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The James Beard Restau-
rant and Chef Awards are at 6 
p.m. Monday at the Lyric Opera 
of Chicago, marking the 36th 
anniversary of the awards and 
the 11th year the ceremony has 
taken place in the city.

Here’s what to know.

CHICAGO’S NOMINEES
At last year’s James Beard 

Awards, Chicago restaurants 
and bars took home two major 
honors: Kumiko, led by creative 
director Julia Momosé, which 
won the highly competitive 
award for Outstanding Bar, 
and Noah Sandoval of two-Mi-
chelin-starred Oriole won 
Best Chef: Great Lakes. Earlier 
in the year, Lem’s Bar-B-Q, 
the long-standing staple on 
the South Side known for its 
legendary rib tips and sauce, 
was honored as one of Ameri-
ca’s Classics.

This year, Chicago has three 
nominees vying for a James 
Beard Restaurant and Chef 
Award, narrowed down from 23 
semifinalists. Bailey Sullivan of 
Monteverde is up for an award 
in the Emerging Chef category, 
while Norman Fenton of Cariño 
joins Jacob Potashnick of Feld 
in the Best Chef: Great Lakes 
category.

Bailey Sullivan of Monteverde 
Restaurant & Pastificio: Sulli-
van, a native of La Grange and a 
first-time James Beard Award 
nominee, gained widespread 
recognition as a finalist on 
Season 22 of Bravo’s “Top Chef.” 
But before that, she had been 
working for years as a line and 
pasta cook at Monteverde in the 
West Loop, where she helped 
shape the restaurant’s evolv-
ing approach to Italian cooking. 
Since 2016, Sullivan worked 
her way up through the kitchen 
ranks, holding positions as a 
sous chef, executive sous chef 
and chef de cuisine, before being 
promoted to executive chef in 
early 2025.

Monteverde’s menu features 
handmade pastas that are rolled 
fresh throughout the day in 
a variety of shapes, sizes and 
textures, from tortellini with 
ricotta, farm spinach and ramps 
to ribbon-cut tagliatelle and 
gnocchetti with Tuscan pine 
nuts and Sardinian pecorino.

“I knew early that I wanted 
to be a chef, and this is a culmi-
nation of all the hard work, all 
the long nights, the 16-hour 
days, the going crazy — every-
thing’s broken when you walk 
in the restaurant type of thing, 
but it’s amazing,” Sullivan told 
the Tribune at the James Beard 
Award nominees ceremony in 
March. “I’m just honored to be 
here with so many talented folks 
from Chicago.”

Jacob Potashnick of Feld: 
Potashnick, a 32-year-old 
Chicago native who cooked in 
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Billy Boyle’s Chop House 
opened in “Newspaper Alley” 
between Clark and Dearborn 
streets in 1878, the first of many 
steakhouses to open in Chicago. 
None of those steakhouses, 
however, can match Gene & 
Georgetti’s longevity. According 
to the Bureau of Labor Statis-
tics, the average restaurant lasts 
around six years. Gene & Geor-
getti opened at 500 N. Franklin St. 
in 1941, 85 years ago.

That staying power would 
be remarkable anywhere, but 
the restaurant’s old-time build-
ing under the “L” tracks makes 
the story even more fascinat-
ing. You don’t see many wood-
frame buildings in River North, 
and for good reason. After the 
Great Chicago Fire of 1871 and 
another devastating blaze in 1874, 
Chicago grew wary of combus-
tible construction. On July 20, 
1874, the city extended its “fire 
limits” across Chicago, sharply 
restricting wooden buildings 
except under limited circum-
stances. According to Chicago 
cultural historian Tim Samuel-
son, the building that now houses 

Gene & Georgetti was “supposed 
to be temporary.” Fortunately for 
Chicago, it wasn’t.

Much of Gene & Georgetti’s 
history, of course, took place in 
the clubby dining room, which 
retains a mid-century vibe of 
comfortable formality.

