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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the tenth edition of Roadfood. It has been forty years since we first wrote a guide to regional restaurants—a project that was hard to get off the ground because, back then, publishers doubted that there were enough decent American restaurants to fill a book. Wow, have things changed!

When we started our lifelong road trip, there were no food blogs and only a handful of food shows on television. There were no James Beard Foundation Awards, and there was scant appreciation for the nation’s everyday eats. Fellow diners thought we were crazy for taking pictures of our food. Restaurateurs couldn’t understand our curiosity. Few outsiders had even heard of Buffalo wings, green chile cheeseburgers, Nashville hot chicken, or Wisconsin butter burgers. Now, those dishes and countless other once-obscure local specialties are on the bucket list of traveling foodies everywhere.

In the beginning, we felt like crusaders, bound and determined to persuade people that regional food was something wonderful and that traveling to find it was a way to literally taste the nation. Mission accomplished! American cuisine, which once got no respect, now is celebrated in books, on television, and throughout the blogosphere. Whether you’re talking about regional pies, local produce, or the 1,001 different kinds of barbecue from coast to coast, this country’s consciousness about so many dishes and so many styles of dining has blossomed into ebullient appreciation. Americans have come to delight in a melting-pot cuisine where tradition, creativity, and devil-may-care resourcefulness swirl together to create meals that, like the population, are boundlessly diverse.

What we especially love about finding Roadfood is that it is of the people, by the people, and for the people. Roadfood restaurants are not created by celebrity chefs, nor do they reflect of-the-moment trends. They express the combined passion and talents of cooks and staff, the hard work of farmers and fishermen and bakers and pitmasters, the enthusiasm of patrons, and the grassroots traditions from which they arose.

The purpose of this book is to help you appreciate the glory that is American food. Read it, bring it along when you travel, have cooks around the country sign their write-up, drip gravy on it, turn the pages with glistening fingers between bites of fried chicken.

On the road or at home, please 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, to participate in discussion forums that include trip reports, to plan meet ’n’ greet get-togethers, and to voice opinions about anything food-related. Roadfood.com recently has been redesigned to be especially friendly to anyone using a mobile device, making it easy to find—and to report on—great meals wherever you go.

—Jane & Michael Stern





ROADFOOD HONOR ROLL: THE 100

We urge you to visit each and every one of the 1,000 restaurants in this book. We have included them because we think their food is great and the experience of eating in them is memorable. One hundred are starred with an asterisk to indicate that they are, to us, extra-special. We have come to love them because we believe that each is a unique expression of something wonderful about American food and foodways. A few are relatively new, but most have stood the test of time. This is the Roadfood Honor Roll.


NEW ENGLAND (11)



	Frank Pepe Pizzeria Napoletana

	New Haven, CT



	Super Duper Weenie


	Fairfield, CT



	Zuppardi’s Apizza

	West Haven, CT



	Clam Box

	Ipswich, MA



	Hartley’s Original Pork Pies

	Fall River, MA



	Oxford Creamery

	Mattapoisett, MA



	Five Islands Lobster Co.

	Georgetown, ME



	Maine Diner

	Wells, ME



	Polly’s Pancake Parlor

	Sugar Hill, NH



	Evelyn’s Drive-in

	Tiverton, RI



	Parkway Diner

	South Burlington, VT







MID-ATLANTIC (11)



	Ben’s Chili Bowl

	Washington, DC



	Faidley’s

	Baltimore, MD



	Harold’s New York Deli

	Edison, NJ



	Jimmy Buff’s

	West Orange, NJ



	White House Sub Shop

	Atlantic City, NJ



	Aléthea’s Chocolates

	Williamsville, NY



	Katz’s Delicatessen

	New York, NY



	Nick Tahou Hots

	Rochester, NY



	Schwabl’s

	West Seneca, NY



	John’s Roast Pork

	Philadelphia, PA



	Mama’s

	Bala Cynwyd, PA







MID-SOUTH (11)



	Peak Bros.

	Waverly, KY



	Keaton’s

	Cleveland, NC



	Lexington Barbecue #1

	Lexington, NC



	Skylight Inn

	Ayden, NC



	Arnold’s Country Kitchen

	Nashville, TN



	Cozy Corner

	Memphis, TN



	Prince’s Hot Chicken Shack

	Nashville, TN



	Ridgewood Barbecue

	Bluff City, TN



	Metompkin Seafood

	Mappsville, VA



	Red Truck Rural Bakery

	Marshall, VA



	Coleman’s Fish Market

	Wheeling, WV







DEEP SOUTH (20)



	Martin’s

	Montgomery, AL



	AQ Chicken House

	Springdale, AR



	McClard’s

	Hot Springs, AR



	Stubby’s Bar-B-Que

	Hot Springs, AR



	Lynn’s Quality Oysters

	Eastpoint, FL



	O’Steen’s

	St. Augustine, FL



	Mary Mac’s Tea Room

	Atlanta, GA



	Perry’s Pig

	Augusta, GA



	Brenda’s Diner

	New Iberia, LA



	Café des Amis

	Breaux Bridge, LA



	Domilise’s Po-Boys

	New Orleans, LA



	Johnson’s Boucanière

	Lafayette, LA



	Morning Call Coffee Stand

	Metairie, LA



	Doe’s Eat Place

	Greenville, MS



	Bertha’s Kitchen

	North Charleston, SC



	Bowens Island

	Charleston, SC



	Hite’s Bar-B-Que

	West Columbia, SC



	Hominy Grill

	Charleston, SC



	Jackie Hite’s Bar-B-Que

	Leesville, SC



	Juniper

	Ridge Spring, SC







MIDWEST (23)



