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BURGER  
BOOM

The new 

You talk a big game, pretending 

to waver between the scallops 

and the veal. But you know what 

you really want: the burger. And 

it’s a good move, because chefs 

are putting more thought, energy 

and time into their burgers than 

ever before, piling on the primo 

ingredients yet typically selling 

the finished product for less than 

anything else on the menu.  

Here, we celebrate patties both  

high-end and low, including the 

best five burgers in Chicago: 

 
CHAMPION

Acadia: the ultimate 

page 14 

 
RUNNERS-UP
Trenchermen: 

the umami bomb  
page 16 

Big Jones: 

the Southern punch  
page 14 

Owen & Engine: 

the minimalist  
page 16 

Edzo’s: the classic 
page 19 

Download Foursquare in the app store and then start exploring the city with TOC (foursquare.com/timeoutchicago). Use our lists 
to find the best burgers and more in Chicago, and check in to three burger joints from this issue to unlock our Burger badge.

Photographs by Jason Little and Martha Williams
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Cheeseburger  
at Au Cheval
The two thin patties (a “single” 
is really a double here) aren’t 
the star of this much-obsessed-
over burger. Instead it’s the 
generous schmear of mayo, the 
melted American cheese and 
the chopped raw onions that cut 
through the beef with a piquant 
bite. 800 W Randolph St (312-
929-4580, aucheval.tumblr.com). 
$10.—DT

Acadia burger at Acadia
With three cuts of beef (chuck 
as the base, brisket for juiciness, 
Wagyu scraps for fat), two types 
of cheese (Gruyère, Mornay sauce) 
and a bottomless reserve of umami 
(bacon-onion jam, housemade 
pickles), it’s clear this burger has 
been obsessed over by chef Ryan 
McCaskey. All those delicious 
details are what make diners 
obsess over it, too. 1639 S Wabash 
Ave (312-360-9500, acadiachicago.
com). $14.—David Tamarkin

Short-rib burger  
at Blackbird
The two-inch-thick patty made with 
short rib from deli/butcher Publican 
Quality Meats is the star: The meat 
is velvety, juicy, and, true to its 
origins, screams quality. Toppings 
change often, but on my visit, 
mimolette “Velveeta” takes a back 
seat to pickled ramps and beef-
cheek jam, all on a sesame brioche 
bun. 619 W Randolph St (312-715-
0708, blackbirdrestaurant.com). 
Lunch only. $15.—LB

Pimiento cheeseburger 
at Big Jones
The steamed bun prevents the 
mess of two thin, juicy patties 
slathered with creamy, spicy 
housemade pimiento cheese and 
a heap of griddled onions from 
dripping onto your plate. You 
don’t want even a morsel of this 
burger to go anywhere but in your 
mouth. 5347 N Clark St (773-
275-5725, bigjoneschicago.com). 
$12.—Laura Baginski

The Big Baby at Little 
Market Brasserie
To eat this burger is to imagine 
being hooked up to an IV that 
injects your bloodstream with bliss. 
Chef Ryan Poli modeled it after the 
style popular on the Southwest Side: 
Two thin, crispy-edged patties melt 
together with layers of American 
cheese and a mass of deeply 
caramelized onions on a toasted 
brioche bun. 10 E Delaware Pl (312-
640-8141, littlemarketbrasserie.
com). $13.50.—JK

Brunch burger  
at Frog n Snail
Lightly sweet, challah-ish bread 
and a schmear of herbaceous 
cream cheese lighten and 
brighten the beef. Even the bun is 
clever, hollowed out to tuck away 
pickled green tomato and shallot 
rings. This is a meal meant to 
pair with a Bloody Mary. 3124 
N Broadway (773-661-9166, 
frognsnail.com). Brunch only. 
$14.—Brent DiCrescenzo

CDA burger at  
Café des Architectes
The well-seasoned patty on this 
guy feels smaller than its ten 
ounces. This makes the smoky 
bacon, tangy Boursin aioli, crispy 
fried onions and pretzel bun (from 
Morton Grove’s Z Baking) perfect 
accompaniments, rather than 
overkill. 20 E Chestnut St (312-
324-4063, cafedesarchitectes.
com). Lunch only. $16. 
—Julia Kramer

Beef and chorizo burger  
at Bread & Wine
Technically, this is a double-patty 
burger: The beef is topped with 
a smaller patty of chorizo, which 
gives the dish its deeply savory 
edge. The crowning jewel is the 
Cedar Grove cheddar, a sharp 
choice that could be the best 
cheese used on any burger in the 
city. 3732 W Irving Park Rd (773-
866-5266, breadandwinechicago.
com). $18.—DT

Commanders in beef
The Burger Issue

These 18 restaurants may not specialize in burgers, but they         sure know how to make an 

art form out of a patty between bread. Photographs by Jason    Little and Martha Williams

NO. 1
BURGER
SEE PAGE 13.

