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Diversity in Dining: The Brainerd Lakes Area has it all 

BRAINERD, Minn. – For the sheer diversity of unique and scenic dining opportunities, it’s tough to beat the Brainerd Lakes Area. 

With more than 100 dining options, guests have a wide variety of choices from which to pick. In all cases, the cuisine rarely disappoints, but often times it’s the establishment’s history, chef, scenery or experience that is equally appealing. For example, one supper club bakes gourmet breads using flour from an on-site Grist Mill, part of which dates back to the 19th century. Another is nearing 100 years old and is designated as a National Historic Site. Another features locally grown vegetables, herbs, poultry and game birds, while another one entertained Hollywood celebrities and Chicago gangsters back in the 1940s and ‘50s. There’s even a floating restaurant – the Breezy Belle – which is a two-deck Paddle-Wheel Excursion Boat that was built right here in Brainerd and now gives dinner cruises around Pelican Lake.

If it’s great food and spectacular scenery you’re after, some of the busiest restaurants in the summer are situated on the shores of Brainerd’s most popular lakes, giving guests a chance to arrive by boat or car. Others overlook the 18th greens of some of the state’s top golf courses. 

“The diversity of our dining opportunities is really what amazes our visitors,” Tourism Director Gretchen Ennis said. “You can go out every night and enjoy very different menus, settings and the overall experience. Visitors can satisfy just about any craving they might have, and some of the chefs we have in this area are second to none.”

Those doing the cooking typically have impressive resumes, which translate into incredible food. Some are highly acclaimed, others studied at prestigious culinary schools like the Culinary Institute of America in New York, and many are area natives who have been sharing their skills with visitors for decades. But whether it’s supper clubs off the beaten path, restaurants you can boat to, family style buffets, those with unique and entertaining histories, national chains or anything in between, Brainerd provides dining choices. Most are casual and welcome those just coming off the lake or the golf course.

There are many dining establishments that could be highlighted, but the following have unique histories, menu items, chefs or stories behind them. 

• The Historic Sherwood Forest is a Grand View Lodge property that’s in a 1920s timber lodge that has been recognized since 1980 as a National Historic Site. The huge river rock hearth and vaulted ceilings give added warm to those dining here. It features a classic steak and chophouse menu, as well as seafood, pork and veal.

• Lost Lake Lodge is tucked in the woods but on the shores of Upper Gull Lake. Led by area native Chef Howard Smith, who studied at the Culinary Institute of America in New York, the lodge offers gourmet cuisine such as Jerked Pink Grouper, Walleye En Papillote, Filet Mignon and Paella. Every meal includes fresh bread made from wheat that’s ground in a Grist Mill that was rescued from Enright’s Mill in St. Paul. Guests can actually watch the mill in use. 

• Breezy Point Resort this year is offering dining aboard the Breezy Belle, a Paddle-Wheel Excursion Boat that will take groups around Pelican Lake during dinner or lunch cruises. The Belle was built in 2003 in Brainerd by Captain Nick Buffetta and his grandfather, Harold Rademacher. Another fine dining opportunity at Breezy Point is Antler’s, located on Whitebirch Course. Featuring white pine logs from Canada and two 300-pound, six-foot-high chandeliers made from antlers, the supper club overlooks the golf course. Chef Joe Hallbeck and his famous Hungarian Mushroom Soup have been mainstays in the Lakes Area dining community for more than 20 years.

• Iven’s on the Bay was rebuilt in 2006 after fire destroyed it and now offers a 180-degree view of North Long Lake. Iven’s has its own herb garden in the summer and uses ingredients grown locally, including fresh poultry and game birds from a local game farm. Its martini bar features 51 flavors. Chef Tim Anderson is highly acclaimed, earning awards such as Food and Wine Magazine’s “Top 10 Best New Chefs,” Gault Millau’s “Top 15 Chefs in America” and James Beard Society’s “Rising Star Chef Award.”

• Matty’s has two restaurants in the Lakes Area and is a perennial winner of “people’s choice” dining awards for best hamburger, best value, best casual dining and top 10 dining spots. Its popular Sunfish Sandwich really isn’t sunfish, it’s actually grilled tilapia. And its sweep potato fries have a cult-like following and features a sweet dipping sauce.

• Prairie Bay Grill & Catering is relatively new to the area but has quickly earned a reputation for excellent food, with its wood oven-fired pizza, gourmet sandwiches and specialties such as Caramelized Sausage & Chicken Penne, 12 Hour Braised Beef Short Ribs, Slow Braised Pork Belly, and Roasted Mushroom & Tarragon Fusilli. Chef Matt Annand studied at the Culinary Institute of America and has worked at some of the top restaurants in the country. 

• Bar Harbor may have the most colorful history of any restaurant in the Brainerd Lakes Area. Originally built in 1937 on the Upper Gull Lake channel, Bar Harbor featured gambling in those early years and even hosted notorious Chicago gangsters. But it burned down in 1968 when thieves broke in and couldn’t find any money. Bar Harbor expanded across the road on its current site, adding a grill, dance floor and stage, and becoming one of the most popular steakhouses in the Lakes Area. Its new building was completed in 2003 and still offers an excellent dining experience.
 
A comprehensive list of activities and events is available by visiting the Brainerd Lakes Chamber Web site. Lodging and golf specials and packages are available on the property’s or golf course’s individual Web site; some are featured on the chamber’s Web site as well. The Brainerd Lakes Chamber is an excellent resource for planning a family vacation, group tour or area adventure. Contact the Chamber first at 1-800-450-2838 or www.explorebrainerdlakes.com. The new 2010 Visitor’s Guide is now available as well. 
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Note: Contact PR Coordinator Geoff Gorvin at 218-821-9513 or 218-829-2838 for more information or photos.
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