
old chicago restaurants history
Old Chicago restaurants history is a rich tapestry woven through time, reflecting the
city’s diverse culture, culinary evolution, and the stories of the people who called this
vibrant metropolis home. From humble beginnings in the 19th century to the gastronomic
powerhouse it is today, Chicago's dining scene has undergone significant transformations.
This article delves into the fascinating history of old Chicago restaurants, exploring their
origins, iconic establishments, and the impact they've had on the culinary landscape.

The Beginnings of Chicago's Culinary Scene

In the mid-1800s, Chicago was a burgeoning city, rapidly expanding thanks to its strategic
location as a transportation hub. The arrival of the railroad and the Great Chicago Fire of
1871 catalyzed growth and reshaped the city. As immigrants flooded in, they brought their
culinary traditions, laying the groundwork for what would become a diverse and vibrant
food scene.

The Influence of Immigrants

The waves of immigrants that settled in Chicago introduced a variety of cuisines. Key
groups included:

German Immigrants: Brought sausages, pretzels, and beer gardens, leading to the
establishment of iconic beer halls.

Italian Immigrants: Introduced pasta, pizza, and a plethora of regional dishes,
paving the way for the Italian beef sandwich.

Polish Immigrants: Added pierogis, kielbasa, and other Eastern European delights
to the city's culinary repertoire.

Chinese Immigrants: Established the first Chinese restaurants, which would later
evolve into the rich array of Asian cuisines found today.

These diverse influences not only shaped the restaurant scene but also contributed to
Chicago's identity as a melting pot of cultures.

Iconic Old Chicago Restaurants

As the city grew, so did its dining establishments. Some of the most beloved restaurants



that emerged during this time have become legends in their own right.

1. The Berghoff

Founded in 1898 by German immigrant Herman Berghoff, The Berghoff is a quintessential
Chicago eatery. Originally a beer bar, it became famous for its German cuisine and is often
credited with introducing the concept of German-style beer gardens in the U.S. The
Berghoff has remained a family-owned operation, offering a glimpse into the past with its
traditional fare and historic décor.

2. Portillo's Hot Dogs

Portillo's began as a hot dog stand in 1963 and has grown into a Chicago institution.
Known for its Chicago-style hot dogs, Italian beef sandwiches, and chocolate cake,
Portillo's captures the essence of classic Chicago dining. Its success showcases the city's
affinity for casual yet quality food.

3. Lou Malnati's Pizzeria

Established in 1971, Lou Malnati's is one of the most recognized names in Chicago deep-
dish pizza. The Malnati family has been serving up their signature crust and fresh
toppings for decades, making it a must-visit for locals and tourists alike. The restaurant's
commitment to quality ingredients and traditional recipes has helped it maintain its
legacy.

4. The Pump Room

Opened in 1938 within the Ambassador East Hotel, The Pump Room was renowned for its
glamorous atmosphere and celebrity clientele. It played a significant role in the social
scene of Chicago, attracting stars from Hollywood's Golden Age. While it has undergone
several changes over the years, its history remains an integral part of Chicago's dining
narrative.

The Evolution of Dining: From Diners to Fine
Dining

The evolution of old Chicago restaurants also reflects broader societal changes, including
shifts in dining preferences and economic conditions.



The Rise of Diners

In the early to mid-20th century, diners became a staple of American dining culture, and
Chicago was no exception. These establishments offered a casual atmosphere and
affordable meals, catering to the working class. Some notable diners include:

Edzo's Burger Shop: A modern take on the classic diner experience, known for its
gourmet burgers and milkshakes.

Lou's Diner: A beloved spot for breakfast and comfort food, featuring a vintage vibe
and hearty portions.

The Emergence of Fine Dining

As the city evolved, so did its dining scene. The late 20th century saw the rise of fine
dining establishments, which focused on upscale cuisine and elegant ambiance.
Restaurants like Alinea, which opened in 2005, exemplify this trend. Known for its
innovative approach to modernist cuisine, Alinea has earned multiple Michelin stars and
has solidified Chicago's reputation as a culinary destination.

The Impact of Chicago's Restaurant Scene Today

Today, old Chicago restaurants continue to influence the city's culinary landscape. They
serve as reminders of the city’s rich history and cultural diversity, while also paving the
way for new trends and innovations.

Culinary Tours and Food Festivals

Chicago's historical restaurants have become popular stops on culinary tours, allowing
visitors to experience the city's heritage firsthand. Additionally, food festivals like the
Chicago Gourmet celebrate the city's culinary diversity, showcasing both classic and
contemporary dishes.

Preservation of Culinary Heritage

The legacy of old Chicago restaurants is also preserved through initiatives aimed at
recognizing and promoting local food culture. Organizations like the Chicago Food History
Project work to document and celebrate the city's culinary history, ensuring that the
stories of these iconic establishments are not forgotten.



Conclusion

In conclusion, the old Chicago restaurants history is a captivating journey through
time, reflecting the city's evolution and its diverse cultural influences. From the immigrant
roots that shaped its early dining scene to the iconic establishments that continue to thrive
today, Chicago's restaurants tell a story of resilience, innovation, and community. As the
culinary landscape continues to evolve, the legacy of these historic eateries will
undoubtedly play a vital role in shaping the future of dining in the Windy City. Whether
you're indulging in a classic Italian beef sandwich or savoring a gourmet dish in a fine
dining restaurant, the flavors of old Chicago will always hold a special place in the hearts
of its residents and visitors alike.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the Berghoff Restaurant in
Chicago's dining history?
The Berghoff Restaurant, established in 1898, is significant for being one of the first
places in Chicago to serve German cuisine and is known for its historic beer garden,
contributing to the city's culinary heritage.

Which Chicago restaurant is considered the oldest
continuously operating restaurant in the city?
The 'The Italian Village,' founded in 1927, is considered the oldest continuously operating
restaurant in Chicago, renowned for its authentic Italian cuisine and rich history.

How did the Great Chicago Fire of 1871 impact the
restaurant scene?
The Great Chicago Fire of 1871 destroyed much of the city, including numerous
restaurants, but it also led to a rebuilding phase that introduced new culinary influences
and a diverse range of dining establishments.

What role did the Chicago World's Fair of 1893 play in
popularizing certain cuisines?
The Chicago World's Fair of 1893 introduced visitors to a variety of international cuisines,
particularly highlighting Chicago's food culture and setting the stage for future culinary
diversity in the city.

Which famous Chicago restaurant was known for its



deep-dish pizza?
Pizzeria Uno, opened in 1943, is famous for popularizing Chicago-style deep-dish pizza,
making it a beloved staple of the city's food scene.

What impact did Prohibition have on Chicago's
restaurant industry?
Prohibition in the 1920s led to the rise of speakeasies and underground dining
experiences, significantly altering the restaurant landscape, with many establishments
adapting to serve illicit drinks and food.

Can you name a historic Chicago restaurant that was
associated with the mob?
The Green Mill Cocktail Lounge, established in 1907, is historically associated with Al
Capone and the mob, becoming a famed speakeasy during Prohibition and a significant
part of Chicago's nightlife history.

What is the history behind the famous Chicago hot dog?
The Chicago hot dog, which became popular in the 1920s, is known for its unique toppings
and has roots in the city's German and immigrant communities, representing the diverse
culinary influences in Chicago's history.

Which old Chicago restaurant is known for its fine
dining and celebrity clientele?
The Pump Room, established in 1938 in the Ambassador East Hotel, is known for its fine
dining experience and has attracted numerous celebrities, making it a significant part of
Chicago's upscale dining history.
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