Culinary Artist
J

ULIE STANLEY was all about
being a locavore before the
term was ever invented.
When she opened Food Dance
Café more than 17 years ago, one
of her restaurant’s proud claims
was that it used ingredients from
local sources, including produce
from Rose Scobey, Kirklin Farms,
Deleo Farms, and Gary Otto’s
chicken.
“We didn’t do it because
it’s cool,” Julie says. “We did it
because it tastes better.”
By Kit Almy
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Julie Stanley’s
Food Dance Cafe
a feast for the senses.
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An artistic atmosphere
Julie and business partner, John
Schmitt, opened Food Dance Cafe
in 1994 in the rear of the Haymarket
Building in downtown Kalamazoo, initially serving only lunch and breakfast.
Despite the lack of a storefront, a poor
downtown business climate and predictions that “nobody will come,” Julie
says, “The first time they wrote about us
in the paper we doubled our business
overnight.”
After a couple of years Food Dance
added dinner service and the business
has thrived ever since. In 2007, the restaurant moved from its original location
two blocks east to 401 East Michigan
Avenue. Soon after, a market adjacent to
the restaurant opened selling local and
regional specialty foods, wines and gifts,

Adjacent to the restaurant, Food Dance’s market
sells a variety of gourmet specialty foods, foodrelated gifts, local and regional foods, and Food
Dance’s delicious desserts.
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ECENTLY, Stanley was named Fair
Food Matters’ “Locavore of the
Year,” an award recognizing her efforts to
support local food in Southwest Michigan. By shopping at farmers markets,
she supports local suppliers and reaps
the additional benefit of developing relationships with these vendors.
“I personally know them, (executive
chef) Robb (Hammond) knows them
personally. We’ve been to their farms,
we know their practices,” she says. The
result is the restaurant gets the freshest,
best quality ingredients.
The produce also has unique flavor
because of what the French call terroir,
most familiar in the context of wine,
which means that a certain food’s flavor
depends on the climate and geography of
where it’s grown. “All the environment
around it is what makes the food what it
is,” Julie says. For example, poblano peppers grown in a dry region of Michigan
will taste much hotter than those from
an area that gets a lot of rain.
One of Julie’s challenges, however,
is “the ups and downs of local produce”
in which the ingredients available locally
vary from season to season. Consequently, Food Dance’s menu changes dramatically every three months.

as well as Food Dance’s baked goods,
salads and other prepared items. The
restaurant also offers catering delivery,
private party space and special events
such as themed dinners, tastings and
cooking classes.
Food Dance is known as much for
its food as for its giant vegetables — the
ones painted on the walls, that is. A
hallmark of the restaurant has always
been the large-scale images of food that
dominate the décor and are the work of
several local artists, including Margy
Hunter, whose towering asparagus
spears graced the elevator in the first
location, and muralist Conrad Kaufman.
Julie herself is a self-taught amateur
artist who enjoys drawing, painting
and making collages in her spare time.
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When she opened Food Dance, she asked
her artist friends for advice on what it
should look like. “I knew it should be
food-themed as a tribute to the growers,
but I didn’t want it to be too corny,” she
says. “I just worked with them and their
visions and collaborated.”
When Julie decided to move, she
knew she wanted to bring some of these
original artistic elements to the new
space. “We knew moving a restaurant
was very difficult. You could lose your
entire customer base if they loved you
there and they hate you here,” she says.
In the new location, Margy Hunter
recreated her oversized asparagus, this
time with three-dimensional spears projecting from the wall. She also painted
asparagus on the glass of the Michigan
Avenue entryway to minimize the fishbowl effect for nearby tables.
Conrad Kaufman, whose mural of
cornfields filled the hallway to the restrooms in the old location, created threedimensional cornstalks in the new place.
Whimsical and fun, the stalks serve a
practical purpose by providing a visual
screen between the window into the
kitchen and the rest of the restaurant.
But look closely at the corn stalks

Julie shows off the
result while teaching a
class on making paella.

and you’ll find they have yet another
function: They provide a haven for a
dozen or so resting fairies also created by
Conrad. These three-dimensional sprites

sit among the stalks
and gaze upon diners.
One painted fairy
even provides direction to the restrooms.
“Conrad painted
fairies on our back
wall in the old location, just playfulness
I think, he has some
in his own paintings.
It was Conrad’s idea
to create the papier
mache ones when we
moved here. I believe
there are 13, although
they might multiply,”
she says with a playful smile.
Julie loved working with her friends to
achieve Food Dance’s
special look, which
also included family collaboration. All of
the interior carpentry in both locations
was done by Julie’s husband, Ed Brezinsky, a carpenter and builder, and his crew.

