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Chicken Coup

New Food Festivals Have Legs and Wings and... b3

STYLE & TRAVEL

Rethinking Chicken: How Food Fests Set Trends

By CHARLES PASSY

Could fried chicken in its many
forms—Southern-style, Korean-
spiced, even served in a waffle
cone—be the next big trend in food?

Elizabeth Karmel, executive chef
of New York City’s Hill Country
Chicken, can’t be sure, but she feels
it’s a sign that the Food Network New
York City Wine & Food Festival has
devoted a whole event to fried
chicken. Ms. Karmel is bringing her
own fried chicken in a waffle cone to
the party, a Whoopi Goldberg-hosted
event called Shake & Bake, which will
take place Thursday night.

Food-festival events have become
trend-setters in the culinary world by
taking “an iconic food group and
turning it into a fabulous celebra-
tion,” says Ms. Karmel.

Shake & Bake joins other themed
events at the four-day New York
foodie extravaganza—such as the
Burger Bash and Meatball Madness—
that have helped refashion comfort-
food staples as chic new creative are-
nas for chefs.

Beyond New York, other festivals
are putting a spotlight on such foodie
trends as gluten-free dining (a special
pavilion at Chicago Gourmet), nose-
to-tail eating (the All-Star Cochon in
Las Vegas) and creative sandwich-
making (the Sandwich Invitational at
Oregon’s Portland Feast). Festivals
can also help redefine a cuisine; the

)
Ms. Karmel's dish is made with waffle
cones, chicken, maple syrup flakes,
caramel popcorn and ancho honey butter.

Atlanta Food & Wine Festival high-
lights other “Southern” cultures, such
as South Indian, that are now influ-
encing the food of the American
South, with dishes such as carda-
mom-spiced fried chicken.

“I think festival events are able to
tap into the zeitgest by presenting a
curated experience that brings a
trend to life,” says Caryl P. Chinn, a
Los Angeles-based culinary consul-
tant who works with festivals on pro-
gramming.

Food festivals are also increas-
ingly playing a role as showcases for
new products. At the Food Network
New York City Wine & Food Festival,
for example, Lifeway Foods is launch-
ing pumpkin, chocolate and dulce de
leche-flavored varieties of frozen ke-
fir, a yogurt-like treat. At the most
recent Aspen Food & Wine Festival,
Onehope Wine, a label that channels
half of its profits to a variety of
causes, got enough buzz that a num-
ber of chefs who attended now offer
the wine at their restaurants, accord-
ing to Jake Kloberdanz, the label’s
chief executive.

But the biggest buzz has been re-
served for themed events, such as the
ones at the New York food festival. At
the Shake & Bake, patrons who pay
the $145 admission (on par for such
events) can chow down on traditional
Southern-style buttermilk fried
chicken, courtesy of New York chef
John Mooney. Or they can sample a
fried chicken thigh “burger” from
California cuisine pioneer Jonathan

‘Waxman or Korean fried chicken ta-
cos from restaurateur Richard San-
doval. Not to mention two versions of
chicken-in-a-waffle cone, the other
from Brooklyn Star’s Joaquin Baca.

“Nobody doesn’t like fried
chicken,” says Lee Schrager, the orga-
nizer of the festival, as well as the 11-
year-old Food Network South Beach
Wine & Food Festival. Mr. Schrager
creates these multi-day affairs as
part of his promotional duties as vice
president for Southern Wine and
Spirits, a leading distributor.

Mr. Schrager has a knack for hom-
ing in on an idea; “he can literally
smell a food trend hot out of the
kitchen,” says Ms. Karmel, whose res-
taurant serves more traditional fried
chicken, rather than the waffle-cone
version she features at festivals.

Given that festival events attract a
relatively small audience—it’s a rare
affair that can accommodate more
than a few hundred people—how
does the trend go from the festival
tent to the broader public? Those
who participate in and track the fes-
tivals say it’s all about the buzz that’s
created.

At many of Mr. Schrager’s the-
matic events, patrons vote on their
favorite dish—and the attention lav-
ished on the winner is significant, cu-
linary pros say. The New York-based
Shake Shack chain had just two loca-
tions in the city when it took home
top honors at the 2007 Burger Bash
in South Beach. (The burger event
was later incorporated into the New

One Scoop of Chicken, Please
Elizabeth Karmel of Hill Country Chicken
will be serving bite-size pieces of fried
chicken in a waffle cone at the Shake &
Bake event in New York City on Thursday.

York festival as well.) “That moment
solidified us as a leader of the ‘better
burger’ movement,” says Randy Gar-
utti, chief executive of the chain,
which now encompasses 17 locations
spread among several cities.

Influential foodies talk up the
dishes they’ve tried. Mr. Garutti says
he got a boost at a more recent South
Beach Burger Bash when Dana Cowin,
editor-in-chief of Food and Wine
magazine, sent out a complimentary
tweet after trying a new Shake Shack
bacon-topped burger.

Another factor: Chefs in atten-
dance find new ideas. Mr. Schrager
says it’s no coincidence that more
high-end burger joints opened after
his first Burger Bash. Other food fes-
tivals jump in, too. Chicago Gourmet,
organizer of the city’s “Hamburger
Hop,” says it was inspired by the
Burger Bashes.

What’s next for fried chicken? Mr.
Schrager says it is becoming an inter-
esting platform for sauces, such as a
soy-sorghum dip or a black pepper-
flavored honey.

All his festival events come down
to the same thing, Mr. Schrager says.
“It’s comfort food on steroids.”

An Updated Classic»
Scan this code to see a
video on Ms. Karmel's

Taste-Makers

Here are some festival events helping
to set trends in motion.

¢ BURGER BASH

First held: 2007 at Food Network
South Beach Wine & Food Festival
The concept: The “better burger,”
made with high-end ingredients and
prepared with foodie flair, right down
to the condiments (as in a charcuterie-
topped burger) and side dishes.

¢ MEATBALL MADNESS

First held: 2009 at Food Network New
York City Wine & Food Festival

The concept: That's not just a spicy
meatball; it's also a forum for culinary
creativity—think balls made from rabbit
and goat meat, among other offerings.

¢ TACOS & TEQUILA

First held: 2010 at Food Network New
York City Wine & Food Festival

The concept: The taco gone global—
with culinary influences ranging from
Jewish-American (the pastrami salmon
taco) to Asian (the Peking duck taco).

@ SANDWICH INVITATIONAL

First held: 2012 at Feast Portland
(Ore)

The concept: The sandwich writ
large—with all sorts of fillings, all sorts
of bread. The winner at the inaugural
event: a maple-glazed pork belly
sandwich.

# WAFFLE HOUSE SMACKDOWN
Scheduled: 2013 at BB&T Charleston
Wine + Food Festival

The concept: Gourmet dishes inspired
by the Waffle House chain—with
Waffle House line cooks judging the
results.

Offerings from the 2012 Meatball
Madness event.
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