Frank Sinatra’s table still sits in 
the back-left corner of the dining 
room. Sinatra, a friend of founder 
Gene Michelotti, ate at the restau-

rant many times, usually arriving 
around 1:30 a.m. after singing at 
places like the Chicago Theatre 
or Stadium. He’d settle into his 
burgundy banquette with friends 
for a dinner of pasta and steak, 
and maybe a Jack Daniel’s or two.

When Lucille Ball asked Mich-
elotti to close the restaurant 
during regular business hours 
for a premiere party, he politely 
said he couldn’t do that. His 

customers, he explained, were 
like family, and he would not deny 
family a table. Ball, a smart busi-
nessperson herself, seems to have 
appreciated the answer, though 
she stormed into the restaurant 
and said, in her commanding 
and unmistakable voice, “I want 
to meet the (expletive) who told 
me no!” After that meeting, Ball 
and Michelotti became last-
ing friends; her photograph still 
hangs above the bar.

The restaurant has remained 
remarkably true to itself even 
as the neighborhood has trans-
formed. What was once a work-
ingman’s district is now River 
North, a polished landscape of 
galleries, luxury apartments and 
expense-account dining. But 
Gene & Georgetti’s formula, then 
and now, is simple: Italian spirit, 
Chicago appetite.

In the early days, the Italian 
side of Gene & Georgetti’s iden-
tity was especially visible. Older 
menus offered more pasta than 
steak, though over time, steak 
took center stage. Chicago’s appe-
tite for beef was fed by the Union 
Stock Yards, which helped make 
the city one of North America’s 

Gene & Georgetti marks 85 years in Chicago

The bistecca fiorentina, a 48-ounce prime dry-aged T-bone with 
asparagus at Gene & Georgetti. BRIAN CASSELLA/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

By Louisa Kung Liu Chu
CHICAGO TRIBUNE

The Obama Presidential Center has 
soft-launched a comfort food restau-
rant and a casual cafe on the South Side 
of Chicago. Tafari’s Kitchen and the 
unnamed cafe will officially open to the 
public in the Jackson Park neighborhood 
on June 19. The restaurant will feature 
the Obama Family Chili, Mrs. Robinson’s 
Red Rice and The Obama Burger, while 
the cafe will include sweet and savory 
items alongside a full barista menu.

“Tafari’s is an homage to President 
Obama’s chef,” said chef Cliff Rome, 
owner and CEO of Rome’s Joy Cos., 
perhaps best known for his popu-
lar breakfast restaurant Peach’s in 
Bronzeville.

Tafari Campbell, who worked on the 
White House kitchen team and later as 
personal chef to the Obama family, died 
at 45 in an accidental drowning in 2023.

Marian Robinson, late mother to 
former first lady Michelle Obama, 
created the Southern-inspired family 
rice recipe. And the OPC Obama 
burger should not be confused with the 
once-secret Billy Goat Tavern Obama 
burger that fueled former President 

Barack Obama’s winning election 
campaigns.

Rome is also a partner at BAMJoy, a 
collaboration with Bon Appétit Manage-
ment Co. and RJC, overseeing dining at 
the center, with some very presidential 
parameters.

“President Obama said that the food’s 
got to be good,” said the chef. “Then he 
says it’s got to be affordable. And then he 
said it has to be approachable.”

The former president also said what 
he did not want: “I don’t want fancy.”

They could save all the fancy stuff for 

catering.
“It was amazing,” said Rome. “He was 

very hands-on.”
Obama tasted 20 or so potential menu 

items at the chef’s Parkway Social space.
“He got his pen,” said Rome, laughing. 

“Man, he took all the notes.”
It was a lot.
“But he was like, ‘No, no, I got it,’ and 

literally went through every single item,” 
said the chef. “And then afterwards he 
sat down and he told us what stuff not to 

RESTAURANT NEWS

‘IT’S GONNA BE FUN’
Obama Presidential 
Center opening with 
Tafari’s Kitchen and 
more on South Side

A book by President Barack Obama is displayed alongside food items on June 3 in 
the cafe on the garden level of the Obama Presidential Center.

