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AT THE TABLE

ALL YOU KNEAD
Chef Rick Lopez carves a distinctive niche in
the Short North with Knead Urban Diner
By Nancy McKibben, Photography by Catherine Murray

rom the back of his new restaurant, Chef Rick Lopez presides over an open
kitchen that faces the dining room and allows him to survey his domain at a
glance. Instead of a chef's toque, he sports a cap over his thatch of dark hair.
He might almost be cooking at home with his wife, Krista, the restaurant's sole
baker and part-time waitress, and their two daughters, Vivianna and Chiara.
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"I spend more time here than I do at home," Rick notes in the course of our
interview. "Sometimes Vivvy, our 5-year-old, comes in and pretends to wait tables.
This is our life. Customers should feel like they're a part of our home."
After 25 years of successful restauranteuring in Columbus, he says Knead is his love
child, his darling, his precious-"the restaurant I've always wanted to have." And
the diner can tell.
With a little help from an architect, Rick and a buddy designed and remodeled
the restaurant's interior. The feel is both rerro and cozy: red walls with yellow and
brown accents; high-backed, curved booths; rustic tables; a nifty rotating dessert
case; waiters in jeans and Knead T-shirts; a dessert menu displayed on the side of a
cabinet painted with blackboard paint.

li9S% LOCAL."
A map of Ohio delineated into counties dominates one wall, with business cards
from local food sources pinned to it at the appropriate locations. Anyone who buys
locally will recognize names: Bluescreek Farm Meats, Blue Jacket Dairy, Oakvale
Artisan Cheeses, Wishwell Farms, Elizabeth Telling and a host of less familiar
suppliers as well. The number of locally brewed beers, most from Ohio and the
rest from Michigan, Pennsylvania or Kentucky, is staggering. "Eating Locally Since
2010," proclaims the slogan next to the map.
Rick explains that although he has always tried to source his food locally and
support the small family enterprise, here at Knead he is making that effort more
apparent to his customer. "If I walk over to North Market and buy bison at $10 a
pound, and let people know I do that, and if I use small family farms for vegetables
and Lynd's for apples instead of factory farms-then people realize that it costs
more. They understand. It's good for the community. In this demographic, people
care about that."

FINDING A BALANCE
The tension between the commercial side and the creative side underlies the entire
restaurant business, the way Rick sees it. "When I first started, I didn't care about
the business side. But creativity always fights with the bottom line. Margins are so
slim that you have to keep them in line or you won't survive."

Rick and Krista's baked goods in the kitchen at Knead.
54

WINTER2010

edible COLUMBUS

A LOVE OF
BAKING
Krista Lopez, whose degree
from Ohio State University
is in fashion merchandising,
knew that she would have to
be involved in the restaurant
business "if! ever wanted
to see my husband." So
she gamely volunteered
for the baking. "My mom
was a high school home ec
teacher-our nickname for
her is Betty Crocker. And I grew up with fresh homecooked
meals. I never saw a box of instant mashed potatoes until
college. So I knew I had the ability to do the baking."
What began as a necessity became a passion. "I love baking
now; I find it soothing. And I value those hours of solitude."
Krista recalls how tastes have changed since they began their
first restaurant in 1996. "We were an all-Italian restaurant,
and it was a challenge to lead people beyond spaghetti and
meatballs-which we didn't even have on the menu. Many
people had never head of osso bucco and gnocchi and we were
the only ones doing risotto. It was fun and exciting."
With the recession, Krista believes that people are embracing
comfort food again. "Before I was in the business, I thought
that the restaurant business would be like retail, only selling
food instead of clothing. It is totally different. People come into
a restaurant hungry, which might make them a little grumpy.
They have much higher expectations buying food in our
restaurant than buying a pair of pants at Macy's."
"Of course," sh
"we want to pease
I
peop Ie. We want
e says,
them to leave the restaurant happy." For that reason, Krista
sometimes finds the burgeoning of social media a tad
discouraging. A bad review can live forever on the web.
"When the feedback isn't at the table, then we don't have the
opportunity to find a way to turn the experience around for the
customer. All we can do is try to sort out the valid criticism and
learn from that, and then just disconnect from the rest."
Still, "For every mean and nasty person, there are 10 really nice
and kind people who give good feedback, and give us a reason
to get out of bed in the morning and go to work." Chefs,
Krista thinks, are much like musicians and artists. "They create
for them~~lves, but also for their audience. They crave that
applause.