	Johnnie’s

	Elmwood Park, IL



	Poochie’s

	Skokie, IL



	Rip’s

	Ladd, IL



	Superdawg

	Chicago, IL



	Gray Brothers Cafeteria

	Moorseville, IN



	Nick’s Kitchen

	Huntington, IN



	Bob’s Drive-Inn

	Le Mars, IA



	Coffee Cup Cafe

	Sully, IA



	The Cherry Hut

	Beulah, MI



	Jean Kay’s

	Marquette, MI



	Krazy Jim’s Blimpy Burger

	Ann Arbor, MI



	Hell’s Kitchen

	Minneapolis, MN



	Lange’s Cafe

	Pipestone, MN



	Snead’s

	Belton, MO



	Stroud’s

	Kansas City, MO



	Ted Drewes

	St. Louis, MO



	Al’s Corner Restaurant

	Barberton, OH



	Camp Washington Chili Parlor

	Cincinnati, OH



	Henry’s

	West Jefferson, OH



	Leon’s

	Milwaukee, WI



	McBob’s

	Milwaukee, WI



	Solly’s Grille

	Milwaukee, WI



	Stockholm Pie Company

	Stockholm, WI







SOUTHWEST (13)



	El Guero Canelo

	Tucson, AZ



	Little Cafe Poca Cosa

	Tucson, AZ



	Pico de Gallo

	South Tucson, AZ



	Woodyard Bar-B-Que

	Kansas City, KS



	Frontier

	Albuquerque, NM



	La Posta de Mesilla

	Old Mesilla, NM



	Santa Fe Bite

	Santa Fe, NM



	Van’s Pig Stand

	Shawnee, OK



	Bryce’s Cafeteria

	Texarkana, TX



	Little Diner

	Canutillo, TX



	Louie Mueller Barbeque

	Taylor, TX



	Monument Cafe

	Georgetown, TX



	Taco Taco

	San Antonio, TX







GREAT PLAINS (2)



	Hudson’s Hamburger’s

	Coeur d’Alene, ID



	Eddie’s Supper Club

	Great Falls, MT







WEST COAST (9)



	Apple Pan

	Los Angeles, CA



	The Cottage

	La Jolla, CA



	Du-par’s

	Los Angeles, CA



	Hodad’s

	Ocean Beach, CA



	Swan Oyster Depot

	San Francisco, CA



	Bowpicker

	Astoria, OR



	South Beach Fish Market

	South Beach, OR



	Freshy’s Seafood Market

	Mercer Island, WA



	Spud Fish and Chips

	Kirkland, WA










NOTES ABOUT USING THIS BOOK

If you are planning to visit a 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, 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.


• The vast majority of Roadfood restaurants require no reservations and are come-as-you-are. We’ve made note of which ones get insanely crowded, and what you can do about it. But again, if in doubt, call ahead.

• We give an approximate cost guide using dollar signs, but this can vary dramatically. Many Roadfood restaurants that offer modestly priced sandwiches for lunch also can serve $50-plus dinners. Our one-to-three dollar-sign rating describes the meal we talk about most in the review (breakfast, lunch, dinner) and does not include wine, beer, cocktails, or multiple desserts.




$ = one full meal is under $15

$$ = one full meal is between $15 and $30

$$$ = one full meal is over $30




• Just because a restaurant from a previous edition of Roadfood does not appear here does not mean it is 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 new places we believe demand attention. Similarly, we have added a few new discoveries to the Roadfood Honor Roll of one hundred favorites, meaning we were forced to cut some old favorites from the list. We still love them all!

• When one-of-a-kind restaurants have prospered and become multi-location empires, the results have been mixed. Some are still so good and essential that we felt compelled to keep them in this edition. Some others we wish well, but figure there is no need for Roadfood to tell the world about them anymore.
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CONNECTICUT

ABBOTT’S LOBSTER IN THE ROUGH

abbottslobster.com

117 Pearl St.

Noank, CT

860-536-7719

L D (May to Labor Day, then weekends through mid-Oct) | $$

[image: ] “In the rough” was never so agreeable. On an alfresco dining area perfumed by sea breezes and protected from marauding seagulls, one dines on lobster steamed to such perfect plumpness that meat erupts when the shell is broken. If cracking the carapace of a whole one seems too labor-intensive, 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.

AL’S HOT DOG STAND

248 S. Main St.

Naugatuck, CT

203-729-6229

B L D | $

Relish steals the show at many of Connecticut’s big-name hot dog joints, and you will find some of the best at Al’s. There are two kinds: hot relish, which will make lips glow, and Hawaiian relish, which balances the formidable heat with a shot of sweet pineapple. The dogs themselves are pork-and-beef foot-longs served in a split-top bun that gets nicely grilled on both sides. They are long enough that if you are a first-timer, you can put regular hot relish at one end and Hawaiian relish on the other and you will have multiple mouthfuls of both to compare and contrast.

