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In late October the
St. Louis Arch turns
50. The 630-foot steel
monument — as wide as it
is tall — is a somewhat odd
symbol of civic pride, seeing
that its nickname, “Gateway
to theWest,” implies the
city is merely a pit stop on
the way to more compelling
destinations.
But that won’t stop

commemorations of the
architectural marvel. In fact, the
Arch is probably one of the only
things many Houstonians know
about St. Louis.Well, perhaps that
and the Anheuser-Busch brewery,
whose products many no doubt
used to drown their sorrows after
then-Cardinals slugger Albert Pujols
crushed a Brad Lidge slider on that
infamous 2005 evening at Minute
Maid Park.
Jokes aside, it’s mainly the nearby

suburb Ferguson that’s been in the news
of late, following the fatal police shooting
of Michael Brown there last August,
which triggered waves of protests. The
events have caused St. Louis, and the
nation at large, to do real soul searching.
I went to college in St. Louis and hadmy

first job there but left in 2007. Shortly after
Brown’s death I moved back with family.
The city has long beenmore beautiful and
culturally rich than people give it credit
for. The St. Louis Art Museum, zoo, science
center and history museum are free, and the
Missouri Botanical Garden is world-class.
But uponmy return it appeared that,

shockingly, somewhere along the way
St. Louis had become cool.

SURPRISING

St. Louis
By BenWesthoff

Inviting neighborhoods with buzzy food, bar and art
scenes are boosting city’s profile beyond the Arch
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Chef Gerard Craft won a James Beard Award this year.

White Flag Projects features experimental installations.

The Grove area is home to top art studios, bars and clubs.
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WhenMatt Marks bought
his first home, a two-story loft
inMidtown, he wasn’t sure
exactly what to do with it. The
one-bedroom, 1,300-square-
foot space was open and
industrial, with exposed
ducts and stained concrete
floors. The kitchen was tiny,
the powder room didn’t have
a door, and the counters and
cabinets had all been selected
and installed on the cheap.

Marks, whoworked in the

oil industry but nowworks
in the tech industry, had just
spent four years on assign-
ments in Japan and Papua
NewGuinea. Hewasn’t
bringing any furniture
toHouston; this new
homewas a blank
slate. So he bought
some large, black leather
furniture from Ikea that
more than filled his narrow liv-
ing room, and he thought he’d
hang some faux-brickwallpa-
per along one concrete wall.

Then he reconsidered.

“I thought, you knowwhat?
Before I start making changes
without really knowing what

I’m doing, maybe it’d be
a good idea to have a
consultation with a
designer,” he says.

Marks foundAmilee
Wendt of theWendt
Design Group to assess

his place. By the time they
finished, the entire space had
been transformed into a styl-
ish, well-designed home for a
young professional.

Plain loftbecomesaproperbachelorpad
By AlysonWard

HOME
DESIGN

Condo continues on L3Miro Dvorscak

A small glass
dining table

sits next
to a floor-
to-ceiling
window,

which can
now be

covered with
a remote-
controlled
shade, in

Matt Marks’
redesigned
Midtown

condo.
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“It’s lively right now,” 
says Steven Smith, an 
owner of two local-favorite 
bars, the Royale and Tick 
Tock Tavern. “People 
can a� ord to live here 
and pursue their creative 
endeavors.”

He notes that the arts 
and music scenes in par-
ticular are bubbling up, 
and the craft-beer sphere 
is exploding. “We have a 
particularly potent taste 
for beer, especially since 
we have so many Germans 
here in the Midwest,” he 
says, adding that since 
Anheuser-Busch was 
taken over by Belgian con-
glomerate InBev in 2008, 
“it’s now OK for (locals) 
to buy things that aren’t 
Anheuser-Busch. We’re 
seeing small breweries 
opening at a fast clip.”

In a town long hooked 
on Bud Light, this is big 
news.

BBB
The newfound soul of 

the city can be found in a 
handful of neighborhoods. 

Take McRee Town. 
The century-old neigh-
borhood dotted with 
red-brick houses, north 
of the Botanical Garden, 
was listless and plagued 
by a high crime rate. Now 
everyone’s talking about 
the area, since rechris-
tened Botanical Heights. 
Crumbling buildings have 
been rehabilitated, and 
formerly abandoned lots 
boast modern, custom-
designed residential and 
commercial edifi ces. 
And Moroccan-bred chef 
Ben Poremba has single-
handedly made Botanical 
Heights a dining destina-
tion. 

“He basically trans-
formed an intersection in a 
neighborhood that people 
in St. Louis didn’t think 
well of — it really had no 
restaurants — and turned 
it into a major culinary 
center,” says Ian Froeb, 
restaurant critic for the St. 
Louis Post Dispatch.

