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OPPOSITE: Swift & Sons’ bone-in rib-eye.

half of the 1900s, more meat was processed in Chicago than in 
any other place in the world. Steakhouses started springing up 
mid last century as a further testament to the city’s hegemony 
in meatpacking and cattle shipping. And in the decades since, 
they’ve been cemented as a stalwart of celebratory dining out. 
 “When you say ‘steakhouse’ to people in Chicago, it’s like 
they almost instantly relax,” says Danny Grant, executive chef 
of 18-month-old Gold Coast steakhouse Maple & Ash. “They 
know exactly what they’re getting—no one’s going to argue. 
Honestly, who doesn’t like a really perfectly cooked steak with 
mashed potatoes and bordelaise sauce?”
 Beef drippings may run through most Chicagoans’ veins, but 
it’s becoming increasingly passé to write off the city as meat-and-
potatoes. It’s home to a growing list of groundbreaking restaurants, 
including 3-Michelin-starred Alinea and Grace, farm-to-table 
pioneer Lula Cafe, and Chicago’s rising culinary star, Macau-
homaging Fat Rice. They likely emboldened newcomers such as 
GT Prime and Boeufhaus, the low-lit, 37-seat brasserie in hipster 
haven Humboldt Park, to present the kinds of “steakhouses” that 
feature small plates and nontraditional design aesthetics.
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ive blocks north of Chicago’s oldest steakhouse—
75-year-old Gene & Georgetti, with its white tablecloths, 

wood-paneled walls and menu headlined by hulking slabs of 
bone-in beef—one of the city’s newest steakhouses, GT Prime, 
is nothing like a steakhouse at all. 
 Massive doors open into a darkly whimsical interior anchored 
by a bustling open kitchen with a live-fire hearth turning out 
flame-kissed filet, rib-eye, strip steak, wagyu, bison and venison 
to order. But rather than a parade of Flintstone cuts, the plates 
leaving the kitchen are neatly arranged with pre-sliced 4- and 
8-ounce portions of the six cuts available. 
 “I guess the only thing we have in common with a steakhouse 
is that we use prime beef,” says chef/partner Giuseppe Tentori. 
A Trotter vet who’s also the “GT” behind fellow Boka Restaurant 
Group small-plates seafood spot GT Fish & Oyster, Tentori 
calls his tapas-style approach to meat “steakhouse lite.”
 “It’s a steakhouse more for millennials,” he adds. “That’s 
the way I like to eat when I go out—small cuts of meat—and 
I’m a meat-and-potatoes guy.”
 GT Prime is on the radical end of a spate of new Windy 
City steakhouses that are shaking up a category that’s as 
quintessentially Chicago as Italian beef and with roots in 
19th-century meatpacking. From the Civil War through the first 
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AN ACCIDENTAL STEAKHOUSE
 Boeufhaus co-owners Jamie Finnegan and chef Brian 
Ahern initially envisioned their 2-year-old restaurant—housed 
in a former butcher shop—as a beef-centric deli/butcher shop. 
But they expanded soon thereafter into full dinner service with 
a French-German brasserie menu. Boeufhaus’ multiconcept 
approach works well, in part because of its location—a fast-
gentrifying, still-cool neighborhood in need of cheffy lunch options 
and with enough disposable income for $14 cocktails and entrees 
topping out at $66 at dinnertime. 
 Finnegan and Ahern hesitate to categorize themselves at all, 
priding themselves on taking a balanced approach to “cooking all 
proteins and vegetables with the same efficiency,” says Finnegan, 
who’s also director of operations. But le boeuf wound up being 
the star of the show for early adopters and food writers singing 
Boeufhaus’ praises. 
 “People tend to gravitate toward the place based on what 
they’ve read in regards to beef, which isn’t necessarily a bad 
thing,” Finnegan says. “When we get them in, it’s our hope that 
they find there’s some balance to the experience, and they’re 
more apt to give us another try outside the beef.”
 Reflecting the owners’ preferences when they dine out, the 
menu packs shareable dishes that showcase the restaurant’s 
expert in-house butchery, such as house-mixed boeuf tartare, 
primi-sized pasta with housemade merguez, duck breast with 
roasted apple and fennel, and, of course, a la carte beef cuts that 
are pre-sliced and pre-sauced. 
 “There’s been such a focus on small plates and tapas and sushi 
and things eaten like that, it’s only natural that people come in and 
sort of set their course through the night that way,” Finnegan says. 
 Boeufhaus has continued to evolve, opening a butcher shop 
on its 1-year anniversary. Adding products such as whole lamb 

ABOVE LEFT: Boeufhaus’ low-lit, intimate interior suits its up-and-coming 
neighborhood and European small-plates vibe.
ABOVE RIGHT: Classic with a gregarious atmosphere, 27-year-old Gibsons Bar & 
Steakhouse is a fixture of the lively Gold Coast neighborhood. 

and goat have further progressed lunch and dinner, Finnegan 
says. “The longer we’re around, the more we’re evolving, and 
maybe our lack of categorization is working in our favor.”
 Still, being categorized as a steakhouse, Boeufhaus does 
have some customers coming in who are taken aback by pre-sliced 
steaks. Indeed, GT Prime concedes by sending out the occasional 
whole steak to diners who request it, to make sure people feel 
comfortable, which is the same reason Tentori doesn’t reject the 
steakhouse label. 
 “If you think about it, places like Prime and Boeufhaus 
almost have to identify as steakhouses, because a ‘meat-driven 
restaurant’ is still a confusing concept for a lot of people,” he says.