Hot dogs are not the only worthies at Al’s. Fried seafood, softshell crab in season, and bacon cheeseburgers all are good drive-in fare. French fries are crinkle-cuts and worth ordering. Milk shakes are the real thing.

But in truth, what we like best about Al’s is not the food. It is Al’s itself, a personality-plus eat shack staffed for more than three decades by family who take what they do quite seriously but offer it up with humor and charm. Dining here is light-years away from dining at a common junk-food franchise. Accommodations include outdoor picnic tables and weird indoor desks with avocado-green office chairs.

BIG DIPPER

bigdipper.com

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 include 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 as much or as little as you want. Each customer is charged by weight (of the ice cream).

BLACKIE’S

blackieshotdogs.com

2200 Waterbury Rd.

Cheshire, CT

203-699-1819

L D (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 boiled in oil to the point that their outside surface bursts apart from 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 dogs’ skin.

They are served plain in spongy buns, 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 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 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.”

CARMINUCCIO’S

carminucciospizza.com

76 S. Main St. (Rte. 25)

Newtown, CT

203-364-1133

L D | $

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.

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 pre-cooked 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, sweet 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

L D (Apr-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 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. 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 edge slightly crisp, the fibers of the meat infused with a smoky taste that sings of summer afternoons, they are picnic food. All condiments are available; we highly recommend fried onions, which are cooked until caramel-sweet.

COFFEE AN’

343 Main St.

Westport, CT

203-227-3808

B L | $

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 some of the best donuts might barely be edible. That’s especially true of Coffee An’s devilish devil’s food sinker, which, when fresh, is as rich as expensive chocolate cake—crisp-skinned and with a roundhouse chocolate punch. Definitely one of the best chocolate donuts anywhere. The next day, when the infusion of hot oil has turned to cool fat and you sink your sorry teeth into it, you recoil as if from a hideous stranger that you find in your bed upon awakening. What possibly could have been this donut’s allure?

Do return for a fresh one, and, once again, all is well with the world.

We also can recommend the plain cake and cinnamon-coated donuts, each of which has a memorably crunchy surface…but an equally ephemeral appeal.

COLONY GRILL

colonygrill.com

172 Myrtle Ave.

Stamford, CT

203-359-2184

L D | $$

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. 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.

Note: Three new locations have recently opened, at 1520 Post Road in Fairfield (203-259-1989), at 36–38 Broad Street in Milford, and at 515 West Avenue in Norwalk.

DENMO’S

340 S. Main St.

Southbury, CT

203-264-4626

L D | $$

Denmo’s snuck up on us. We’ve been going to this picnic-table-only drive-in for years, always leaving happy and well fed. The foot-long, natural-casing hot dogs are presented in Yankee-style split-top buns, and they are beauties: slightly gnarled from getting fried, crisp-skinned, and full of garlic. The dogs are good, but it’s the relish that we love. Peppery, pickly, a little bit sweet, and very hot, this relish, along with a good line of zesty mustard, will clear your sinuses and make you sing hallelujah.

Hot dogs actually are a sideshow for what Denmo’s is most proud of: fried seafood. Crunchy clams with just-right bellies, sweet shrimp, and silky scallops all are fine shoreline treats (although Denmo’s is a good thirty miles inland). They even have hot lobster rolls at (relatively) bargain prices, and when they are good, they are wonderful: fresh and perfectly buttered hunks of claw and tail. On occasion, however, the meat isn’t as bright and sweet as one wants, and can taste like it was picked a while ago.

Among non-fried foods, the sleeper on the menu is soup. Every day there are a couple of varieties. The chowder is swell, as one might expect, but so are chicken soup and lentil soup and beef barley soup.

It is a fun place, with a big public bulletin board that is a fascinating portrait of a community’s skills, needs, wants, and preferences. The only reason we can think of for not having included it in earlier Roadfood editions is that, as so many locals do with restaurants they frequent, we took Denmo’s for granted.

DOOGIE’S

doogieshotdogs.com

2525 Berlin Tpke.

Newington, CT

860-666-6200

L D | $

Doogie’s boasts of being “Home of the 2-foot hot dog.” It is an astounding piece of food, but don’t let the circus size divert attention from the fact that it is delicious. Firm-fleshed and with a chewy skin that gets charred on the grill, it has a vigorously spicy flavor that holds up under any and all toppings, especially Doogie’s superb homemade hot relish. For those of meek appetite, the same good frank is available in mere sixteen-inch and foot-long configurations 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 listed on the menu as the MOAB (Mother of All Burgers), and while not as awesome as the elongated hot dog, it is an impressive package: a big patty buried under lettuce, tomato, chipotle mayonnaise, thousand island dressing, pickle chips, sliced red onions, provolone and pepper jack cheeses, bacon, caramelized onions, and roasted peppers—all on a garlic toasted roll.