TOP
FIVE
SEE PAGE 13.
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Bakery burger at  
Pleasant House Bakery
If you can manage to forgo 
the incredible savory pies and 
order the burger instead, you’ll 
be rewarded with a patty so 
juicy, melted cheddar so gooey, 
Dijonaise so drippy, and lettuce 
and tomato so slippy-slidey, they 
make a mockery of the thin 
brioche bun trying in vain to keep 
it all together. 964 W 31st St (773-
523-7437, pleasanthousebakery.
com). Tuesdays only. $10.50.—LB

Hamburger at Maison
Chef Perry Hendrix’s burger is 
manageable in size (it weighs 
just under a half pound) but 
aggressive in flavor, with 
Roquefort dripping down the 
sides of the house-ground patty. 
Too much? Hendrix balances 
all that richness with some 
pickled red onions and a handful 
of arugula. 330 E Randolph 
St, suite 300 (312-241-1540, 
maisonbrasserie.com). $15.—DT

Hamburger at Mindy’s 
HotChocolate
The house-ground Heartland beef 
burger arrives expertly cooked, 
christened with a cross of crispy 
bacon and a melting slice of aged 
cheddar tucked under a toasted 
garlic bun. Give it a few squirts of 
housemade ketchup and mustard, 
then layer on the housemade 
pickles. 1947 N Damen Ave (773-
489-1777, hotchocolatechicago.
com). $13.—Lauren Viera

Le Hamburger  
at Paris Club
Ignore the lame name—
particularly because this is 
actually a cheeseburger, with  
your choice of Gruyère or blue—
and enjoy the port-grilled onions, 
which add a pleasant hint of 
sweetness to this perfectly pink 
patty on a butter-slicked bun. 59 
W Hubbard St (312-595-0800, 
parisclubchicago.com).  
$13.—MC

Tortoise Club 
cheeseburger at 
Tortoise Club
This burger passes the ultimate 
test: The flavorful beef, a house 
blend, would be good sans 
condiments. But it’s even better 
with just a hint of pickles, red-
wine onions, aioli and Uplands 
cheddar, which add subtle pops 
of taste and texture. 350 N State 
St (312-755-1700, tortoiseclub.
com). $14.—MC

Rosebud cheeseburger 
at Rosebud Prime
An obnoxiously thick burger 
stabbed with a steak knife? Not 
at Rosebud, a steakhouse that 
shows restraint with its simple 
inch-thick patty layered with 
two slightly charred slices of 
American cheese, lettuce, tomato 
and pickles, all bookended with a 
pretzel bun. 1 S Dearborn St (312-
384-1900, rosebudrestaurants.
com). $13.—LB

TOP
FIVE
SEE PAGE 13.

TOP
FIVE
SEE PAGE 13.

The Nightwood 
cheeseburger  
at Nightwood
The new iteration of this wood-
grilled burger is a tall, two-patty 
affair layered with pickles, “special 
sauce” (a garlicky combo of mayo 
and ketchup), cheddar sauce and 
an onion ring. The bun is ciabatta, 
which is a good thing—brioche 
would crumble under all this 
weight. 2119 S Halsted St (312-
526-3385, nightwoodrestaurant.
com). $15.—DT

Slagel Farm burger  
at Owen & Engine
When this behemoth on an onion-
studded potato bun hits your table, 
you’ll vow to bring half home. Then 
you’ll take one bite and realize no 
one has that kind of willpower. 
Beef this velvety is thanks to the 
fat in the blend—chuck with short 
rib and brisket. Wear stretchy 
pants. 2700 N Western Ave (773-
235-2930, owenandengine.com). 
$14.—Marissa Conrad 

The Burger Issue

OTS at Old Town Social
Maybe it’s because the quality 
of the meat is so good—half 
cows from Q7 Ranch in Marengo, 
Illinois, are broken down, aged 
and ground in-house—but chef 
Jared Van Camp works to make 
this burger’s meatiness shine, 
topping it with equally savory 
toppings: housemade bacon, a 
fried egg, aioli and Gruyère. 455 
W North Ave (312-266-2277, 
oldtownsocial.com). $13.—DT

TrenchBar burger  
at Trenchermen
Wizardry is the only explanation 
for the splendor of this bun: The 
potato dough–foccacia hybrid is 
impossibly light, yet—this is where 
the magic happens—it doesn’t 
collapse, or even lose a touch of 
integrity, under the juiciness of the 
mind-bogglingly beefy and flavorful 
ground-in-house chuck patty, 
topped with pickles and cheddar. 
2039 W North Ave (773-661-1540, 
trenchermen.com). $13.—JK
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XxxxxThe Burger Issue

Counter-service 

shack that’s been 

flipping patties for 

60 years, or nouveau 

beef bistro that 

traffics in fried eggs 

and foie gras?  

