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by Gabriella Gershenson

If you want to dream up some new snacks that jive with your cock-

tail menu, there are a few marks you have to hit—salty enough to 

keep guests drinking, rich enough to satisfy in a bite or two, and 

substantial enough to keep the party going. The growing number 

of snacks on restaurant menus is undoubtedly linked to the promi-

nent role cocktails have come to play in the meal. 

And it’s no surprise that many chefs look to the past for the 

perfect bite. There’s something uniquely retro about pairing 

guilty-pleasure nibbles with a cocktail-fueled evening. Those of 

us who didn’t live through the ’50s or the ’60s have even still seen 

enough TV to understand that cocktail parties wouldn’t have been 

complete without finger foods to take the edge off the booze. 

Thankfully, these days, the drinks are better, and so are the eats. 

And like classic cocktails, throwback dishes have been adapted to 

suit quality-conscious, ingredient-driven tastes, while maintaining 

their retro allure. Dip no longer comes from a packet of onion soup 

mix, meatballs aren’t solely Swedish affairs in brown sauce, deviled 

eggs have long since moved on from the church picnic, and so has 

pimiento cheese. What’s old is new again, and it’s better than ever. 

FROM CHIPS TO DIPS TO DEVILED EGGS, 

RETRO SNACKS ARE BACK

Kitsch



FOR RECIPES AND MORE, VISIT plateonline.com JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2017 plate 25

spotlightthrowbacksnacks

Seven-layer hummus with falafel 

crackers, $12, Cassie Piuma and 

Maura Kilpatrick, Sarma, Somerville, 

Mass. RECIPE, p. 82.
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THE DEVIL IS IN THE EGGS

“Cocktails give you an opportunity to 

change what you’re drinking each round, 

and for that reason, they lend them-

selves well to the brevity of snacks,” says 

Neal Brown, chef/owner of the Libertine 

Liquor Bar in Indianapolis. One of the sig-

natures on Brown’s menu is his offering 

of deviled eggs, three ways. “Deviled eggs 

kind of have a picnic-y reputation, some-

thing you take to family gatherings,” says 

Brown. “What do you do at family gather-

ings? You drink.” 

The base of Brown’s deviled eggs is the 

familiar filling of yolks mashed with mayo 

and mustard, piped into hard-cooked 

whites, but he riffs from there. In one 

rendition, he soaks the whites in a beet-

juice brine until they take on a hot-pink 

tint, then tops the filling with grated fresh 

horseradish. The second is a classic dev-

iled egg embellished with just chives and 

hot sauce. The third and most luxurious: 

smoked trout mashed into the filling and 

Kentucky spoonfish caviar dolloped on 

top (recipe, plateonline.com). His trick for 

the freshest filling? “We vacuum-seal our 

fillings in plastic pastry bags, which gives 

them a really great shelf life,” says Brown. 

“Since it’s under vacuum, it also helps 

maintain the color of the egg yolk.”

Alba Huerta, barkeep/owner of the 

Houston cocktail bar Julep, takes an even 

more decadent approach to deviled eggs. 

Her bar’s high-low version of the snack 

involves dredging halved, hollowed-out 

egg whites in a mixture of panko, flour, 

cayenne and paprika, then frying them 

until they’re crunchy and golden. She 

spikes the yolk mixture with aïoli, which is 

piped into the egg white shells and topped 

with whitefish caviar ($12, recipe, p. 35). 

The inspiration for the dish is local: “If 

you own a fryer and you live in the South, 

you’ve pretty much tried to deep-fry most 

foods,” Huerta says.

At Chicago’s Momotaro, Jason Beliveau 

uses deviled eggs as a vehicle for upcy-

cling delectable leftovers from his iza-

kaya. “We do these king crab legs on the 

grill. We get the best Alaskan king crab 

for it, but we only use the middle part of 

the legs and have all these extra knuck-

les,” he says. “We were stockpiling tasty 

pieces that aren’t aesthetically beautiful.”