ADAPTING THE CLASSICS
 Despite the confines of the steakhouse label, there’s a fairly 
broad spectrum of experiences that diners appreciate, from the 
quiet, elegant, white-tablecloth meals to the boisterous, loud 
sort made popular by spots such as 27-year-old Gold Coast icon 
Gibsons Bar & Steakhouse.
 Gibsons exudes gregarious Midwestern warmth via a menu 
of gargantuan classics intended for sharing: Alaskan king crab 
claws; loaded wedge salads; 36-ounce dry-aged prime tomahawk 
chops; and towering $17 slabs of hazelnut chocolate cake. 
Managing partner Gregg Horan calls the service “detailed, 
warm and hospitable without necessarily being fine-dining”—
meaning wait staff are as likely to wax poetic on the nuances 
of a Russian River versus Willamette Valley pinot noir as they 
are to recite all 20-ish ingredients in the garbage salad in one 
breath with a wry smile. 
 “It’s never going to be a necessity for us to serve from the 
left and pick up from the right, but we always make sure the 
customer leaves completely satisfied,” says Horan. 
 With such adaptability and convivial appeal, it’s no wonder that 
every couple of years brings a new wave of steakhouses promising 
to reinvent the concept—perhaps with an Argentine spin, a clubbier 
vibe or even a concept targeting women. Others look to elevate it 
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chili oil. Steaks are likewise cooked over the open flame and 
painted with garlic, shallot and beef drippings-infused butter to 
mimic the flavors of a pan sauce. 
 “We’re still delivering high quality, but taking ourselves 
less seriously and having a bit of fun,” Grant says. “We also 
want people to feel as though they’re taken care of from the 
moment they enter the restaurant.”
 Once seated, diners receive a complimentary “amuse booze” 
(miniature gin martini) and a spread of snacks as they peruse the 
menu. The menu’s playful hospitality is perhaps best encapsulated 
by the $145 “I don’t give a f**k” menu, which essentially means, 
“We take care of you and start bringing you food and making 
you happy,” Grant says.
 The constant reinvention and tweaking hasn’t just raised 
the bar for newcomers entering the crowded steakhouse scene, 
however; it forces legacy spots to reexamine and refresh their 
concepts. Seeing the younger generation’s affinity for craft cocktails 
encouraged Horan to ramp up Gibson’s beverage program by 
adding batched old fashioneds and pulling fresh citrus peels.
 “We’re so high-volume that we’re never going to be those 
bearded, tattooed mixology guys with a lot of flair. But we have 
stepped up our game, because we’ve learned that these younger 
kids care as much about beverage as food,” he says. “There are 
always small things we can do as a concept to make sure we’re 
relevant and evolving.”
 As Pandel puts it, important as it is to challenge and differentiate 
from old ideas, a great steakhouse also needs staying power. “We’re 
looking for Swift to be around for a long time and become a 
staple of what the newer version of a Chicago steakhouse is,” he 
says. “Not to pooh-pooh the old dogs, but to allow something to 
come in and refresh what that can be without taking away from 
the things we appreciate about it.”

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: 1) The fire-roasted seafood tower at Maple & Ash. 
2) Swift & Sons interior. 3) Gibsons’ 20-ounce prime Angus T-bone with double-
baked potato.

via craft cocktails and cheffier non-beef entrees and sides. 
 Chris Pandel, executive chef of Boka Restaurant Group 
steakhouse Swift & Sons, felt added pressure to set a good 
precedent as his was the first steakhouse to open in the red-hot 
West Loop neighborhood. “The expectation is that most guests 
know what they want before they even walk in the door, so we 
have to match those expectations and beat them,” he says. 
 Swift & Son’s elevated menu and palatial setting in a former 
cold-storage facility call to mind the luxe chophouses of mid 
last century. Seasonal menu changes allow the restaurant to be 
chef-driven—meaning non-beef entrees rotate regularly and 
guests rightly won’t see asparagus on the menu year-round. But 
overall, the menu doesn’t stray too far from the classics, with 
dishes such as a towering cold seafood platter, a pecorino-laced 
Caesar salad, and a dozen prime steak offerings with sides such 
as the potato gratin-esque tartiflette.
 Recreating elevated takes on crabcakes and beef Wellington 
has proven to be an exercise in maturity for Pandel and his cooks. 
“It’s my job to make sure I can make best versions of those 
dishes. That’s the challenge,” he says. “It’s allowed me to mature 
a lot into less cooking for myself and more cooking for the guest.” 

LEADING WITH HOSPITALITY
 Maple & Ash, which is located around the corner from 
Gibsons, channels the celebratory aspect of its fun-loving 
predecessor by creating an atmosphere of generosity and just 
enough cheeky opulence to have already made it a regular 
haunt of the Gold Coast’s wealthy residents. 
 The centerpiece of the lavish, modern, third-floor dining 
room is a massive wood-fired grill, which lends a flame-kissed 
twist to classic dishes such as the seafood tower, which gets 
roasted at 700°F until sizzling and served with garlic butter and 

MAGGIE HENNESSY IS A CHICAGO-BASED FOOD/DRINK WRITER AND CHEF WITH A BACKGROUND IN BUSINESS 
WRITING AND MORE THAN EIGHT YEARS’ EXPERIENCE AS A JOURNALIST AND EDITOR COVERING THE FOOD/
RESTAURANT INDUSTRIES. VISIT HER WEBSITE AT WWW.MAGGIEHENNESSY.COM.

PH
O

TO
 CR

ED
ITS O

pposite, left to right: Laurie Peacock, R
evealed Studios; Kailley Lindm

an. Clockw
ise from

 top left: 1) B
arry B

recheisen 2) Anthony Tahlier 3) Kailley Lindm
an