Eric May and 

Marissa Conrad 

argue over the  

better burger genre.

Burgers are personal—one of those foods that can 
trigger instant nostalgia. My own archetypal burger 
requires the elemental combination of soft bun, thin 
beef patty given a flip or two on the griddle, minced 
onions, satiny melted American cheese, 
piquant ketchup and mustard, and the 
cool tang of pickle chips. This classic 
formula evokes riding home from school 
in the 1980s in my mom’s minivan and 
swinging through the drive-through. Yes, 
my first burger love was the McDonald’s 
cheeseburger. 

 I gave up the industrially produced 
fast-food stuff long ago for old-fashioned burgers made 
in diners and grills. Ideally, a hand-formed, loosely 
packed ball of ground chuck is smashed onto a searing-
hot griddle, sealing in juices and forming a crispy crust 
on the surface and edges of the burger; then topped 
sparingly. (Beware of frozen patties tossed onto a char 
grill, which produce a burger that tastes more of the 
grill than beef.)
 In today’s age of piling burgers high with ungodly 
indulgences such as pulled pork or foie gras, it’s 
getting harder to find a thoughtfully prepared old-
fashioned burger in Chicago, but the five here manage 
to adhere to old-school ideals.

Kevin’s Hamburger Heaven At the counter of this 
pillbox of a greasy spoon, watch the grill man flatten 

fresh balls of chuck into patties. Ask for the One and 
Only with grilled onions; they come caramelized to a 
deep, delicious brown. 554 W Pershing Rd (773-924-
5771); 4056 S Western Ave (773-847-4947). $5.
 
Schoop’s This minichain of diners serves the 
epitome of this classic style and my favorite burger in 
Chicagoland. Schoop’s reps won’t reveal their secrets, 
but I suspect they use a high-fat beef to produce a 
burger with an ethereally crispy crust and lacy edges. 
Be careful with your ordering: When a single 
cheeseburger weighs in at a half-pound, the double 

overwhelms. Multiple locations 
(schoophamburgers.com). $5. 

That’s A Burger This South Shore hole 
in the wall has a loyal following, and 
rightfully so. It turns out one of the best 
burgers in Chicago—a juicy, loosely 
packed patty with beautifully crisp 
edges—even if there is no room inside 

to eat it. 2134 E 71st St (773-493-2080). $5, 
includes fries. 

Top Notch Beefburger A 59-year-old Beverly 
institution, this frozen-in-amber diner is the natural 
habitat of malts and beef tallow French fries. The 
cheeseburger is one of the beefiest around, and the 
bun is well-toasted for a contrast in texture. 2116 W 
95th St (773-445-7218). $4.

Wesley’s Place The line cooks at this spartan grill take 
pride in its hand-formed Momma’s Burger—a free-form 
patty hanging over the edges of its bun and topped with 
gooey American cheese. The seasoning and the crust 
make this well worth the trip. 513 E 47th St (773-285-
3999); 1713 E 79th St (773-933-8140). $4. —EM

My ideal hamburger does not come tucked in a sleeve 
of wax paper or wrapped in crinkly silver foil. My 
burger stands proudly on a dinner plate, its patty as 
thick as a Dickens novel, the sum of its parts 
announcing its presence by towering over the 
accompanying stack of fries. My burger is the kind 
you don’t want to eat until you cut it open with a knife 
and admire the deep pink-red hue of the rare beef. My 
burger does not come dripping in ketchup; my burger 
becomes soaked in yolk once I pierce the trembling 
yellow top of the fried egg adorning it. 
 I love this burger because when done right, the 
meat is the star—no matter how rich the sauce, or 
how pungent the cheese. In a good burger 
of this style, probably at least three cuts of 
beef have been hand-ground, hand-
blended and hand-formed into the loose, 
succulent patty before you, bringing out a 
texture and flavor lost in meat smashed on 
a griddle and cooked past pink.  
 In the end, a cooked-to-order burger 
could be topped with nothing and I’d be happy. But 
without the burger joints of the last decade—the 
kinds of places one-upping each other with how 
many permutations they can make on meat plus 
cheese plus bread—the big, fat, juicy burger I love 
may not have taken root. Thus, how can I say these 
restaurants, their foie gras and all, are anything but 
the best thing to happen to beef since Wendy’s 
stopped airing that annoying commercial with the 
old woman?
 I can’t. So bring on the Gruyère. The bacon jam. 
The horseradish aioli. Not too many toppings, and not 
too much of each. Translation: I may be advocating 
for new-school burgers, but I’m not buying into the 
sickening heap of goat cheese on top of my last 
monstrosity at Kuma’s. Try these five spots instead.