DOTTIE’S DINER

dottiesdiner.com

787 Main St.

Woodbury, CT

203-263-2516

B L D | $$

    [image: ] Dottie’s is one of the few diners we know where you can still get an old-fashioned Connecticut chicken pie: savory crust loaded with nothing but warm, moist chicken meat served under a mantle of gravy. Dottie’s also makes a more familiar chicken potpie that includes gravy, peas, and carrots. On the side, mashed potatoes are the genuine article.

As for 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.

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 Dr. Mike of Bethel. The cones and cardboard cups dished out 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 overwhelming. 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.

FIVE-O

1539 Black Rock Tpke.

Fairfield, CT

203-330-8452

B L | $

Some thirty years ago in Fairfield, Connecticut, where Tunxis Hill Road meets Black Rock Turnpike, there was a hot dog joint named Kuhn’s Corner. Kuhn’s is gone, replaced by a shopping center, but the four-alarm chili that made its hot dogs a local legend endures. A handful of food carts around Fairfield County offer Kuhn’s chili as an optional wiener topping, and right across the street from where Kuhn’s Corner used to be, a convenience store named Five-O sells quarts of the original-brew chili and serves beautiful hot dogs dressed with it.

Kuhn’s chili is nothing like Texas chili con carne. Indeed, purists might argue that it isn’t really chili at all. It is chili sin carne—meatless—and it also is beanless. It is not made to eat from a bowl but is a ferocious relish for a garlicky hot dog in a buttered and grilled split-top bun. The only logical improvement to the combination is a sprinkle of crisp raw onions, although Five-O also offers bacon, cheese, and all the usual frankfurter condiments.

Beyond hot dogs, Five-O’s repertoire includes cold-cut sandwiches and a good Philly cheesesteak (well complemented by some of that chili). Nearly all business is takeout. In fact, the sit-down dining accommodations include exactly one little table, nestled between the self-service coffee bar, racks of potato chips, and a shelf that holds the day’s newspapers.

(Thanks to Adele O’Kane for letting us know about this place.)

★ FRANK PEPE PIZZERIA NAPOLETANA

pepespizzeria.com

157 Wooster St.

New Haven, CT

203-865-5762

L D | $$

Dating back to 1925, Frank Pepe 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 midcentury 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.

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

GLUTEN FREE OASIS

glutenfreeoasis.net/

594 Federal Rd.

Brookfield, CT

203-885-0314

L (closed Sun)| $

[image: ] We’re big fans of gluten and yeast and all the wonderful stuff they make when they’re combined, so when locals tried to steer us to a Brazilian bakery formerly called Mama’s Cheese Bread Factory, where everything is gluten-free and yeast-free, we dallied. When we finally walked in to order a sandwich, the man behind the counter gave us a pão de queijo (little cheese bun) to munch while we waited. That bun made us believers. It is lightweight yet joyously chewy—a real bread lover’s delight, the sharp flavor of cheese a radically fine substitute for the tang of yeast.

While our sandwich was constructed, the boss described the process by which breads are made using tapioca flour and fermented leavener derived from yucca root. It is an ancient formula that originated in South America before Europeans and wheat arrived.

The Oasis uses this technique to make breads of various sizes, either finished or frozen and ready to bake, as well as pizza shells. For immediate satisfaction on the spot—dining in one’s car or at the short window counter on one of half a dozen stools—there is a nice menu of breakfast sandwiches on cheese buns as well as some out-of-this-world lunch sandwiches. The Punta Cana is a mountain of moist, shredded roast chicken and carrots dotted with a few sweet raisins, laced with crunchy potato sticks, and garnished with lettuce leaves and mayonnaise. Hugely satisfying! Other available sandwiches include stuffed pork loin, ham-salami-mozzarella subs, sausage, grilled cheese with ham, and several vegetarian combos.

HARRY’S DRIVE-IN

harrysplace.biz

104 Broadway

Colchester, CT

860-537-2410

L D (summer only) | $

A completely alfresco eat place with wood-slat picnic tables arrayed under groves of flowering trees, Harry’s has been a favorite stop for people on their way to and from the beach for more than eighty years. 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 pickup 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 juicy 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 fine bakery bun and held together with a long toothpick, this might be the best drive-in hamburger anywhere.

KAMP DOG

kampdog.com

15 Broad St.

New London, CT

860-443-3000

B L | $

Ironically sharing a building with a health-food store, Kamp Dog is a place to indulge in all manner of reprobate gastronomy, starting, of course, with wieners. As wieners go, in fact, these are good-quality Hummels. Grilled on the flat-top until crisp, they are bedded in buttered and grilled split-top Yankee buns. That’s the basic platform; from there, chef Ken Hochstetler offers impressive variations, including a signature Kamp Dog, which features his spectacular hot-sweet-meaty “dynamite sauce,” plus melted cheese and chopped raw onions. Other optional toppings are sauerkraut, chili, onions and peppers, and jalapeños. If you don’t like Hummels, there are all-beef dogs, Georgia red hots, kielbasa, and knockwurst.