Rick and Krista with their daughters at Knead.
Knead is intentionally smaller and more casual than his previous
restaurants for that reason. "We keep the overhead low and focus
on the food. No napery, not a lot of bells and whistles. But it's not
about the linens and plates and silverware. It's about being able to
create things that I'm proud of and feel good about cooking."
After growing up in a family of food-loving Italians ("my dad was
half Spanish, and did all the company cooking- my Grandma
Demarco taught me to make gnocchi when I was a little boy"), Rick
says he was "always around food. I waited tables and was in a band.
Food is a lot like music-it gives you immediate gratification, it's
either good or bad."
Rick studied under Chef Hubert at Gourmet Market, which became
Spagio's, and was the sous-chef at Tapatio in the Short North, where
he met Krista in 1993. After three years as the chef at the Westin
Hotel, he and Krista married. "After the honeymoon, we started a
restaurant. I dragged her in. She had never worked in one before,
and I taught her how to bake." Now Krista does all the baking for
Knead. "She's a million times better than me."

EXPLORE, EXPERIMENT, CREATE
Knead is the third Lopez restaurant. The first was Crescendo
Pastaria, from 1996 to 1999, followed by La Trattoria La Tavola,
from 1999 to 2010, when Rick sold it to his partner. The very
success of his restaurants proved limiting.
"An Italian restaurant is limited to one cuisine," Rick points out.
"If lasagna and veal saltimbocca always had to be on the menu,
then I didn't have much room to explore and experiment." Knead
overcomes that problem with a smaller clientele and a menu that
changes from week to week through its focus on local and seasonal.
"Some days we can be all Mexican or all Asian or all Italian. I
am able to create on a daily basis, instead of having to force the
ingredients to fit the menu."
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FUTURE KNEADS

Organic Produce &. Natural Groce ries

Green B.E.A.N. Delivery offers Columbus
and surrounding areas the
mention
ultimate convenience ...
this ad for
• To-your-door, year-round delivery of
organic produce and n~tural groceries.
• A network of local farmers and artisans.
• Online payment and customization of your order.
• Excellent quality and value with every delivery.

50%
off your first
produce bin!

• Recipes, community and fun.

II info@greenbeanohio.com

Rick and Krista also make what he calls "comfort food, but
more sophisticated." To this end, Krista bakes "Swoozy Q's" and
"Jinkies"-the latter an olive-oil-based cake injected with lemon
curd, which is perfectly sweet and delicious. Rick admits that he
has a weakness for "goofy names": his pizzas are the "Easy Cheesy,"
"That's the Old Peppa" and "The Fun Guy."
Clearly, Rick likes to push the envelope, but all in the name of better
food. "Cooking is an art, but not like painting. More like an Etch
A Sketch-if you mess up, you shake it and start over. We have to
try things in life to realize they don't work. I've never been afraid of
that." The restaurant's name reflects this approach. "Kneading isn't
just for bread-you do it in sausage-making and a lot other cooking.
I think of it as being hands-on with our food. And it also refers to
mixing together all of our experiences and background to form this
new restaurant."
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He also has cookbook aspirations. ''An
unconventional cookbook-sort of a
journal of the journey, with stories as
well as recipes. People often don't know
what goes on in a restaurant-it would
be entertaining to read. I'd also like to
be able to help people make their own
decisions in the kitchen, help them see
cooking as an adventure."
In the short term, although the restaurant
has a full liquor license, they are waiting
for an extended Sunday license so they
can serve brunch from lOam to 2pm on
Sundays. They hope to have the license
in hand by press time, but please phone
or check the website to confirm that the
brunch is operating.

II 1-877-827-FARM

Still, homemade pasta and gnocchi, which have been among Rick's
signature dishes over the years, will remain constants, although in
ever-changing guises. And Rick is expanding the number of items
that he makes himself. "Right now I'm making my own duck and
pork belly sausage, and maple-curing bacon from Berkshire pork.
And I was surprised at how easy and delicious it was to make my
own ricotta. I make sweet potato pirogis and jalapeno mustard. I can
give people more quality for less price."

Rick is still tweaking the new restaurant,
but when he dreams, he mentions a
Sunday supper club that would be
scheduled to fallon the day after Gallery
Hop. "It wouldn't have a menu and it
would be prix fixe. I'd open a bottle of
wine, we'd have a pot of something on
the stove-it would be fun to do themes,
like a cocktail party with '50s and '60s
fashions."