Bad Apple Go on Wednesdays for the 45-day dry-aged 
blend of Wagyu and prime rib, made for Bad Apple by 
New York butcher Pat LaFrieda. This is a steak 
disguised as a burger (proof that carbs make everything 
better), and that’s why it’s worth the $26 price tag. 4300 
N Lincoln Ave (773-360-8406, badapplebar.com).

Butcher & the Burger Ask for rare at this BYO and 
chefs actually deliver. For extra flavor, select a sassy 
spice blend to be mixed into the beef. 1021 W Armitage 
Ave (773-697-3735, butcherandtheburger.com). 
 $9–$9.50, toppings free–$12.50 (for foie gras).

Grange Hall Burger Bar Grass-fed beef 
tastes magically rich in these loosely packed 
patties, which you can top with extras from 
apple-bourbon relish to half-melted slabs of 
sharp cheddar. 844 W Randolph St (312-
491-0844, grangehallburgerbar.com). $9, 
toppings $1–$2.

Royce John des Rosier’s new burger spot is one of the 
few I’ve found that has a prebuilt option I like better 
than anything I’ve created. The Godfather balances 
spicy (giardiniera), creamy (Parmesan mayo, 
mozzarella) and beefy (grass-fed chuck) in each bite. 
1850 2nd St, Highland Park (847-433-8600, 
roycerestaurant.com). $13, includes fries.

25 Degrees The ground sirloin melts in your mouth no 
matter which of the 13 sauces, 14 cheeses and 14 extras 
you choose. 736 N Clark St (312-943-9700, 
25degreesrestaurant.com). $9, toppings free–$1.—MC

Patty wars

“Bring on the bacon jam.”

GRIDDLE ME THIS 
Kevin’s Hamburger 

Heaven specializes in 
smashed-patty burgers.

RARE FIND Grange 
Hall Burger Bar dishes 
out perfect cooked-to-
order patties.

Marissa’s 
case for a  
BIG, FAT, 

GUSSIED-UP 
BURGER

Eric’s case for a  
THIN, 

GRIDDLED, 
GREASY-
SPOON 
BURGER

Meating in  
the middle 

These old-school/
new-school burger 

hybrids team classic 
smashed patties with 

fancy ingredients, 
satisfying adherents to  
both styles.

Edzo’s Burger Shop 
The small 
storefront is 
modeled after 
a greasy-spoon 
burger shack, 
but owner 
Eddie Lakin grinds his 
own meat—sourced 
from Slagel and 
other local farms—to 
make a thin-but-rich 
cheeseburger that 
melts into its soft 
bun. 2218 N Lincoln 
Ave (773-697-9909); 
1571 Sherman Ave, 
Evanston (847-864-
3396, edzos.com).

DMK Burger Bar 
Creative (but never 
overdone) toppings 
make these smashed-
patty burgers sing; 
try the No. 4, with 
roasted hatch green 
chili, Sonoma Jack 
cheese, smoked 
bacon and a fried 
egg. For $3, make 
it a double. 2954 
N Sheffield Ave 
(773-360-8686, 
dmkburgerbar.com).

Epic Burger Bye 
bye, burger coma: 
Epic’s thin patties 
are the perfect 
portion. Punch 
up your lunch 
with add-ons 
like horseradish 
Havarti, 
buttermilk blue 
or one-year-
aged cheddar. 
Better yet, the 
ingredient-
conscious local 
chain bans 
anything with 
hormones, 
antibiotics, 
preservatives, 
nitrates and 
a ton of other 
scary words. 
Multiple locations 
(epicburger.com). 
—MC
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SEE PAGE 13.
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No small fries Five burger sidekicks that steal the show. 