Food Dance’s New England Clam Chowder
INGREDIENTS:
3 strips salt pork or bacon
2 cloves garlic
3-4 stalks of celery (small dice)
1 medium onion (small dice)
1 leek (small dice)
2 lbs. potatoes (medium dice)
2 cups clam juice
1 cup clams in juice
¼ cup flour (more may be
necessary depending on
rendered fat from salt pork)
Salt to taste
Pepper to taste
1 teaspoon thyme
Cream as needed
1 teaspoon fresh dill
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PREPARATION:
1. In a small pot, add potatoes and cover with
clam juice. Bring to boil and reduce to a simmer,
cook potatoes until just cooked (should not fall
apart when tested with a knife. They should be
about 95% done as they will cook a little more in
finished soup.)
2. In large, heavy-bottomed stock pot, render the
salt pork or bacon down. Add the vegetables to
fat and sweat them until soft.
3. Add flour and create the roux. Be sure to cook
the roux for 5-10 minutes in order to cook out
some of the starch in the flour.
4. Season with salt, pepper and thyme.
5. When potatoes are fork tender, place fine mesh
strainer over the stock pot and drain potatoes
into it, letting stock fall through into roux
mixture.
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6. Remove strainer with potatoes and set to side.
Return stock pot to heat and stir to dissolve
roux into clam juice. Stir continuously to
dissolve the roux-clam juice mixture (very
important to be attentive in this stage as it will
thicken very quickly and burn even quicker).
7. You may need to add more clam juice
depending on how thick you like your chowder
(New Englanders like it thick enough to coat a
spoon at this stage).
8. Allow thickened stock to cook for
approximately 5 minutes in order to cook out
raw flour flavor.
9. Add cream until desired thickness; add the
chopped clams. (I always add clams at very
end; adding them too soon will cause them to
become very tough and rubbery.) Garnish with
oyster crackers and fresh dill.
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Julie and her husband, Ed Brezinsky,
enjoy traveling. They visited Ireland
a few years ago.

Such attention to interior
detail and ingredients has
paid off. The restaurant was
a winner in the Kalamazoo
Gazette’s most recent Reader’s
Choice Awards in the categories of best American
restaurant, best vegetarian
fare and best desserts, and it was runnerup or received honorable mention in
several other categories, including best
wait staff.
Julie is as proud of her staff as she
is of the food they prepare and serve. Although currently the sole owner — she
bought out her business partner seven
years ago — Julie says “we” whenever
referring to the restaurant and how it
operates. “All of our staff are involved in
what we do,” she says. “We’ve always run
open-book, from the day we opened the

doors.” This business practice involves
sharing the running of the business with
the entire team. Employees participate in
decision-making and are empowered to
take initiative to make improvements in
business operations.
“I teach them in the beginning, and
continually, that you run this company,
it’s not just me,” Julie says. “We try
to give people the latitude to let them
do the right thing to take care of the
guests.” Staff members are trained to
listen to guests, ask questions and know

the menu inside and out.
Food Dance staff use “systems” to make the restaurant
run smoothly. “We work really
hard on systems,” Julie says.
“(They) allow the staff to work
within an agreed-upon process
towards reaching our mission
of giving guests a great Food
Dance experience.”
This mission means paying close attention to customer feedback.
Julie considers it a gift when customers
complain to her or her staff, instead of
to their friends or through anonymous
online reviews.
“Tell us first so we can take care of
you and make it right,” she says.
A young start
Julie learned to cook — and
perhaps to be an independent businesswoman — from her mother. In
the 1950s when few mothers worked

Q: What important
demonstration
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outside the home, Julie’s mother traveled to New York one week a month as
a fashion buyer. She left detailed menus
for her family when she was away, and
Julie took on the responsibility of preparing their meals.
She continued cooking for herself when she moved from Livonia to
Kalamazoo to attend Western Michigan
University, working her way through
school by waiting tables and cooking
in various restaurants. She pored over
cooking magazines and cookbooks and
checked out the restaurant scene in New
York when she traveled there with her
mother during high school and college.