The solution? Use them in deviled eggs 

($7, recipe, plateonline.com). “The idea 

of taking something and heightening it is 

incredibly Japanese and fits in with the 

idea of American snack food,” Beliveau 

Cheese poufs, $9, Vinnie 

Cimino, The Greenhouse Tavern, 

Cleveland, Ohio. RECIPE, p. 80.

spotlightthrowbacksnacks
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notes, adding that authentic Japanese 

ingredients are essential to achieving the 

picnic-meets-izakaya flavor. “You need 

to use really good Japanese curry, and 

Japanese mayonnaise is key.” But his 

most important advice? “Really take care 

of your crab. As soon as your customer 

bites down on crispy crab shell, it’s game 

over.”

GO FOR A DIP

Dip may be the ultimate retro appetizer. 

Remember the scene in Mad Men when 

Pete Campbell got not one, but two chip-

and-dips as a wedding gift? Dip never 

goes out of style. Take The Clam in New 

York City, where Mike Price’s clam dip—

inspired by his grandmother’s recipe—

is one of the most popular items on the 

menu. “If there’s three quarts of clams 

and three quarts of sour cream, it’s 

really thick with clams—that’s the key,” 

says Price. 

To up the pedigree of the classic dip, 

Price cooks top neck or cherrystone 

clams in wine, herbs and garlic, then 

removes them from their shells and chops 

them into a small dice. “The hardest 

part is cooking and opening the clams,” 

says Price. “Once that’s done, it’s just 

mixing the ingredients together.” Those 

would be hot sauce, sour cream, chives, 

Worcestershire sauce and a good sprinkle 

of salt. The vehicles for delivering the dip 

into your mouth are housemade potato 

chips, cut lengthwise on a slicer and sea-

soned with Old Bay salt ($14, recipe, pla-

teonline.com).

Dip is a more elaborate affair at 

Chicago’s Punch House. “At the end of the 

day, a lovely light fish crudo is delicious, 

but when you’re drinking whiskey and 

partying a little bit, you need some fat on 

your bones,” says Chef Jared Wentworth. 

He answers that need with his baked 

blue crab dip, an upgrade of a simpler 

version made by his mom. He starts 

with peekytoe crab from Maine, a vari-

ety with sweet meat. Since baked dips 

like this need a cracker-crumb topping, 

Wentworth makes his own Ritz-style 

crackers to do the job. And instead of 

using jarred artichokes, he makes his 

artichokes en barigoule into a relish, then 

heaps it on top ($16, recipe, p. 32). “It’s a 

refined crab dip made with really good 

ingredients,” Wentworth says.

Another classic American party snack 

is seven-layer dip. Cassie Piuma reimag-

ines the Southwestern dish through a 

Cocktail meatballs, $12, 

Allison Condon, Billy Sunday, 

Chicago. RECIPE, p. 81.

spotlightthrowbacksnacks
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Middle Eastern lens at her restaurant, 

Sarma, in Somerville, Mass. Her creation 

is seven layers of mezzes, including hum-

mus, a salsa-like dip called ezme, avo-

cado-yogurt purée with cumin, Turkish 

eggplant salad, and any of the following 

for the last layers: toasted pine nuts, kala-

mata olives, fried chickpeas, feta, sea-

soned Greek yogurt, marinated beans or 

basturma (Turkish air-dried beef). 

For the best hummus, Piuma recom-

mends splurging on high-quality tahini. In 

place of tortilla chips, Maura Kilpatrick, 

pastry chef at sister restaurants Oleana 

and Sofra, created falafel crackers for 

dunking. “Snacks are a big deal at Sarma,” 

says Piuma of the restaurant, which is 

modeled after the traditional meyhanes 

(eating and drinking houses) of Turkey. 

