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MEAT MATTERS haute dog

Haute 
Dog
The basic frank works 
for the ballpark, but 
chef-driven restaurants 
turn hot dogs gourmet.

By Jody Shee

With a name 
like frankfurters, you’d think the 
pedigree of hot dogs would be undisputed. Hello, 
Frankfurt, Germany. But that would be too simple. Actually, a Coburg, 
Germany, baker invented the little sausages in the late 1600s and peddled them in Frankfurt.

But don’t forget that the hot dog’s other affectionate name, wiener, gives it a Vienna 
(Wien) connection. The dog’s U.S. introduction came in the mid-1800s when a few 
German immigrants brought the wiener to New York. Now it’s the ubiquitous fare of 
the ball field, often with a mystery-meat reputation.

But culinary professionals can’t leave well enough alone. An evolution of hot dogs 
is underway, with the current sensibilities of quality, known ingredients, no additives, 
local sourcing and ethnic flavors. Some menus label them “sausage sandwiches.”

“A hot dog at the core started as a sausage,” says Bret Hessler, corporate chef/
director of culinary development for Miami-based Grove Bay Hospitality Group. 
“Is a hot dog a version of sausage that has evolved? I think (the ‘sausage’ name) is 
recognition, revitalization and remembrance of where this all started.” The group’s 
Big Easy Winebar & Grill menus Big Easy Boerie Bites—a small plate of three 3-inch 
sandwiches with farmers sausage and three separate toppings on soft rolls.
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This plate of three 3-inch Big 
Easy Boerie Bites served at Big 
Easy Winebar & Grill, Miami, 
features South African flavors. 
Each has a different topping.
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Hot dogs on the menu of upscale restaurants is not misplacement, but, rather, a play 
to appease folks ordering from the bar menu, as well as an opportunity to satisfy the 
midday in-a-hurry crowd and the late-night guest hungry for a little something.

The Meat of the Matter
The packed-in contents are the heart of the dog that chefs love to talk about. Big Easy 

Boerie Bites are made with South African farmers sausage—a mixture of pork, lamb and 
beef with such spices as coriander, paprika and chilies all combined and presented in a lamb 
casing. They are made as they were in old South African butcher shops, with hand-selected 
raw material and no trim, Hessler says. As for the interesting blend of spices, “During 
World War II, a lot of occupation was going on in Africa, and it left an impression behind. 
It became a wonderful melting pot of spices from India, Southeast Asia and beyond.”

The Boerie Bites play not only to the emerging South African flavor trend, they 
also address consumers’ desire to know where their food comes from, Hessler says. 
Awareness of this trend is especially important with hot dogs that are normally 
perceived as unhealthy and probably something we shouldn’t eat. “But if we know the 
source material, we splurge,” he adds.

For a place with the word “duck” in its name, it’s no wonder that The Duck Inn, 
Chicago, serves a Duck Fat Dog. The champion dog was named one of the 100 Best 
Dishes in Chicago by Time Out Chicago in 2015 and one of the 20 Essential Hot Dogs 
in Chicago 2017 by Eater Chicago. It was developed by Kevin Hickey, partner/director 
of food and beverage for parent company Rockit Ranch Productions, Chicago.

After fine-tuning the combination of beef, pork and duck fat, the operation turned 
the production of the hot dog over to a local company. “They hold it for us and we pick 
it up as needed. If we made it in-house, it would be the job of two guys to crank out 
the dogs all day long, it is that popular,” says executive chef Kris Delee.

One of the most famous dishes served at Santa Monica, California’s, Plan Check 
Kitchen + Bar is its Tommy Lasorda Burger topped with a butterflied hot dog and a 
mix of classic and elevated hot dog toppings. The dog is a house blend of 50/50 ground 
grass-fed certified Angus beef and short rib. “We grind the beef twice a day,” says the 
gastro pub’s corporate chef Sean Yontz. Of the company’s four locations, the downtown 
unit close to the Los Angeles Dodger Stadium sells the most.

While not all operators are inclined to develop and/or produce their own dogs, 
selections from upscale suppliers are only a phone call away. Ormsby’s, an Atlanta-
based traditional American gastro pub with elevated sandwiches and entrees, purchases 
Kobe beef hot dogs from Snake River Farms, Boise, Idaho, through its local vendor.