SOPHISTICATED COMFORT FOOD
When my husband and I ate at Knead on a Friday night, the
restaurant bustled, and with Rick visible in the kitchen, it was easy
to feel that he was back there cooking his dishes just for us. We ate
homemade bread and a lentil and a beet spread (I could have made
an entire meal of the appetizer) and roasted golden beet salad with
walnuts, smoked blue cheese, fennel, orange and arugula with a
citrus shallot vinaigrette. My baked gnocchi with bacon (gotta love
that home-cured bacon!) caramelized leeks, rosemary, fontina, gouda
and parmesan cheese was perfection. My husband raved about his
spaghetti and clams, which were wonderfully spicy. "Oh, a friend
gave me some hot peppers," said Rick. "So I used them."
Before we left I visited the restroom, which was papered on one wall
with pages from the classic '50s Ladies Home Journal cookbook. But
the essence of the restaurant was conveyed by an addition not in the
original plans-Vivvy's crayoned drawing of a cat, taped carefully
on the adjoining wall. It was heartfelt and original, like the delicious
food that Rick Lopez cooks for his customers every day and night at
Knead.

*

Visit Knead Urban Diner at 505 N High Street, next to the Hampton
Inn and across from the convention center. Open Tuesday-Thursday
11 am-l Opm; Friday 11am-IIpm; Saturday 9am -11pm;
614-228-2363; kneadonhigh.com

FESTIVE LAMB SUGO WITH PAPPARDELLE PASTA
Courtesy of Chef Rick Lopez of Knead Urban
Diner
Serves 8
2 pounds artisanal pappardelle pasta like

Rustichella d' Abruzzo (penne or fettucine will
also work)
3 pounds boneless lamb shoulder

2 pounds lamb breast with bone in, or spare
ribs (shank) Note: The bones are necessary to
develop the gelatinous quality of the sugo. I
recommend Bluescreek Farm Meats at North
Market.

1 bottle good-quality wine like Barbera or
(cheaper) Privitivo or Sangiovese
8 whole peeled garlic cloves
4 large cans whole peeled Italian tomatoes smashed
or put in food processor
1 cups chicken or beef stock

1 tablespoon crushed fresh juniper berries

Y2 teaspoon fresh ground nutmeg
4 springs rosemary
2 carrots, peeled and diced

1 fennel bulb, cleaned and diced
1 parsnip, peeled and diced

1 turnip, peeled and diced

Saute all the remaining vegetables in olive oil, adding garlic last so
that it doesn't burn. Make sure your pan is big enough, and add
more olive oil if needed. Saute in batches if necessary. Vegetables
should be caramelized and brown, but still a bit firm. When
vegetables are cooked, add the reserved liquid (sugo) and the
shredded meat. Let simmer for 45 minutes and add sea salt and
black pepper to taste. Toss with cooked pasta and sprinkle with
pecorino romano or toscano cheese. Enjoy with friends, family, a
loaf of bread and the same wine you cooked with.

1 red onion, diced
1 shallot, diced

Homemade Pasta

Y3 cup smashed minced garlic

6 eggs from cage-free chickens

Y2 cup each, rough-cut celery and onion for braising

4 cups unbleached flour

Y2 cup olive oil

2 teaspoons salt

Season lamb with salt and pepper. Use half the olive oil on
moderately high heat and brown lamb on all sides in a heavybottomed saute or braising pan. Remove lamb when brown, being
careful not to burn the pan. Add rough-cut celery, carrot, onion, and
saute until caramelized. Deglaze with red wine and lower heat. Add
lamb back in, with stock and tomatoes. Add whole garlic, juniper,
rosemary and nutmeg.

Combine ingredients on a tabletop, making a well in the flour,
adding eggs and kneading together, or throw into a mixer and
combine until dough forms a smooth ball. Let dough rest 30
minutes, covered. Roll out on a floured surface, until it is the
thickness of cardstock paper, keeping as square as possible. Flour
surface and roll like a cigar. Don't be shy with the flour! Cut strips,
starting at one end, % to one inch wide.

0

Cover and place in a preheated 325 oven for four hours or until the
lamb falls off the bone. (If your braising pan won't hold all the meat,
put meat in a baking dish and make sure the liquid covers meat at
least halfway, but do not submerge. Cover with foil.)
When lamb is done, remove meat and strain liquid. Set liquid aside.
Let meat cool, then shred with hands, removing bones and fat.
Strain the fat from the reserved liquid. (Or refrigerate overnight and
remove hardened fat that rises to the top.)

Unroll and cook in boiling water until pasta rises to surface, then
let float for one minute. Add cooked pasta immediately to the sugo,
and serve as recommended.
Note: Pasta making is not rocket science, it just takes practice. The
dough is very forgiving. If it seems too dry and hard, add a little
water at a time until you have a smooth, not sticky consistency. If
it is too wet, add a little flour at a time. The weather can affect your
pasta; if it is humid, you will need less water.

ediblecolumbus.com
- )

Winter 2010

57