Hamburger variations are equally profuse, including a Reuben burger with kraut, Swiss, and thousand island dressing; a slawburger topped with house-made slaw; a bacon-egg-cheeseburger; a chili cheeseburger; and a dynamite sauce, cheese, and onion burger that is, in fact, a Kamp Dog without the dog. The menu promises that if you create a custom burger and eat ten of them, you get to name it, “unless it’s a really stupid name.”

Side dishes include the curiously named “chili Fritos,” which Chef Ken explains is actually a Frito pie, but so named because no one in Connecticut has heard of the Southwestern classic. The chili is hot stuff. “Of course it is,” he told us. “If it wasn’t, it would be Bolognese sauce.” And by the way, his French fries are hand-cut, cooked crisp and crunchy.

A fun, funky place. When you place an order at the counter, it is written on the back of a heavy-duty paper plate. The plate is passed along to Ken in the short-order kitchen. He makes the food, flips the plate, and uses it as your dinner dish.

K. LAMAY’S

klamayssteamedcheeseburgers.com

690 E. Main St.

Meriden, CT

203-237-8326

L D | $

As national interest in regional American food has blossomed in the last several years, the steamed cheeseburger has been discovered. While it is no longer an obsession known only to denizens of central Connecticut, it remains an acquired taste, the acquisition usually quite difficult for those who did not grow up eating it. Unlike renowned hamburgers elsewhere, this patty has no crunch whatsoever to its surface. At its worst, it resembles a wet sponge. But at its best, it is all juiciness and flavor.

It most definitely is at its best at K. LaMay’s. Kevin LaMay began work in the burger field at Ted’s, which today is the grand old institution of steamers. When he opened his own place, he decided to improve upon the formula. His burgers are bigger—one-third pound, rather than one-quarter pound; they are generously draped with steamed-soft cheese, and they are insanely juicy. One burger with the works, which would be tomato, lettuce, mustard, ketchup, and/or a dollop of the Sweet Baby Ray BBQ sauce on each table, is a big, sloppy, delicious mess. On the side there are French fries and onion rings, interesting potato chips, and locally bottled Foxon Park sodas.

KITCHEN LITTLE

kitchenlittle.org

36 Quarry Rd.

Mystic, CT

860-536-2122

B L D | $

Kitchen Little got big. In the spring of 2012 it moved from its minuscule location on the road to Mystic Seaport and reopened in a spacious setting that overlooks docked boats at the Mystic River Marina. You now can order beer and wine to accompany your cheeseburger, BLT, or lobster roll (available hot and cold).

Breakfast still stars, and “AM Eggstasy” remains the house motto. Omelets are impeccable, as are a variety of benedicts (California = asparagus and crab; Portuguese = chourico sausage and a Portuguese muffin). We love the sizzled-crisp corned beef hash, especially when customized with jalapeño cheese, onions, and sour cream. Kitchen Little’s chowder is exemplary Southern New England–style: steel-gray and briny, with induplicable fresh clam flavor.

We’ve yet to try dinner, served in summer Thursday through Sunday.

LAKESIDE DINER

1050 Long Ridge Rd.

Stamford, CT

203-322-2252

B L | $

A humble eat shop literally at the foot of the southbound Exit 34 ramp off the Merritt Parkway, the Lakeside Diner is set up just like countless other diners, with a counter and stools and a scattering of tables. But there is a big difference: One whole wall is a picture window that overlooks Holts Ice Pond, where waterfowl skim past while customers fork into dandy short-order meals.

Pancakes are very good—thin and buttery, and available loaded with blueberries. Donuts are Lakeside’s main claim to fame. There is no variety; these are simple cake donuts stuck with massive amounts of coarse sugar, great for dunking or eating by the bagful once you are back on the highway.

The menu is huge: all kinds of omelets and pastries, and a full repertoire of lunches that range from wraps and sandwiches to such blue-plate specials as meat loaf with mashed potatoes and gravy—all made from scratch.

LAUREL DINER

544 S. Main St.

Southbury, CT

203-264-8218

B L | $

Hash house connoisseurs should ignore Laurel Diner’s few tables and get a stool at the counter facing the pint-sized 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 pleasure; 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 sunny-side yolks.

LENNY & JOE’S FISH TALE RESTAURANT

ljfishtale.com

1301 Boston Post Rd. (Rt. 1)

Madison, CT

203-245-7289

L D | $$

Lenny & Joe’s opened as a roadside fried-clam stand in 1979. It has since become two large restaurants with menus that range from hot dogs to whole lobster dinners (summertime) to superior fried seafood. Whole-belly 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!

There are two other locations, with table service: at 86 Boston Post Road (Route 1), Westbrook, CT (860-669-0767), and 501 Long Wharf Drive, New Haven, CT (203-691-6619).

LENNY’S

lennysnow.com

205 S. Montowese St.

Branford, CT

203-488-1500

L D | $$

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), 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 spicy, 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, oysters, scallops, fish and chips, and huge butterflied shrimp. Crunch-crusted and clean-flavored, these are consummate fried seafoods, and proof that a crisp, clean crust can be the very best halo for seafood’s natural sweetness.

Lenny’s is a year-round destination. In the fall, every Sunday is turkey dinner day, featuring excellent mashed potatoes and gravy and stuffing. In the summer, diners top off meals with true Yankee strawberry shortcake, made from a sideways-split, unsweet biscuit layered with sliced berries in a thin sugar syrup, crowned with whipped cream.