A portrait of the Obamas’ late chef Tafari Campbell by artist Kate Capshaw hangs June 3 in the restaurant named for him — Tafari’s Kitchen —  
as the Obama Presidential Center prepares to open in Chicago’s Jackson Park. BRIAN CASSELLA/CHICAGO TRIBUNE PHOTOS
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New events are part of a growing 
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and coffee shops thoughtfully 
embracing the meaning of 
hospitality and creating unique 
ways to connect to their 
communities beyond the food 
and drinks they serve. Page E3
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Kevin Vargas watches 
comedian Jan Slavin perform 
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meat capitals. With refrigerated 
rail cars, Chicago beef traversed 
the continent as companies like 
Armour and Swift processed 
meat on an enormous scale. Many 
popular bites now associated with 
the city — including street foods 
like the Maxwell Street Polish, 
Italian beef and Chicago hot 
dog — emerged from that early 
Chicago culture.

You won’t find street food 
at Gene & Georgetti, but you 
will find several Chicago clas-
sics. Shrimp DeJonghe — baked 
shrimp with garlic, butter and 
breadcrumbs — was introduced at 
the World’s Columbian Exposi-
tion in 1893 before becoming the 
signature dish of the DeJonghe 
Hotel and Restaurant on Monroe 
Street. Chicken Vesuvio, with 
bone-in chicken, potato wedges, 
peas, wine and garlic, is another 
Chicago-born dish, first served at 
the Vesuvio Restaurant on Wacker 
Drive. The Garbage Salad of 
salami, jumbo shrimp, provolone 
and a few extras was conceived at 
Gene & Georgetti before becom-
ing a standard menu item far 
beyond River North.

Michelle Durpetti, Gene’s 
granddaughter, runs the restau-
rant with her husband, Collin 
Pierson.

“Gene & Georgetti is essentially 
an immigrant story,” she said. 
“Many northern Italians came 
to the neighborhood in search of 
a better life, and the restaurant 
to me represents that American 
Dream. That’s one of the most 
beautiful parts about the restau-
rant. To me, it’s more important 
than the food.”

Durpetti’s grandfather, Gene 
Michelotti, was born in Lucca, 
Italy, and came to the United 
States at age 15, speaking very little 
English. He worked as a night 
watchman, porter, dishwasher — 
anything that moved him forward. 
Eventually, he gathered enough 
money and the resolve to open a 
restaurant. His partner, Alfredo 
Federighi, nicknamed “Georgetti” 
after a famous Italian cyclist, 
became the restaurant’s first chef. 
Michelotti handled the dining 
room, bar and front of the house. 
Together, they built a restaurant 
that was sophisticated but not 
stiff, old-school but never cold, 
Italian in origin and unmistakably 
Chicago.

The immigrant story did not 
end with the founders. Juan 
Muñoz has worked at Gene & 
Georgetti for 47 years, and his 
younger brother, JJ Muñoz, has 
been there nearly 30. JJ, who 
is affectionately called “little 
brother” by many on the team 
despite being the taller sibling, 
came to the U.S. from Mexico 
in 1981. Their professionalism, 
warmth and grace are central to 
the restaurant’s reputation for 

service. Years ago, Juan noticed 
that a regular customer, Chicago 
Tribune journalist Steve Neal, 
was turning red and gasping. He 
applied the Heimlich maneu-
ver and saved his life. All in an 
evening’s work.

Traditions endure at the restau-
rant, but they adapt. Gene & Geor-
getti servers once wore white 
waistcoats reminiscent of Pull-
man porters. Recently, the look 
changed to white shirts, ties, black 
vests and aprons.

Chicago steakhouses have had 
difficult moments. The pandemic 
and indoor dining bans hit restau-
rants like Gene & Georgetti 
especially hard because busi-
ness lunches and private events 
pretty much vanished. Changing 
dining habits have also presented 
challenges: In an age of group 

dining and increasingly vegeta-
ble-based dining preferences, one 
meat-averse guest in a group can 
remove a steakhouse from the 
itinerary.

And yet Chicago’s appetite 
for steakhouses has not disap-
peared. If anything, the category 
has found new life. In recent 
years, the city has welcomed The 
Alston, Hawksmoor, Tre Dita, 
Perilla Steakhouse and La Grande 
Boucherie.

