than wine? Check out the list of Champagne cocktails or order a glass of wonderful sangria. The restaurant is open Tues through Sat from 4 p.m. to 2 a.m. Closed Sun and Mon.

Boudreaux’s Cajun Kitchen, 5475 W. Loop South, Houston, TX 77081; (713) 838-2200; www.boudreauxs.net; Cajun; $$. You can find tasty Cajun food throughout Houston, and if you’re craving some good stuff, Boudreaux’s Cajun Kitchen is always a safe bet. A local chain that originated in Houston, Boudreaux’s features all the best dishes you’ve come to know and love. Expect boudin balls, fried pickles, seafood fondue, gumbo, jambalaya, red beans and rice, shrimp and crawfish étouffée, po’boys, and dirty rice, to name a few. Gluten-free menu options are also available. The pastas, too, are a standout: I like the pasta jambalaya with shrimp, chicken, sausage, onions, and bell peppers in spicy Cajun sauce. And since this one is located in the Galleria area, it’s a good place to satisfy your hunger after an afternoon shopping excursion. Other Houston area locations are also available.

Branch Water Tavern, 510 Shepherd, Houston, TX 77007; (713) 863-7777; www.branchwatertavern.com; American; $$$. Branch Water Tavern calls itself a modern American tavern, and I’d say that’s a pretty apt description of the top-notch food and innovative drinks this restaurant regularly serves up. Some of my favorite menu items here include pan-roasted Bryan Farms chicken with gnocchi, market vegetables, and thyme jus; Oregon Dover sole with artichokes, spring vegetable ragout, and pistou
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