LETIZIA’S

letiziaspizza.com

666 Main Ave.

Norwalk, CT

203-847-6022

L D | $

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. But it’s pizza that matters.

The crust is terrific. 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 discs 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.

LOBSTER LANDING

152 Commerce St.

Clinton, CT

860-669-2005

L | $$

[image: ] Although lobster is considered the king of North Atlantic seafood and tends to be priced accordingly, it usually tastes best when eaten in the least formal surroundings: at a picnic on the beach or overlooking a harbor, or in a place for which the term “restaurant” seems too grandiose: a shack. In this context, we present for your lobster appreciation an eatery called Lobster Landing.

Technically speaking, the dining area isn’t even a shack. There is a tumbledown, hundred-year-old, wood-frame shanty by the water where you buy lobsters, oysters, and steamer clams to take home and cook. But to eat here, you sit at a plastic table in a sort of picnic area on a broken-clamshell deck that offers a makeshift tent for inclement weather. As for the choice of meals, there are hot dogs, sausage-pepper-onion subs, and lobster rolls.

The lobster roll is all that matters. It is very large—a heap of meat piled into a hollowed-out submarine loaf. The meat is bathed in butter but not swimming in it—all the better to savor the lobster itself. That’s all there is to it: resilient, juicy, ocean-sweet lobster, drawn butter with a soupçon of lemon, and a toasted roll. What could be better?

LOUIS’ LUNCH

louislunch.com

261 Crown St.

New Haven, CT

203-562-5507

L | $

You don’t have to be a hamburger historian to appreciate Louis’ Lunch, which claims to have invented the hamburger. The burgers are unique. They are hand-formed and cooked in ancient metal broilers that let much of the grease drip away, yet they remain juicy enough to sop the toast that encloses them. Yes, toast. There are no buns at Louis’ Lunch for the obvious reason that when Louis Lassen invented the hamburger about six score years ago, there were no hamburger buns. Nor is ketchup available. You can get a slice of tomato on your burger, but ketchup always has been taboo. Other options for the burger are onions, grilled into the burger as it cooks, and Cheez Whiz.

Louis’ Lunch exudes history. The small brick building is outfitted with snug school-desk seats and an ancient wooden counter with years’ worth of initials carved into it. Alas, its fame has made it maddeningly popular, so waiting for a place to sit has become part of the experience.

THE LUNCHBOX

thelunchboxct.com

620 E. Main St.

Meriden, CT

203-238-0313

B L | $

A few years ago, Lunchbox proprietor Anita Dufresne won the “Most Creative” award in a Meriden newspaper’s Battle of the Burgers competition for her Military Burger topped with guacamole, blue cheese, Cheddar, bacon, onion, lettuce, tomato, and mushroom. It’s monumental, but even her regular steamed cheeseburger, maybe adorned with a couple of strips of bacon, packs enough convincing savor to put it in the topmost echelon of central Connecticut steamers.

While burgers are the regional specialty that makes the Lunchbox a siren song to culinary explorers, the menu beyond them is pretty great. We particularly remember a bowl of chicken soup that was as homey as Grandma’s, as well as a plate of well-made Texas-style migas. During a recent Roadfood.com eating tour of Connecticut, several world-class eaters were stopped in their tracks by the unbelievably cheesy steamed cheeseburger omelet.

It should also be mentioned that Anita and her crew infuse the Lunchbox experience with the joie de vivre of a dream diner. They love to chat about food and everything else in the world. Even an antisocial introvert will walk out of this place not just well fed but with spring in his step.

MAMIE’S

mamiesrestaurant.com

162 Baker Rd.

Roxbury, CT


860-210-0618

B L (closed Tues); D (Fri & Sat) | $$

Mamie’s is glorious on a sunny day. Not that there’s anything wrong with the handful of tables inside the bakeshop café, where customers come to chat, read the paper, drink coffee, and eat a handsome meal. The indoor seating is snug, sociable, and relaxed. But the more wonderful seats are outside, on a patio and at picnic tables on a sweeping lawn, where diners look out upon achingly scenic Litchfield County.

As one wants in so bucolic a setting, it is a casual place—the menu lists sandwiches, salads, and a roster of breakfast dishes ranging from familiar (bacon and eggs) to swank (crème brûlée French toast). Silverware comes wrapped in thick linen napkins, and the service, while friendly and familiar, is extraordinarily polite. If you’d like wine with dinner, BYOB.

It’s weekend breakfast (aka brunch) we like best. Perfectly poached eggs come either in a cup or perched atop Mamie’s autumn-root-vegetable hash or summer-vegetable hash. Toast is made from rough-textured seven-grain bread. Other breakfast highlights include banana pancakes and a chorizo omelet and—occasionally available—Mamie’s freshly made beignets. Even the granola is a cut above—served warm and accompanied by fresh fruits.

Among sandwiches, we are suckers for the BLT, made with plenty of thick, smoky bacon, good tomatoes, and fresh lettuce, all best on that seven-grain toast. Locally raised Greyledge Farm beef is used for the hamburgers, thick enough to pack obscene amounts of juiciness that destroys the elegant buns.

