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The Trailblazer and the Disciple
In the fall of 2003, TJ’s Everyday quietly replaced the neighborhood dive 
bar Paoli Local. It’s now known as TJ’s Restaurant & Drinkery (www.tjs 
everyday.com) and as one of the of the most well-versed craft-beer gastro-
pubs in the country, holding down places on BeerAdvocate’s “Top 25 Places 
to Have a Pint” and RateBeer’s “Top 50 Beer Restaurants in the World.” 

All this, even when beer had little to do with the initial concept, admits Jeff 
Miller, a co-owner. “We knew we wanted TJ’s to be a neighborhood place 
… kind of a ‘Cheers’ of Paoli,” he says. Niche beers bridged the gap because 
they proved to be reliable icebreakers across the bar.

That valuable observation is also fueling, in part, a larger movement, as 
gastropubs—bars devoting equal, meticulous attention to menus and beer 
lists—crop up across the Philly suburbs. The latest is The Butcher and Bar-
keep (www.thebutcherandbarkeep.com), in Harleysville, which opened in 
November behind Cody Ferdinand and Gerard Angelini, longtime bartenders 
at The Standard Tap, in its own right, a formidable gastropub in Northern Lib-
erties, and Jeffrey Sacco, the former chef at the Craft Ale House in Limerick. 

The move is as much personal as anything—Ferdinand and Angelini are 
looking to stay closer to their families. Nonetheless, because of where they’ve 
been, they’re not about to water down what’s on tap. —MM

A Study  
in Contrast
At first glance, very little makes sense about Restaurant Racine, 
a new BYOB in Pottstown—yes, Pottstown, for starters. But, 
in the end, none of it matters, or all of it matters, because the 
food deserves total distinction.
By Mike Madaio

Contrasting sights immediately struck me as I arrived in Pottstown: a block of 
newly-constructed townhomes along a bank of the Schuylkill, the remnants 
of an old mill town, a horse towing a buggy down Main Street filled with a 

wide-eyed family. 
Restaurant Racine, a small BYOB that opened on King Street in November, is simi-

larly perplexing and all the more provocative because of it. There’s the somewhat 
removed setting, but a number of Montgomery and Chester county farms reside 
nearby, which, at least, hints at a link. But then there’s the chef and owner, Greg 
Vassos, and his stout résumé, which includes stints at El Bulli, considered the most 
influential restaurant in the world until it was closed at the height of its popularity in 
2011, and Blue, Eric Ripert’s restaurant at The Ritz-Carlton in Grand Cayman. Vassos 
is maybe the only one who believes he’s exactly where he should be.

“The most common question is, ‘How’d you end up in Pottstown?’ ” Vassos says. 
“And, truthfully, I didn’t know much about it. But I was blown away by the local 
farms. We don’t use a single purveyor. And nothing is delivered.”

As such, Vassos tinkers with the menu daily. “I don’t say, ‘I want this or that’ any-
more,” he says. “The farmers tell me what should be on the menu.”

The dichotomy continues from there. The techniques employed by Vassos are Le 
Cordon Bleu-complex, yet the flavors are simple, clean. On paper, at least, the in-
gredients are familiar, but plated, the combination is a total revelation. An example: 
bacon and eggs, which is fast becoming a Racine staple.

“The first thing we do is bring a whole egg to the table, to start the conversation” 
Vassos says. “Then we bring out a nest, made of hay from the same farm [Wyebrook, 
in Honey Brook], which surrounds a warm bowl of toasted polenta, larded mush-
rooms and pea leaf foam, and ask the customer to return the egg—which has been 
cooked sous vide at 147 degrees—to its nest.”

It’s rustic and avant-garde, honest and cheeky, conceptual and appetiz-
ing. “I didn’t want this to be just some farm-to-table. Obviously, we are 
that, but I need to push it further,” Vassos says with a glint in his eyes. 
“On one hand, it’s about preserving what the farmers have done. But 
on the other, it’s about taking that extra step that makes dining with 
us special.”

Restaurant Racine, 232 King St., Pottstown; 610-326-7400; restaurantracine.com.
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GREG VASSOS’S DISHES ARE 
AS THOUGHT-PROVOKING AS 
THEY ARE APPETIZING.


