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apart,” said Andy D’Amico, a chef and partner. “They would just kind of collapse in the roll.” The solution was something 
familiar to the home meatloaf maker: seal the mix with eggs and panko crumbs.  

The veggie-burger pendulum of peril swings between too dry and too wet, and sometimes, achieving the right balance of moisture 
and texture has to do with knowing which seeds, nuts and vegetables to mash and which ones to leave whole.  

There are other challenges. A patty made of puréed vegetables may be healthy, but “you might say it doesn’t have much tang to 
it,” said Mr. Strauss of Westville. To give it flavor layering, Westville tops the patty with mushrooms and a spicy tartar sauce. 
(With a successful veggie burger, Mr. Ronnen observed, “so much of it is the condiments.”)  

If you need extra evidence that this hippie-town mainstay is venturing into territory that once might have been seen as hostile, 
look no further than Shula Burger, a chain scheduled to open this summer in Florida. Shula Burger is the latest food enterprise 
from the family whose patriarch is Don Shula, the legendary football coach. One of his sons, Dave, said in a telephone interview 
that Shula Burger’s test kitchens were in the midst of “trying a lot of different versions.”  

The root conundrum of a veggie burger, he said, comes down to its “bite profile” — or what happens at the moment of impact 
between teeth and patty. And what bite profile does a restaurant want to avoid? “Picture taking a bite out of a hockey puck,” said 
Mr. Shula, also a former N.F.L. coach. “And the other end of the bite profile to avoid is when it’s really squishy and mushy.”  

Mr. D’Amico wanted his version, in keeping with the 5 Napkin mission, to have the traditional cheek-smeared pleasure of a beef 
burger. But sometimes it seems as if he’s been almost too successful with that, thanks in part to the incorporation of beets, which 
give the patty a color reminiscent of rare steak. “I have to tell you that my veggie burger has freaked out some vegetarians,” he 
said. “They’ve been put off by the color of it. They feel like it looks too much like meat.”  

Brian Stefano, the chef at the Hillstone branch on Park Avenue, has had similar moments with the restaurant’s lauded griddled, 
crispy-exterior version. If you eat one, it’s hard to miss the presence of beans, rice and beets. What’s less obvious is that another 
ingredient — the one that gives the mix a touch of sweetness and stickiness — is prunes. “We’ve had vegetarians think that it is 
meat and send it back,” Mr. Stefano said.  

Apparently most just chow down, though. The Park Avenue Hillstone, previously known as Houston’s, sells 400 to 500 veggie 
burgers a week.  

“I give them a lot of credit,” Mr. Capon, the chef at Burger & Barrel, said of Hillstone. “Their veggie burger has a little bit of a cult 
following. I know people who go there just for that.”  

Still, Mr. Capon zagged in a different direction. He found inspiration during a Saturday night “family meal” with his cooking crew 
when Ryan Schmidtberger, the chef de cuisine at another of Mr. Capon’s restaurants, made falafel for the team. In converting the 
chickpea fritter to a burger, Mr. Capon amped up the herbs, smeared on plenty of tzatziki sauce and chose a coarser, crunchier 
grind.  

Ultimately, how a restaurant rises to the challenge of a veggie burger can be a telling sign of its cooks’ core values.  

“It gives you a lot of room to create,” said David Burke, the chef behind New York restaurants like Fishtail and David Burke 
Kitchen. At Fishtail, Mr. Burke eventually went with the tried-and-true pleasure-delivery system of a portobello mushroom with 
roasted peppers, basil mayo and mozzarella. “We treat it like an Italian sandwich without the meat,” he said.  

Talking about the topic sent Mr. Burke into something of a creative reverie on the phone. “Falafel makes a good burger,” he 
started musing. “A corn risotto cake. Even a potato pancake, because a good burger has a little crunch, a little snap.”  

That led him to think about creating an altogether different twist on an American icon: something perfect for the summer.  

“A veggie lobster roll,” he said. “I’m going to try that.”  