“We have an entire section of the menu 

devoted to quick bites that are salty, 

crunchy, rich and satisfying, which is 

what you crave when you’re knocking 

back a few drinks.” The falafel cracker is 

based on the most popular baked good 

at Sofra, a crunchy cornmeal flatbread 

called “crick crack.” To make the falafel 

cracker, Kilpatrick subs in chickpea flour 

for some of the crick crack’s cornmeal, 

adds allspice and cumin and incorporates 

tahini into a buttermilk mixture. The key 

to its success, says Kilpatrick, is letting 

the dough rest. “That’s really important 

because the dough can spring right back 

when you cut it,” she says. “It shrinks 

immediately if it’s not rested completely.” 

Rolling the dough out thin enough and 

letting the crackers get color while bak-

ing are also important to getting the 

desired crispiness.

SAY CHEESE

Any discussion about retro snacks 

wouldn’t be complete without some-

thing insanely cheesy. Enter the 

pimiento cheese poufs from Cleveland’s 

Greenhouse Tavern. The marriage of 

Southern pimiento cheese and hot, fluffy 

gougères is the brainchild of chef de cui-

sine Vinnie Cimino. “My mother’s from 

Alabama, so I spent a lot of time in the 

South eating a lot of pimiento cheese,” 

says Cimino. “I wanted to bring a piece of 

my childhood to my customers.”

In Cimino’s quest to give diners “real-

deal pimiento cheese,” he asked local farm-

ers to grow pimiento peppers specifically 

for the restaurant. Cimino roasts them, 

smokes Cheddar, folds both into house-

made aïoli, then adds housemade gochu-

jang. He then mixes the pimiento cheese 

Deep-fried deviled eggs, $12, 

Alba Huerta, Julep, Houston, 

Texas. RECIPE, p. 35.

spotlightthrowbacksnacks
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into pâte à choux. “Pimiento cheese is 

awesome on its own, but in pâte à choux 

dough it kind of started to bland out,” says 

Cimino. “That’s why we went with gochu-

jang and started smoking the Cheddar, to 

achieve a smoky flavor, which really comes 

through.”

Cimino deep-fries nuggets of dough 

and serves the golden orbs with a remou-

lade made from chopped bread-and-but-

ter pickles dressed with more aïoli ($9, 

recipe, p. 80). These beauties live in the 

“Firsts” section of the menu, which is 

exactly what it sounds like—starters to 

whet your appetite.

MEAT OF THE MATTER

The cocktail meatball is another classic 

snack, but Allison Condon of Chicago’s 

Billy Sunday was inspired to create 

Oven-roasted blue crab dip
Chef Jared Wentworth, Punch House, 
Chicago

Yield: 4 servings

Menu price: $16; food cost/serving: N/A

Peekytoe crab meat 2 Lb

Mirepoix, brunoise 2 C

Artichokes 4 each

White wine 2 C

Olive oil  2 C

Egg yolks 2 each

Canola oil 1 C

Lemon juice 2 tsp

Salt as needed

Mozzarella, shredded 1 C 

Cream cheese 1/2 C

Old Bay seasoning 2 TBS 

Butter crackers as needed

Pickled red onion, diced as needed

Pickled artichoke, diced as needed

Micro cilantro as needed

Micro basil as needed

Baguette 1 each 

1. Clean crab meat of all shells. 

2. Heat a sheen of oil in a sauté pan and 
cook mirepoix until tender, 5 to 6 minutes. 
Cool and reserve.

3. Cook artichokes in wine and olive oil un-
til tender. Let cool. Clean artichoke chokes 
and outer leaves, then small dice. 

4. In a mixer, blend egg yolks with canola 
oil until a mayonnaise is formed. Add lem-
on juice and salt.

5. Place crab, mirepoix, artichokes, moz-
zarella, cream cheese, Old Bay seasoning 
and 1 cup lemon aïoli (from step 4) in a 
mixer and mix on low setting until well 
incorporated.