Poremba runs wine 
bar/eatery Olio and the 
adjacent, more upscale 
restaurant Elaia, both of 
which have a Mediterra-
nean fl air. The chef, who’s 
originally from Israel , 
combines Middle Eastern 
and European inspiration 
with local zest. 

“Some of the ingredi-
ents and fl avors he reaches 
for are really interesting; 
they set him apart,” Froeb 
says. 

Poremba also recently 
opened Old Standard 
Fried Chicken across the 
street. Housed in a con-
verted police horse stable, 
it dishes out crispy-juicy 
ethically raised birds, 
buttery biscuits, slaw and 
whiskey-focused cocktails. 
He also is slated to open 
an Italian restaurant and a 
Jewish deli, both in nearby 
suburb Clayton. 

Close by is an even 
more bustling strip: The 
Grove. The neighborhood 
surrounding it once was 
well known for its open-
air drug market. These 
days, it houses some of 
St. Louis’ best art studios, 
bars and clubs. 

One of those clubs is the 
Ready Room, a midsize 
live music venue that hosts 
a diverse array of indie 
bands and performers , 
including hip-hop artists 
on occasion.  The city’s 
fantastic rap scene  largely 
eschews radio-friendly 
party jams in favor of 
rhymes focusing on 
politics and the burdens of 
poverty. My favorite local 
act  is a group of recent 
high school graduates 
called 3 Problems, one 
of whose members hails 
from Ferguson. They write 
tough but heartbreaking 
songs about the economic 
turmoil they encounter 
every day.

The arts scene, mean-
while, is quickly accru-
ing national respect. 
The Grove’s White Flag 
Project, a nonprofi t gallery 
featuring experimental 
installations, has received 
grants from the Andy 
Warhol Foundation for the 
Visual Arts. As have a pair 

of arts organizations called 
the Luminary and Fort 
Gondo, the latter of which 
o� ers small loans and the 
use of its space to under-
the-radar artists. 

The Luminary and Fort 
Gondo are on Cherokee 
Street, which once was 
among St. Louis’ busiest 
shopping hubs. By the 
mid-aughts, it was largely 
populated by payday-loan 
businesses and proba-
tion o¢  ces. Now it’s a 
hipster mecca. A classic 
afternoon there might 
include browsing quirky 
lifestyle boutiques with 
names such as Failed 
Society ; a vegan meatball 
sandwich at Lil Dipper, 
a 300-square-foot casual 
restaurant housed in a for-
mer tea shop; and dessert 
at punk-rock ice cream 
parlor I Scream Cakes. 
The street also is home 
to the cutting-edge music 
venue 2720 Cherokee, 

antiques stores and some 
of the best Mexican food 
you’ll fi nd in this part of 
the country.

BBB
Local cuisine in St. 

Louis has long been 
considered something of a 
joke, even among natives. 
St. Louis-style pizza — a 
real thing; Domino’s sells 
it here — is made with a 
thin, crispy crust that to 
some recalls a Saltine. It’s 
topped with provel, a pale, 
processed cheese with an 
entirely made-up name 
that many grow to love. 
Other River City special-
ties include toasted ravioli 
(which is actually deep 
fried) and gooey butter 
cake topped with pow-
dered sugar. These delica-
cies can be found in areas 
such as the Hill, the Italian 
neighborhood where Yogi 
Berra grew up.

Nowadays the food 
scene has real momentum, 

propelled in part by 
Gerard Craft winning the 
Best Chef: Midwest James 
Beard Award this year, 
a fi rst for any St. Louis-
based chef. Craft runs a 
mini-empire of not-all-
that-expensive, European- 
and Midwestern-inspired 
restaurants, including 
Niche (New American), 
Brasserie (French), Taste 
(Southern infl uenced, 
with craft cocktails) and 
Pastaria, which specializes 
in handmade pasta. A 
second craft pasta spot, 
Porano, will soon open 
downtown. 

“I hate to use a cliché, 
but in terms of contempo-
rary dining, (Craft) put us 
on the map,” Froeb says.

Another local luminary, 
Kevin Nashan, runs the 
kitchen at the venerable 
Sidney Street Café, 
which o� ers artfully 
plated, inspired twists 
on traditional comfort 
food — think lobster 
turnovers or scrambled 
eggs with squash — as 
well as the seafood-
themed Peacemaker 
Lobster & Crab Co. Both 
are in Benton Park. The 
latter opened last year 
to rave reviews; Nashan 
buys his crab and lobsters 
directly from fi shermen in 
Maryland and Maine. 

Benton Park also has 
some of St. Louis’ most 
gorgeous residential 
architecture, Prohibition-
era brick row houses in 
blues, grays and reds, 
all in the shadow of 
the Anheuser-Busch 
brewery. North of Benton 
Park, Lafayette Square 
is even more uniformly 
picturesque, with its 
Victorian townhouses and 
iron gates.

