'BLACKBOOK

Pastries baked in
the wood-fired
oven at Sub Rosa
Bakery; shrimp
and cheddar grits
at Chez Foushee.

THE PERIPATETIC GOURMET

RICHMOND

THE NEXT GREAT AMERICAN FOOD CITY

In Virginia’s capital, contemporary but roots-based Southern restaurants are changing the game by mixing
down-home flavors with cuisine inspired by the state’s varying coastal and farm regions. BY COLMAN ANDREWS

meaty jumbo crab cake topped

with crisp country bacon and

sandwiched between two slices

of tart fried green tomato; creamy

cheddar grits heightened with
smoked king portobello mushrooms; home-
made cavatelli pasta tossed with fresh fava
beans and juicy rabbit confit; moist choco-
late-and-peanut-butter doughnuts still warm
from the oven....These are some of the most
mouthwatering dishes I've eaten this year,
and I found them all in a city that might not
even make most people’s top 25 list of best
food towns in America: Richmond.
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On the James River in east-central Vir-
ginia, the capital is a leafy, hilly city. Thomas
Jefferson, James Madison and Edgar Allan
Poe, among many others, walked its streets
(as did, much later, such local-born celebri-
ties as brother-and-sister movie legends War-
ren Beatty and Shirley MacLaine, author
Tom Wolfe and tennis star Arthur Ashe). It
was here, in St. John’s Church, that Patrick
Henry delivered his “Give me liberty or give
me death!” speech in 1775.

During the Civil War, Richmond was
the capital of the Confederacy, and the
city’s Old South associations are still vivid:

Tourist signs point to the Historic Slave Trail,
statues of Confederate war leaders stand
proudly along a major avenue and grizzled
old-timers sometimes hold full-size Confed-
erate flags outside the Confederate Memorial
Chapel, looking as if they’re still angry that
their side lost.

There’s far more to Richmond than its his-
toric past, however. Today, with a population
of about 214,000 (plus another million or so
in the surrounding area), it is home to three
universities, six Fortune 500 companies (Al-
tria and CarMax, among them) and a lively
arts and theater community. Plus, in the last
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of thin, golden-hued dough lightly specked

with scallions, meant to be torn into shards

and dipped into a sourish curry sauce—
remarkable. Dry-fried eggplant, a Chang
invention, consists of small eggplant batons
cooked in a crunchy, cumin-scented corn-
starch batter and tossed with cilantro, scallions
and dried red chiles. Garlicky sour-sweet bang
bang shrimp; Shan City chicken spiced with
chiles and mouth-numbing Sichuan pepper-
corns; a fried boneless whole tilapia, its flesh
scored into bite-size cubes in a non-cloying
sweet-and-sour sauce with pine nuts—food
like this will make you forget every mediocre
Americanized Chinese meal you've ever had.
There’s obviously a strong community
of food lovers in Richmond. You see them
buying pesticide-free produce and sipping
kombucha on tap at Ellwood Thompson'’s
Local Market (4 N. Thompson St; 804-359-7525;
ellwoodthompsons.com), a sort of homegrown
Whole Foods; standing in line at Tanya Cau-
then’s Belmont Butchery (15 N. Belmont Ave.; 804-
422-8519; belmontbutcherycom) for hormone-free
beef, pork, veal and poultry or some of the
varied sausage and charcuterie the shop pro-
duces seasonally; or raiding the stalls at one
of the dozen-plus farmers’ markets in and
around the city—one of which, called 17th
Street, is said to be the oldest continuously
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The dining room
at Chez Foushee

BOTH BEDBY THE CITY'S CREATIVE FERMEN
AND HELPING TO NOURISH T IS A

VIGEBROUS FOOD SCENE

AS GOOD AS ANYTHING IN NEW YORK.

operating farmers’ market in America, exist-
ing on this spot since 1737.