Why does the steakhouse keep 
coming back? Partly because 
the idea is beautifully legible: 
meat, potatoes, martinis, seafood 
towers, creamed spinach, big 
booths, low light. There’s comfort 
in a place and menu that needs 
little explanation.

Hotels love steakhouses, too, 
because they anchor large spaces, 

draw diners, support private 
events and create instant glamour. 
Many visitors come to Chicago 
with steak in mind; the city’s 
highest-grossing independent 
restaurants include Gibsons Bar & 
Steakhouse and Maple & Ash.

There is also theater. Lettuce 
Entertain You, the Chicago-based 
restaurant powerhouse, says it in 
the name: Dining out is entertain-
ment. At a steakhouse, tableside 
presentation, professional servers 
and beautiful slabs of beef start 
entertaining diners before the first 
bite.

Gene & Georgetti has also found 
ways to extend the experience 
beyond the dining room, includ-
ing outdoor seating and a retail 
operation that offers wet-aged 
prime steaks for cooking at home.

In 2026, Gene & Georgetti 

was the first to be named Iconic 
Restaurant of the Year by the 
Jean Banchet Awards for Culi-
nary Excellence. But it endures 
as more than a legendary restau-
rant. It’s a living monument to 
Chicago dining, a wood-framed 
holdout in a steel-and-glass city, 
an immigrant dream realized. 
It reminds us that restaurants 
become beloved not simply by 
serving good food, but by gather-
ing memory, loyalty and character. 
In a city on the make and forever 
remaking itself, Gene & Georgetti 
remains unmistakably Chicago.

Gene & Georgetti: 500 N. Franklin 
St., 312-527-3718, geneandgeorgetti.
com

David Hammond is a freelance 
writer.
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touch.”
And the chili was No. 1.
“It’s just good chili,” said Rome. 

“There’s no truffle oil, there’s no 
imported beans.”

He credits executive chef 
Doran Payne, culinary director 
of BAMJoy, with the chili that so 
impressed the former president.

“He tasted it and said, ‘Man, yes, 
I like this,’ in his President Obama 
tone,” said Rome, laughing.

Thousands of people have 
already visited the center in a 
series of soft openings. What’s the 
fan favorite so far?

“Oh, the chili,” he said recently. 
“They sold out of chili last Satur-
day.”

The lasagna has been popu-
lar, he added, and the Moroccan 
chicken.

“Those are the things that I see 
flying out,” said Rome. “And the 
short ribs.”

Tafari’s Kitchen will be making 
desserts in-house, but is also 
partnering with Brown Sugar 
Bakery and Justice of the Pies, the 
award-winning Black women-
owned businesses by chefs and 
owners Stephanie Hart and 
Maya-Camille Broussard, respec-
tively.

A restaurant bar will offer craft 
cocktails and wine, including 
Champagne.

The cafe will feature local pack-
aged products, plus hot paninis, 
cold sandwiches, salads and 
beverages, including coffee and 
espresso drinks.

They’re also intentionally 
working with some local purvey-
ors, said Rome, including Closed 
Loop Farms in Back of the Yards 
and Four Star Mushrooms in West 
Town.

“Mrs. Obama wanted it to be 
a loving kitchen,” said the chef 
about the restaurant as a whole. 
“Where there’s a lot of different 
conversations happening.”

When you first walk up, you’re 

coming off the patio.
“It’s this great, beautiful, 

high-ceilinged space,” he said. 
“And that mid-century modern 
feel.”

It’s a space that feels rich, he 
added, because we’re in this 
cultural institution.

“It’s definitely a place where 
families are included,” said Rome. 
“It has a richness in that regard.”

An open kitchen with counter 
seating looks into a bright dining 
room with tables and banquettes.

“I like to say fine casual,” said 
the chef about the service with 
hosts and servers. “A white table-
cloth kind of feel without the 
white tablecloths.”

An edible kitchen garden is in 
the works.