Photograph by Martha Williams 
Styling by Lisa Kuehl

The Burger Issue

Kimchi fries at bopNgrill
You’d think a pile of fries 

would get lost under 
caramelized kimchi, a fried 
egg, melted sharp cheddar, 
bacon, kimchi mayo and 

shredded cabbage. Yet these 
taters manage to stand out 

with a crispy texture that can 
only be compared to a deep-
fried cloud. 6604 N Sheridan 
Rd (773-654-3224, bngrill.

com).—Marissa Conrad

Duck fat fries at the Bristol
The secret to their addictiveness isn’t just 
that they’re fried in duck fat (though that 
adds a savory punch). It’s the fact that 

they’re executed perfectly—crispy on the 
outside, soft on the inside—that’ll compel 
you to clean your plate. 2152 N Damen 
Ave (773-862-5555, thebristolchicago.

com).—Laura Baginski

Sweet potato fries at DMK
We wanted to put all five of DMK’s 
fry varieties on this list, but sweet 

potato won out for the simplicity of the 
execution—whoever salts and peppers 
these has a way with the shaker—and 

the addictive lemon tabasco aioli dipping 
sauce that brightens up each bite. 

2954 N Sheffield Ave (773-360-8686, 
dmkburgerbar.com). 

—MC

Spiced fries at bellyQ
The fries served alongside the 

lunchtime miniburgers are 
worthy on their own: perfectly 

crispy and doused with an 
Old Bay–like mix of dark chili 
powder, oregano and garlic 
powder. A garlic curry aioli 

dipping sauce will make you 
forget about ketchup. 1400 W 
Randolph St (312-563-1010, 

bellyqchicago.com). 
—Judy Sutton Taylor

Buffalo fries at Edzo’s
Coating fries in buffalo 

sauce seems like it would 
produce a soggy mess, but 
these somehow maintain 
their crispy exterior and 

pillowy interior. Bites with 
crumbled blue cheese 

are a tangy bonus. 2218 
N Lincoln Ave (773-697-
9909); 1571 Sherman  

Ave, Evanston (847-864-
3396, edzos.com). 

—MC
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The art of the DIY burger, per traditionalist Eddie 

Lakin of Edzo’s Burger Shop. By Lauren Viera  

One look at the menu at Edzo’s Burger Shop in Lincoln Park and it’s clear proprietor 
Eddie Lakin is a patty purist. The letter-board menu offers just one style—crispy-thin 
griddled (a second, the juicy cooked-to-order char, is available only at the Evanston 
shop). Toppings are basic: cheese, bacon, lettuce, tomato. Take Lakin to a place like 
Lincoln Park neighbor Butcher & the Burger, known for its DIY approach to building 
bespoke burgers from ten patty options and as many spice blends and add-ons, and it’s 
like watching someone play Go Fish with Nate Silver.

“My strategy,” Lakin says before stepping up to Butcher & the Burger’s counter, “is to 
choose a style first, then derive it to make your choices. Do you want to go classic? 
Asian?” If you simply choose ingredients you like without a theme in mind, he warns, 
“you might wind up with stuff that doesn’t go together.” Above, Lakin offers a tutorial on 
building a classic burger.

Build-a-burger workshop

Grilled onions, 
bacon

The grilled 
onions are an 

automatic—
they’re a staple 

at every old-
school burger 

joint. The bacon 
isn’t a must, but 
it doesn’t clash 

with the other 
ingredients, and 

Lakin likes the 
flavor it adds. Lettuce,  

tomato, ketchup
Here, Lakin does 
take inspiration 
from the classic 
In-N-Out burger. 
Plus, he says,  
“I always  
include ketchup 
as a classic  
topping, mostly 
for acidity.”

Split-top  
butter egg bun
A croissant 
may work for a 
breakfast-style 
burger, but not for 
Lakin’s theme. 
He chooses  
a timeless  
split-top bun. 

Cheddar
Lakin briefly 

wavers between 
cheddar and 

American, but 
opts for the 

former because 
it’s sharper. “I 
like American 

for thinner, In-N-
Out–style burgers 
because it melts 

well. But on a 
larger burger, 

especially a char-
grilled one, you 
need a cheese 

with a bolder 
flavor to  

stand up.”

The Burger Issue

Grass-fed  
prime beef
“It’s simple, and 
it’s healthier,” 
Lakin says.  
“I heard the 
owner say it’s  
kinda lean.” 

Medium
“I usually order 
medium-rare, 
to be sure to 
get medium or 
less, in case 
they overcook 
it. I’d rather 
have my burger 
undercooked 
than overcooked. 
My ideal is 
medium: pink 
throughout,  
no red.”

Simple spice 
blend

B&TB’s purest 
option is simply 
a mix of kosher 
salt and black 

pepper—chosen, 
Lakin says, as to 

not overwhelm 
the lean beef.