Mamie’s began as a bakery, meaning the pastries command attention. Cases display kingly coconut layer cake, banana cake, and big, chewy brownies. From the cooler come Key lime and peanut butter pies.

MODERN APIZZA

modernapizza.com

874 State St.

New Haven, CT

203-776-5306

L D | $$

While it is less famous than Pepe’s and Sally’s, Modern Apizza, a 1930s-era pizzeria on State Street in New Haven, is one of the Earth’s best pizza parlors. Some savvy pizzaphiles consider it the best. “Our brick ovens reach 700 degrees fahrenheit,” Modern’s menu warns. “Some pizzas may blacken around the edges, and even lose their perfect shape due to contact with the brick surface of the oven.” OK with us! While a few patches 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, onions, 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.

O’ROURKE’S DINER

orourkesmiddletown.com

728 Main St.

Middletown, CT

860-346-6101

B L | $$

    [image: ] O’Rourke’s Diner almost perished in 2006 when it was ravaged by a fire. There was no insurance, but regular customers loved it so much that a fund was created to bring it back to life, as good as ever. The lustrous diner made by Mountain View Diners Company has been a Main Street fixture in Middletown, Connecticut, since 1946, and supplements familiar diner fare with the local oddity known as steamed cheeseburger, as well as unpredictable meals from relentlessly creative chef Brian O’Rourke. For example, Brian’s Breakfast: “No two breakfasts are ever the same, and you do not know what you are going to get. Neither do your servers, so do not even try asking!” A few possibilities on the petit déjeuner degustation: duck hash, a waffle topped with barbecued pork, poached eggs with smoked salmon, a Dubliner omelet (corned beef hash and Irish Cheddar), or banana-bread French toast with clotted cream.

PIZZERIA LAURETANO

pizzerialauretano.com

291 Greenwood Ave.

Bethel, CT

203-792-1500

L D | $$

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 at the very top of the oven directly over the smoldering wood pile for a few moments, making sure the top is fully cooked and at the same time giving it a smoky fragrance. We love the plain garlic pizza—really just a gilded flatbread; manna 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

L D | $

Rawley’s opened in 1947 and defined a way of cooking hot dogs that has become gospel for many of the important frank emporia in southwestern Connecticut. Into the deep fryer goes a substantial natural-casing dog. 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-sized: 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. We had our first Rawley’s hot dog on the recommendation of Martha Stewart.

RIDGEFIELD ICE CREAM SHOP

680 Danbury Rd.

Ridgefield, CT

203-438-3094

$

A former Carvel stand, the Ridgefield Ice Cream Shop makes soft-serve ice cream by using machines from Carvel’s early days, when the formula was not pumped full of air. The resulting lick is not sinfully rich or weird-flavored or in any way surprising. But in our book, it is perfect: smooth, pure, and dense, and so perfectly balanced that it tastes right no matter what the weather or time of day. While it is available with all sorts of jimmies, sprinkles, coatings, and nuts, we like ours just the way it comes from the gleaming stainless-steel machine: a swirly mound piled up on an elegant wafer cone. For those who live nearby, there are 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 (pronounce that second word the Neapolitan way, “AH-beets”) 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: 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 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.

Note: Prices at Roseland are high, and some items, such as a dreamy shrimp oreganate pizza we recently had, seem outrageous. That one was more than $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 lunch for two the next day.

SALLY’S APIZZA

sallysapizza.com

237 Wooster St.

New Haven, CT

203-624-5271

D (closed Mon & Tues) | $$

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 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.

SEA SWIRL

seaswirlofmystic.com

30 Williams Ave.

Mystic, CT

860-536-3452

L D (closed in winter) | $$

Decades ago, when we played hooky from school in New Haven, we would drive along the Connecticut shoreline—a festival of good eating that always seemed to culminate in Mystic at Sea Swirl. This utterly informal former Carvel stand served some of the best whole-belly fried clams anywhere. It still does. Sheathed by ineffably tender crust, each clam is a mouthful of sweet ocean flavor that inundates the tongue with pleasure. A full order is a mountain and includes decent French fries and coleslaw. Smaller versions are available, as are clam rolls (fried clams piled into a bun). Even the clam strips are something special, delivering modest bivalve flavor in tiny bites that are amazingly tender.

We seldom venture beyond clams because they are so good, but Sea Swirl offers other excellent fried seafood, especially the scallops, as well as a capacious lobster salad roll, burgers, ten-inch hot dogs, and two kinds of chowder (New England milk and Rhode Island broth). Befitting the location’s original purpose, ice cream of all sorts is available, including hard-pack or soft-serve and made-to-order milk shakes.

SHADY GLEN

840 E. Middle Tpke.

Manchester, CT

860-649-4245

B L D | $

Shady Glen makes baroque 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 some kind of symmetry. The petals of cheese, which may be topped with condiments and are crowned by a bun, are crunchy at their tips but chewy where they blend into the soft parts that adhere to the hamburger. The same cooking technique is used on hot dogs, known as cheesefurters.

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 minced 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.