6. Place in an oven-proof dish. Crush 
butter crackers and top crab mixture with 
crushed crackers.

7. Bake in oven at 350 degrees F until crust 
is golden and crab is bubbling, about 15 
minutes. Garnish with red onion, artichoke 
relish, cilantro and basil and serve with 
baguette.

spotlightthrowbacksnacks
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Source: Technomic Consumer Survey, 2016

When customers think 

turkey, they think Butterball. 

Nearly 60% think of ordering 

an item from seeing the 

Butterball name on a restaurant 

menu. Three in fi ve think of 

trying new dishes. We think 

your choice for turkey is clear.
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her version when figuring out how to 

update her summer menu with local 

produce. “I was brainstorming with a 

coworker, who was talking about a dish 

her mom used to make during the hol-

idays—apples and sausage stuffing,” 

says Condon. “It got my brain working.” 

That’s when Condon’s cocktail meat-

balls with peach sauce were born. She 

grills peaches over a wood fire until 

they are caramelized and smoky, then 

uses the fruit as the base for a sweet-

sour barbecue sauce. To amplify the fla-

vor of the meatballs, Condon mixes gar-

lic confit and regular minced garlic into 

a ground pork mixture. Steamed rice 

and quick-pickled jalapeños round out 

the dish ($12, recipe, p. 81).

Stick-to-your-ribs bar food is also a 

hallmark at The Dead Rabbit in New 

York City. The lamb chops are one 

of the most popular items on Joseph 

Mallol’s menu. The meat lollipops are 

as straightforward as can be—frenched 

chops marinated in rosemary, olive oil, 

garlic and thyme, then grilled and fin-

ished with cumin salt ($8, recipe, pla-

teonline.com). “It’s not like other types 

of cuts that need to be tenderized or 

marinated over a long period of time,” 

says Mallol. “Lamb has its own unique 

flavor.” 

The accompanying dipping sauce is 

just mint jelly mixed with grainy mustard, 

but Mallol swears by it. “That combina-

tion of mint and lamb has been around 

for ages,” says Mallol. “Escoffier’s been 

doing that since the beginning of time, 

and those are the people I look up to.”

Gabriella Gershenson’s favorite guilty-pleasure 

snack is Cheetos.

Deep-fried deviled eggs 
Owner Alba Huerta, Julep, Houston, Texas 

Yield: 7 servings

Menu price: $12; food cost/serving: N/A

Water as needed

Baking soda 1 C

Eggs 14 each

Garlic aïoli  6 TBS

Creole mustard 2 TBS

Kosher salt 3 1/2 TBS,  
 divided

Hot sauce 2 TBS

Freshly ground black pepper 1 1/2 TBS

Flour 3 C

Panko breadcrumbs 1 C 

Paprika 6 TBS

Cayenne pepper 1 TBS

Egg wash as needed

Oil as needed

Whitefish caviar 9 TBS

Truffle salt as needed

Bundled greens 7 each

1. Bring water to a boil with baking soda. 
Add eggs and cook for 8 minutes. Chill 
eggs in ice bath, then peel eggs.

2. Cut eggs in half. Remove yolks and 
place in a large mixing bowl. Set whites 
aside. Crush yolks and add aïoli, mustard, 
1/2 tablespoon salt, hot sauce and pepper. 
Mix well.

3. In another mixing bowl add flour, panko, 
3 tablespoons salt, paprika and cayenne 
and mix well.

4. Dredge whites of eggs in egg wash, then 
place in flour mixture. 

5. Fry egg whites at 370 degrees F for 
about 3 minutes, or until golden brown. 
Place fried eggs on a paper towel to soak 
up any excess oil.

6. To serve, place fried egg halves on plate 
and pipe in filling. Top each egg with 1 tea-
spoon caviar and finish each with a pinch 
of truffle salt. Garnish plate with bundled 
greens. 