Julie graduated in 1976 with an
education degree, specializing in alternative education. She worked in her field
for a couple years in Kalamazoo and Ann
Arbor, but the job market wasn’t great, so
she started looking for something else to
do. She says, “I just really happened to be
good at cooking at the same time. I was at
a crossroads, so I decided to go into food.”
Julie admits she’s a bit of a rebel,
which includes her nontraditional
career path. She took intensive classes
from a French chef in Wisconsin but
didn’t want to attend culinary school,
in part because, “I don’t do well with
authority, which is a trait of a single

businessperson,” she laughs.
She initially worked “in the underground world of food,” as she calls
it, renting out the kitchen of a nonoperational school in Comstock, where
she taught classes and presented special
dinners in the gymnasium. “You had to
know someone to know that I was doing
that,” she explains.
Julie and Ed were married in 1980,
and two years later she opened “A Slice
of Heaven,” a gourmet catering and carryout business. When she lost her lease
a few years later, she moved back to Ann
Arbor, taking the business with her.
(continued on page 38)
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When she gave birth to her son in
1988, Julie closed up shop, and for a time
worked as a consultant and as a buyer
for a produce company. In 1990, the
family returned to Kalamazoo, where her
friends all had children the same age.
“I wanted to be back here, I wanted
(my son) Zander to go to Kazoo School,”
where Julie had worked as a student
teacher and after college, she says.
She didn’t want to run her own
business at the time, so she went to work
for T.E. Murch’s for several years, doing
marketing and new product development.
Despite the small size of the company
(Murch’s had just five restaurants in
Southwest Michigan), Julie found it hard
to work in the corporate world. “It wasn’t
the best environment for me, but it helped
me get to Food Dance,” she says.
By the time she was ready to open
her own restaurant, Julie realized that
“what I didn’t like about owning my
own business was being in it by myself,” so she went into business with
John Schmitt. “He didn’t have a food
background at all, but he was actively
involved in the company. It wasn’t about
money really, it was just about being
alone,” she says.
Julie isn’t lonely anymore, but her
visions for Food Dance’s future include
possibly sharing ownership again. She is
considering expanding into other service
areas, such as adding a butcher shop
and having staff running some of the
departments, like catering, as managing partners. “I definitely built this as a
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I love my job. From start to finish. From
that initial meeting with the client, through
the give-and-take of the stages of design—
everything. I love the smell of the ink and
toner, the texture of the paper, and the
satisfaction I feel when the final product
comes off the machines.
Did you know the art of printing can be traced
back thousands of years? But while the tools
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the generations of printers who have come
before and those yet to come. It’s a shared
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Julie, right, shows off some of her culinary
works of art at A Slice of Heaven in Kalamazoo
in the early 1980s.

foundation so that other people could
grow with it. I want them to have the
opportunity. It’s much easier to start a
business within a business. There’s more
security,” she says.
In addition to nurturing her employees’ careers — not to mention her
customers’ bodies — Julie wants Food
Dance to nurture the minds of children.
She has returned to her teaching roots to
set Food Dance’s community-giving vision, which, in large part, focuses on better educating children about food. “If we
could teach kids to eat well, make better
choices, we could affect obesity, we could
affect their brains,” she says.
For several years, the restaurant has
teamed up with Fair Food Matters on its
Future Chefs and Growing Matters Garden programs. It has also worked with the
Edison Environmental Science Academy,
purchasing produce its students grew in
the school’s greenhouse. In the future,
Julie would like to be able to reach more
children in some way, possibly by introducing the Edible Schoolyard program,
pioneered by Alice Waters in Berkeley,
Calif., into the public schools.
This kind of community outreach
is just one more way in which owning
Food Dance is about more than just running a restaurant for Julie.
“Really running a great business
is as important to me as serving great
food,” she explains, “because that is what
will have the greatest impact on this
community and the people who contribute to its success.”
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Here to help
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