SPEEDY DONUTS

116 Connecticut Ave.

Norwalk, CT

203-866-0044

B L | $

You need to know about one thing at Speedy Donut: the cruller. Tall and puffy, extravagantly eggy, moist within and croissant-crisp at its swirly edge, it is at once rich and featherweight, tremendously satisfying but easy to eat by twos and fours and sixes. We recommend glazed; the chocolate- and vanilla-frosted crullers are wonderful if you like chocolate and vanilla, but for us, even minimal frosting steals attention from the glory of Speedy Donut’s fragile fried dough.

All kinds of other donuts are arrayed on the shelf in this humble Route 1 diner that has been earning its reputation since 1969, and they are good, albeit not divine like the crullers. Plain cake donuts are dense and creamy, ideal for dunking. Twists are heavy and substantial, the opposite of the ethereal crullers. Fritters also are hefty boys, known here curiously not as fritters but as spiders. The apple-filled glazed spider is breakfast unto itself.

It is possible to come to Speedy Donut for a full, hot meal such as bacon and eggs, breakfast sandwiches, and corned beef hash. Even lunch is served (burgers, hot dishes), but it’s the magnificent crullers that call us back.

STANZIATO’S

stanziatos.com

35 Lake Ave.

Danbury, CT

203-885-1057

L D | $$

Pizzas are traditional Neapolitans, individually sized and baked ultrafast. It is hypnotic to stand at the counter and watch a pizza go from raw to done in less than two minutes. The crust puffs up around the edge and turns golden brown while the cheese melts in the middle and begins to spread.

The toppings roster includes familiar ingredients such as sausage, pepperoni, and mushrooms—all excellent—but this is one place where it pays to venture into the unusual options. Roasted cauliflower pie, for instance, is a devastatingly rich invention gilded with Burrata cheese and truffle oil; a soppressata pie boasts spicy salami from Arthur Avenue and very hot chile peppers; El Diablo features lime-marinated shrimp.

Pizzas star, but salads are by no means second-class menu items. We are smitten with the “winter salad”: chopped romaine, sliced apples, grapes, peppery-sweet roasted pecans, and gorgonzola cheese dressed with maple balsamic vinaigrette. Other worthy dishes (after you have eaten your way through the pizza menu) include chicken wings baked in the wood-fired oven and a marvelous “mac ’n’ cheese” that actually is a mix of couscous and roasted cauliflower.

★ SUPER DUPER WEENIE

superduperweenie.com

306 Black Rock Tpke.

Fairfield, CT

203-334-DOGS

L D | $

We’ve been on the Super Duper Weenie bandwagon since it was a food truck. It is now a restaurant, albeit an extremely casual one, 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 hamburgers are terrific; from-scratch soups and sandwiches are first-rate too.)

The dogs are firm-fleshed franks made especially for SDW, which splits and grills them until their outsides turn a little crusty. They are sandwiched in fresh rolls and adorned with made-here condiments that include sweet onion sauce and hot relish. Chef Gary Zemola makes choosing easy 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

sycamoredrivein.com

282 Greenwood Ave.

Bethel, CT

203-748-2716

B L D | $

Hamburgers at the Sycamore Drive-In are golf-ball-sized spheres of meat that get slapped onto the grill, then spatula-flattened so intensely that 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.

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

tedsrestaurant.com

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 it does not exist in eastern or western Connecticut. 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 its squishy satisfaction. Curiously, the dish was created in the 1920s when eating steamed food was a health fad.

WETHERSFIELD PIZZA HOUSE

955 Silas Deane Hwy.

Wethersfield, CT

860-529-2112

L D (closed Sun) | $

Despite its name, Wethersfield Pizza House makes the Roadfood roster for sandwiches. In particular, we’re talking about grinders, a local term for stuffed torpedoes of bread known elsewhere as subs, heroes, po’ boys, or zeps. In this family-run, thirty-plus-year-old storefront, the grinders are magnificent. Chicken cutlets head the list, offered in the traditional Italian way—topped with sauce and provolone—or American-style with lettuce, tomato, and mayonnaise. Both are grand, thanks to the cutlets themselves, which are made from chicken cooked and carved on premises every morning, breaded with homemade crumbs that feature rich, spicy seasoning and fried to a crisp in clean oil. We give the nod to the Italian-style version mostly because of the sauce, which, like just about everything else in this humble eatery, is made from scratch using old family recipes. Did we mention that each sandwich is piled four cutlets high, making it nearly impossible to fit into even the biggest mouth? A whole one, which is sixteen inches long, is a challenge for the most capacious appetite. Even an eight-inch “half” is a sizable meal.

Other hot grinders include meatball (made in house, of course), eggplant Parmesan, fried mozzarella with marinara sauce, and pepper and eggs. Among the cold grinders is an awesome Italian special—a mile-high pileup of ham, cotto salami, Genoa salami, provolone, lettuce, tomato, peppers, oil, and vinegar.

As for the pizza, it’s really more like flatbread with a somewhat chewy, medium-thin crust, shockingly ungreasy. There are more interesting pizzas in the state of Connecticut. But there are no better grinders.

(Thanks to Roadfood.com contributor “ketteract” for alerting us to this gem.)

★ ZUPPARDI’S
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