Ormsby’s offers the Abe Froman Chicago-style hot dog and the Atlanta dog, as well 
as small Corn Dog Pups. This certified Angus beef hot dog is covered in a house batter 
of buttermilk, creamed corn, onion, flour, cornmeal, mustard powder and cayenne, says 
executive chef Nick Anderson.

Toppings Matter
It’s hard to capture a dog in meat-only terms, as the whole sandwich, from meat to 

toppings to bread, plays together to hit a home run in elevated versions—more so than 
with the garden ballpark variety.

OPPOSITE, LEFT TO RIGHT: 1) The Tommy Lasorda Burger at Santa Monica, California-based Plan Check Kitchen 
+ Bar is topped with a butterflied hot dog and a mix of classic and elevated hot dog toppings. 2) The coating on the 
Corn Dog Pups served at Atlanta’s Ormsby’s is buttermilk, creamed corn, onion, flour, cornmeal, mustard powder 
and cayenne. 3) Ormsby’s Atlanta dog features chili, onions and housemade cheese whiz on a poppy seed bun.

On the Menu
If natural, premium ingredients isn’t your 
bailiwick, a more-casual hot dog play 
is to come up with creative ingredient 
combinations to match a crazy name. Hot dog 
eateries that do so abound. Here are some of 
the versions seen on the menu at Steve’s Hot 
Dogs on the Hill, St. Louis:

The Bacon Jamaican
Our smoked dog with 2 slices of crisp 
bacon, pepper jack, jerk seasoning, bell 
peppers and sweet chipotle sauce.

Back Yard BBQ Dog
Our famous smoked dog smothered in tangy 
baked beans and fresh potato salad, bacon 
and BBQ sauce.

The Molotov Dog
Our famous smoked dog with habanero 
chipotle spread, Sriracha, go inside and get 
my pickle relish, chipotle onions, jalapeño, 
and a prayer for you.

The Macho Nacho Dog
Topped with chili, nacho cheese, tomato, 
Doritos, sour cream and jalapeño.

The Storm Trooper Dog
Our smoked Salsiccia topped with made-
from-scratch Rotini Alfredo, bacon, French’s 
fried onion and fresh grated Parmesan.

Gorilla Mac & Cheese Dog
Our famous smoked Nathan’s dog, topped 
with creamy mac & cheese, bacon and 
French’s fried onions
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Sometimes, region dictates the ingredients. This is increasingly the case, says Eric Mittenthal, president of the National Hot Dog & 
Sausage Council, Washington, D.C. “In the past, you might only be able to get a Chicago dog in the Midwest. Today, you see restaurants 
offering it and other regional varieties as interesting options.”

Ormsby’s named its Abe Froman hot dog for the famously dubbed Sausage King of Chicago. It features mustard, onion, relish, 
dill pickles, tomato and sport peppers on a poppy seed bun. Chicago dogs do not include ketchup. The operation’s Atlanta dog 
features chili, onions and housemade cheese whiz with the same poppy seed bun.

Anderson admits that Atlanta doesn’t officially have an iconic hot dog style, but the chili on Ormsby’s Atlanta dog is reminiscent 
of Atlanta’s iconic The Varsity’s chili dog.

P
H

O
TO

 C
R

ED
ITS Left to right, P

lan C
heck K

itchen +
 B

ar; B
randon A

m
ato/O

rm
sby’s

070817JulAug NCR.indd   33 6/30/17   3:15 PM



34 THE NATIONAL CULINARY REVIEW • JULY/AUGUST 2017

MEAT MATTERS haute dog

Assuring descriptors
If consumers are going to indulge, they want 
the product to be premium quality, according 
to Chicago-based research firm Mintel’s 
Timely Topic: Hot Dog Insights 2015 report. 
Consumers generally view hot dogs and 
sausages as fatty and indulgent.