Hungry locals visit Sally Bell’s Kitchen
(708 W. Grace St.; 804-644-2838; sallybellskitchen.com)
weekdays for mocha-devil’s-food cupcakes
or chicken-salad sandwiches on house-baked
rolls; buy wood-fired stone-ground-wheat
bread at Sub Rosa (B 620 N. 25th St.; 804-788-7672;
subrosabakery.com); pick up a ﬂaky
beef short rib pie at the Proper
Pie Co. (2505 E. Broad St., 100; 804-343-

7437; properpieco.com). Sunday morn-
ings they crowd into the tiny WPA Bakery
(2707 E. Marshall St.; 804-716-9797; wpabakery.com) for
just-made doughnuts in such flavors as coffee
and that extraordinary chocolate peanut but-
ter. And, of course, they fill restaurant seats.

The Roosevelt (623 N. 25th St; 804-658-1935;
rooseveltrva.com), with its hand-stenciled walls
and tin ceiling, has a 1930s look to it, but
the food might be called updated Southern.
That means such dishes as pimento cheese
(the cheese-and-pimento spread that is more
or less the paté of the South) with homemade
potato chips, and, if you're lucky, deep-fried

sugar toads—sweet little puffer fish caught
the nearby Chesapeake Bay, cloaked in a li
fish-and-chips-style batter. (They take tk
nickname from their “less than Vogue-wor
appearance,” as Virginia food writer 2
cookbook author Kendra Bailey Morris p
it.) Oh, and for dessert, a dense chocol
cake that gets its moisture from Coca-Col:

Millie’s Diner (2603 E. Main St; 804-643-=
milliesdinercom) is undeniably a diner, witl
seven-seat counter and little jukeboxes at
wooden booths, but it’s a diner with a tast
menu in the evenings and a serious wine |
The real action here, though, is the weeke
brunch, when two short-order cooks work
in the front window turn out, among ot
filling breakfast specialities, excellent cr
and-egg enchiladas. Also popular for bru
is The Black Sheep (H 901 W. Marshall St.; 804-
1300; blacksheeprva.com), famous for its “gD
eggs and lamb” (a pesto-and-spinach frit
with grilled lamb and pork sausage).

The Magpie (1301 W. Leigh St.; 804-269-0023;
magpierva.com), meanwhile, is a gastropub w
a great neighborhood vibe. The ment

WHERE TO STAY

ichmond is a chain-hotel
Rtown. All the big brands—

Hilton, Omni, Marriott,
Westin, Hyatt and the rest—
are represented. But there
are three independent, more
boutique-style hotels that
provide local flavor as alterna-
tives to the chains.

The Berkeley Hotel (rooms,
from $115; 1200 E. Cary St.; 804-780-
1300; berkeleyhotel.com) is a pleas-
ant, if somewhat anonymous,
55-room hotel on a cobble-
stoned street in the lively—and
occasionally noisy—Shockoe
Slip neighborhood. Flatscreen
TVs, free WiFi and Gilchrist &
Soames toiletries are among
the amenities. Ask for one of the
rooms with a lovely city view.

Linden Row Inn (rooms,
from $100; 100 E. Franklin St.;
804-783-7000; lindenrowinn.com)
is an assemblage of 19th-
century Greek Revival row
houses where Edgar Allan
Poe spent his childhood
playing in the garden that
is now the hotel’s courtyard,

a lovely space for eating
breakfast or sipping wine. The
70 rooms are modestly fur-
nished with an appropriately
old-fashioned feel to

them, though the facilities

are up-to-date.

The Jefferson Hotel (rooms,
from $305; 101 W. Franklin St.;
804-788-8000; jeffersonhotel
.com) is the grande dame of the
city’s hotels: a 140-room 1895