“It’s one of those 

neighborhoods you 
think only exists in the 
movies — gorgeous old 
three-story brick houses, 
a fountain in the square, a 
big park, a handful of cool 
independent businesses 
in vintage storefronts,” 
says my friend Sarah 
Fenske, who moved to 
Lafayette Square last year. 
“It’s like Mayberry, only 
smack in the middle of 
this interesting, diverse 
city and only a mile from 
downtown. We seriously 
walk to the ice cream 
parlor, the dog groomer 
and our favorite brewpub. 
We take the stroller to the 
grocery store.”

For tourists, Lafayette 
Square is worth a visit. 
There’s a yoga studio, an 
upscale massage parlor, 
bed and breakfasts, and a 
decadent dessert restau-
rant, Baileys’ Chocolate 
Bar, which o� ers choco-
late-chip cookies as ap-
petizers and desserts with 
names such as “Chocolate 
Inebriation.”

These neighborhoods 
can feel like urban oases 
in an otherwise chaotic 
city, which has seen crime 
spike in the year since the 
Ferguson unrest. For its 
part, downtown continues 
to be on the comeback. 
 Locals mainly head to the 
area for baseball games or 
to visit Ballpark Village, 
a corporatized outdoor 
mall o� ering overpriced, 
watery beer.

BBB
In St. Louis, beer is 

often all it takes to lure 
people. Fortunately, there 
are many local joints 
where you can get a pint 
with some real zip to it. 
Standout smaller brew-
eries include Perennial 
Artisan Ales, 4 Hands, 

Civil Life, Side Project 
Cellar and Square One. 
Craft-beer specialists 
Urban Chestnut have 
opened a small brewery in 
Germany. Since Anheus-
er-Busch’s acquisition, 
the biggest, truly local 
brewery nowadays is 
Schlafl y. (Its name comes 
not from conservative fi re-
brand Phyllis Schlafl y but 
rather her nephew, Tom 
Schlafl y.) Much of the beer 
is brewed in the compa-
ny’s Maplewood brewpub 
Bottleworks, which has an 
excellent restaurant and 
the sought-after Black IPA 
on tap. 

 St. Louis  was named 
the best bar city in the 
country by Esquire this 
year.  And the appeal 
of its mix of watering 
holes — from lovable old 
dives to craft-cocktail 
bars — mirrors the appeal 
of St. Louis itself. The 
250-year-old town has 
history to spare, and its 
beautiful, slowly decaying 
infrastructure is actually 
quite picturesque. But in 
recent years, new blood 
and fresh ideas have given 
the city a future to look 
forward to. 

Those who come to 
see the Arch these days 
might just end up staying 
awhile.

St. Louis from page L1

St. Louis’ status as a cool city on the rise

If you go
GETTING THERE/
AROUND
United and Southwest 
fl y nonstop to St. Louis. 
Visitors should probably 
rent a car, though Uber 
recently arrived, and one 
could probably make do 
with that and the Metrolink 
light rail, which runs from 
the airport but doesn’t 
cover the whole city. 
WHERE TO STAY
The Cheshire: The Tudor-
style boutique hotel 
in Richmond Heights, 
featuring  themed rooms 
(try the Romeo and Juliet), 
 is walking distance from 
Forest Park, which contains 
the zoo, history museum 
and art museum. The 
Cheshire is a short drive 
from Botanical Heights, 
the Botanical Garden and 
Schlafl y Bottleworks. 6300 
Clayton Road, 314-647-
7300; cheshirestl.com. 
Rooms start at $135 per 
night.
Hilton St. Louis Ballpark: 
O� ers deluxe comforts and 
is well located downtown, 
not just for Cardinals 
games and the Arch, 
but for quick access to 
trendy neighborhoods like 
Lafayette Square, Benton 
Park and Cherokee Street. 1 
South Broadway, 314-421-
1776; hilton.com. Rooms 
start at $131 per night.
MORE INFORMATION
explorestlouis.com

Ben Westho�  is a writer 
based in St. Louis and the 
author of the books “Dirty 
South” (about Southern 
rap music) and “New York 
City’s Best Dive Bars.” 
His next book is about Los 
Angeles gangsta rap. Email: 
travel@chron.com.

Brick townhouses and independent businesses 
in vintage storefronts line the streets around the 
picturesque Lafayette Square neighborhood.

Dan Donovan  / St. Louis Convention and Visitors Commission

Chef Gerard Craft’s Pastaria is a bustling restaurant serving handmade pasta and pizza.
Greg Rannells  / Niche Food Group

Schlafl y is the largest truly local brewery in St. Louis. Beer is brewed at its brewpub Bottleworks, which has an excellent restaurant. 
Schlafl y

Ken Ellis / Chronicle
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