Therefore, when planning a premium hot 
dog menu option, consider working in these 
sensibilities and descriptors:

• Craft-made

• Grass-fed beef

• Specific breed (i.e. Angus, Kobe)

• No nitrates/nitrites

• Uncured

• Minimally processed

• No additives

• No preservatives

• Sustainably raised

• Antibiotic-free

Source: Mintel

The mini South African Big Easy Boerie Bites served three to 
a plate at Big Easy Winebar & Grill each has a separate topping. 
The cowboy candy-topped one features candied jalapeños 
combined with a simple syrup, coriander and other spices. The 
sweet takes the edge off the heat, says Hessler. The sweet-and-
spicy tomato jam served on a second bite combines tomatoes, raw 
sugar, simple syrup and a spice blend that includes cinnamon. 
Customers can’t guess the spices in the jam, which piques their 
interest, he adds. Onion jam is the third topping—slow-cooked 
red onions caramelized with a bit of cider vinegar to mellow the 
sharp onion flavor. Each is served on a mini brioche bun sourced 
from Zak the Baker, Miami. Each bun costs the restaurant about 
35 cents, but Hessler trusts the whole ingredients in the bun and 
doesn’t mind the hefty price.

Region was not the inspiration behind The Duck Inn’s famous Duck Fat Dog. The 
restaurant wraps the unctuous dog in bacon and tops it with cheese sauce, pickled 
jalapeño, Calabrian chili relish and a crunchy housemade pickle that cures for three 
weeks. Everything about this dog is made from scratch, except the brioche poppy seed 
roll that the restaurant has specially made at a local bakery, Delee says.

The Tommy Lasorda Burger at Plan Check Kitchen starts with the house PCB—
Plan Check Burger. The butterflied and grilled hot dog on top of the burger is then 
topped with a mixture of classic and elevated hot dog toppings, including raw onions, 
tomatoes, lettuce, mustard, melted Americanized dashi cheese and bacon spread on 
a proprietary Portuguese-style panko-crusted bun. The panko is sprinkled atop the 
dough, then baked—almost like a sesame seed bun only with panko crumbs. 

Why dashi/American cheese? “We have Asian and Japanese influences in our 
food,” Yontz says. The cheese is made in-house and includes dashi seasoning. The 
mustard also has an Asian twist—kimchee mustard that combines Dijon mustard and 
kimchee. The housemade bacon spread is simply smoked bacon, chopped, cooked and 
mixed with a housemade Thousand Island/mayo-like sauce.

Boston’s contemporary American Oak + Rowan restaurant decided that rather than 
offer a signature burger for lunch, a housemade prime beef sausage on a sesame brioche roll 
topped with confit garlic/horseradish aioli and bread and butter pickles would be unique.

The housemade sausage uses the trimmings from the restaurant’s popular USDA 
prime beef combined with spiced ginger, nutmeg, white pepper, salt and dehydrated 
milk powder to bind the sausage, says executive chef Justin Shoults. Rather than pipe 
the mixture into casings, he rolls it into tube form and wraps in plastic wrap, then 
poaches it to keep the shape. “By doing this, you miss out on the crunch factor, but you 
have a big juicy piece of sausage,” he says. The horseradish/mustard aioli combines 
Dijon and whole-grain mustard and includes roasted garlic.

The sausage has a robust flavor, as it is roasted to achieve some caramelization on 
the outside while remaining juicy and tender inside. “Ginger notes and spice from the 
white pepper come out, but the quality of the beef shines through,” Shoults says. It is 
served on the housemade brioche sesame bun and with brassica salad.

Overall, restaurants are trying to distinguish their dogs by using local and naturally 
cured meat—raised without antibiotics, says Mittenthal with the National Hot Dog & 
Sausage Council. “It’s the same type of trends we see with other meat, as well.” 

JODY SHEE, AN OLATHE, KANSAS-BASED FREELANCE WRITER AND EDITOR, PREVIOUSLY WAS EDITOR OF A FOODSERVICE 
MAGAZINE. SHE HAS MORE THAN 20 YEARS OF FOOD-WRITING EXPERIENCE AND WRITES THE BLOG WWW.SHEEFOOD.COM.

ABOVE: The acclaimed Duck Fat Dog at Chicago’s The 
Duck Inn is made of beef, pork and duck fat.
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