“Erika Allen and Ariel Joy 
Thomas Sansing of Urban Grow-
ers Collective are leading a lot of 
the farming that will happen,” said 
Rome. They plan to use what will 
be grown on campus for regular 
items on the menu, specials and 
activations.

Meanwhile, they’re preparing 
for the grand opening on June-
teenth.

Tafari’s Kitchen will be open 
Mondays from 1 until 8 p.m., and 
Tuesdays to Sunday from 11 a.m. 
until 5 p.m. The Café will be open 
Mondays from 1 until 5 p.m., and 
Tuesdays to Sunday from 10 a.m. 
until 5 p.m. The restaurant will 
seat 125 indoors and 36 on the 
outdoor patio when weather 
permits. The cafe has 81 seats 

available indoors and 52 seats 
in the outdoor courtyard. Both 
dining spaces employ 50 people 
total, with approximately 15 on 
the culinary staff as cooks and 
bakers, according to a release by 
the Center.

“People will be coming from all 
over the globe,” said the chef. “It’s 
gonna be fun.”

6001 S. Stony Island Ave.,  
obama.org
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MORE NOTABLE NEW OPENINGS, IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER

Bad Butter: Baker Dan Koester finally opened his own highly 
anticipated bakery storefront to hourslong lines that are worth the 
wait. Bad Butter began baking in Bucktown on April 25. The chef 
and owner promises that preorders will be back, but until then, it’s 
first-come, first-served for his ever-changing menu, including the 
bestselling double-stuffed cruffins among many other buttery and 
flaky pastries, and all takeout only for now.

	� 1655 W. Cortland St., badbutterchicago.com

Han Cha and Yunomi: Artist Theaster Gates and entrepreneur Heiji 
Choy Black collaborated to create a tea salon and bar lounge at the 
Stony Island Arts Bank space. Han Cha and Yunomi began pouring in 
the South Shore neighborhood on June 5. Expect an artful Korean-
meets-English-inspired tea experience, as well as cocktails and other 
drinks, all served with coveted vessels and plates made by Gates’ 
Dorchester Industries.

	�6760 S. Stony Island Ave. (Stony Island Arts Bank), 773-245-3936, 
stonyislandartsbank.com

NAIA: DineAmic Hospitality anchored a Mediterranean restaurant 
on the Chicago River. Naia set sail in River North on June 1. Greek 
celebrity chef and consultant Athinagoras Kostakos offers his take 
on a Levantine giardineira served with skewers of many meats and 
mushrooms, plus cocktails, of course, including the Smoke on the 
Water with Creyente mezcal and torched thyme.

	�300 N. LaSalle Drive, 312-219-5790, naiarestaurant.com

Shawn Michelle’s Homemade Ice Cream: Yahya Muhammad 
launched another location of the ice cream shop business with wife 
and co-owner Nataki Muhammad. Shawn Michelle’s Homemade Ice 
Cream started scooping in South Holland on May 9. Look for the black 
and white house with a front porch and fire pit, plus their signature 
Barack Supreme chocolate and pralines ice cream, among many new 
and nostalgic flavors.

	� 16129 South Park Ave., South Holland; shawnmichelles.com

IN RESTAURANT CLOSING NEWS
Maman Zari, the Persian tasting menu restaurant in Albany Park that 
was an elegant ode to an Iranian grandmother, closed permanently 
on June 6.

Do you have notable restaurant news in the Chicago area?  
Email restaurant critic Louisa Kung Liu Chu at lchu@
chicagotribune.com.

Tafari’s Kitchen restaurant, named for the late White House chef Tafari Campbell, gets ready for its opening 
at the Obama Presidential Center in Chicago’s Jackson Park. BRIAN CASSELLA/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

Longtime server Juan Muñoz waits on a table May 27 at Gene & Georgetti in Chicago. BRIAN CASSELLA/CHICAGO TRIBUNE PHOTOS

Owners Michelle Durpetti and Collin Pierson at the restaurant on May 27. 
“Gene & Georgetti is essentially an immigrant story,” Durpetti said. 

Gene & Georgetti has outdoor seating and a retail operation that offers 
wet-aged prime steaks for cooking at home. 
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