institution that once boaste:
live alligators in the Palm
Court lobby and, until 1937,
priced its rooms at $1.50 a
night (a private bath raised
nightly price by a dollar). The
ornate lobby areas, with the
monumental staircases, faux
marble columns and stained
glass skylights, host afterno,
tea, a sumptuous Sunday
brunch and all the importan
local social affairs. Rooms a
handsomely accoutred, and
Lemaire, its restaurant, is or
of the best in town. —C. A.
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constantly being updated; on my visit there
were roasted Brussels sprouts with aged
vincotro, Georgia olive oil and Gruyere,
and soba noodles in a pig’s-head broth with
pork shoulder and a six-minute egg.
Rappahannock (320 £. Grace St.; 804-545-0565),
one of two Virginia restaurants owned by the
Rappahannock Oyster Company---which
farms oysters in the Rappahannock River,
east of Richmond—serves impeccably fresh
oysters (Rappahannocks, Stingrays, Olde
Salts); excellent, if unconventional, fluke
ceviche with Castelvetrano olives and wa-
termelon radishes; and a range of other just-
caught local seafood. Postbellum (323 W. Main
St 804-353-7678; postbellumrichmond.com) s a l’)lg,
raucous tavern with a seductive roof terrace, a
plethora of craft beers (several from Virginia,
among them Richmond’s Hardywood Dry
Irish Stout, dense and chocolatey) and an
unusual menu that includes chicken confit
leg with grapes and smoked clams, and those
king portobello mushrooms with cheddar
grits. Chez Foushee (2 E. Grace St.; 804-648-3225;
chezfoushee com) brings a New Orleans flavor to
its Cajun boudin balls with white rémoulade
and shrimp and green-chile cheddar grits.

y favorite dishes in the breezy

dining room at Pasture (416 E.

Grace St.; 804-780-0416; pastureva.com)

were  boiled-peanut  hummus

(yes) with hot-sauce oil and very crispy ham-

cured pork ribs glazed with mayonnaise-

based Alabama white sauce. Heritage (1627 W.

Main St.; 804-353-4060; heritagerva.com) has a bar-

and-grill atmosphere and a menu that in-

cludes pimento-cheese croquettes with

smoked-tomato aioli (not to be missed)

and that superb cavatelli pasta with rabbit
confit and fava beans.

For some reason, Amuse

St.: 804-562-0138; acaciarestaurant.com) feels more
Miami than Richmond, but the daily menu
uses locally sourced ingredients, including
scallops, tilefish, black sea bass and grouper
caught off the Virginia coast. Given Reitzer’s
reputation—he is widely recognized as a
fine-dining pioneer in the area—-the night I
was there T was surprised by an appetizer of
duck breast with red-chile sauce: a few sad
slices of meat with a goopy puddle and no
sign of the promised cucumber salad. The
kitchen redeemed itself, though, with sau-
téed rockfish in a shrimp nagewith wild-rice
gnocchi and roasted sunchokes.

The best upscale restaurant in town is
Lemaire (101 W. Franklin St; 804-649-4629; lemaire
restaurant.com), in the historic Jefferson Hortel,

Restaurant (200 N. Blvd.; 804-
340-1580; vmfa.museum), upstairs
at the Virginia Museum of

Confit chicken
leg withred grapes
and watercress
from Postbellum

Fine Arts, doesn’ get a lot of
press. | can't imagine why. Chef Greg Hal-
ey’s cooking is inventive, with a distinct but
unforced Southern accent. Curry-scented
fried oysters, small and sweet, were first-rate,
and the aforementioned crab cake, contain-
ing almost nothing but delicious crab, was
truly memorable. So was the homemade
herb foccacia bread.

The stylish contemporary interior of chef
Dale Reitzer’s Acacia Mid-Town (2601 W. Cary
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where Walter Bundy, an alumnus of The
French Laundry, has been executive chef since
2001, using, as he says, “as many local ingre-
dients as I can get my hands on.” When I
was there Bundy combined “chicken fried”
Chesapeake Bay Barcat oysters with Carolina
Gold Rice “middlins” (broken grains), crispy
salsify and Dave and Dee’s oyster mush-
rooms; and cosseted grouper fillets in brown
butter served with wild-rice pilaf, bok choy,
amFOG shiitakes and toasted almond cream.

“Virginia is a terrific place for food,” says
Bundy. “We embrace what’s around us, and
we have so much at our fingertips.” Rich-

mond, he adds, has great possibilities as a
food capirtal. “We have a lot to offer. We just
haven’t been discovered yet.” +




