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MP Dining Company

by Rich Belmont

When was the last time you went to a restaurant just to taste 
whatever the Chef decided to cook that evening?  Well this is why 
you are about to become a frequent diner  at MP Dining Company in 
Mineral Point, Wisconsin.

The Chef I am referring to is Executive Chef Charlie Socher (pronounced 
So-Sure).  He changes his menu daily by removing a few items and 
adding a few specials depending on whatever fresh ingredients he is 
able to bring into his kitchen.

You never know what delightful tastes Charlie will have in store for 
you.  But one thing you can be sure of: you will experience new foods 
you have never had before or you will be tasting things you have 
tried  but in a whole new way.

Chef Socher was a professor of economics who at the ripe old age of 
29 decided to change careers and succumb to his passion for cooking.  
He went to Paris to study at Ecole de Cuisine La Varenne.  The culinary 
school is named in honor of Francois Pierre de la Varenne, the 17th 
century author of Le Cuisinier Francois one of the founding texts of 
modern French cuisine.

Charlie returned to his hometown, Chicago, and developed his 
cooking skills at several prestigious restaurants including Alouette 
in Highwood (Chicago’s North Shore), Michael Jordan’s Steak House 
and several Lettuce Entertain You restaurants including Shaw’s Crab 
House.  He was Saucier and Sous Chef alongside Chef Gabino Sotelino 
at Chicago’s famous nouvelle cuisine restaurant Ambria who was also 
the inspiration of one of my favorite French bistros:  Mon Ami Gabi.  
Chef Sotelino is a recipient of the Perrier-Jouet Chef of the Midwest 
awarded by the James Beard Foundation.

Chef Socher opened his first restaurant in Chicago called Chezz 
Chazz. Before long he was running two other independent 
restaurants: Charlie’s On Leavitt and Café Matou (Caf-fay Ma-too). 
He opened Café Matou (or Tomcat Café) in 1997 and operated 
this French restaurant on Milwaukee Avenue in the Wicker Park 
Bucktown neighborhood for 13 years. Then he decided to leave the 
big city lifestyle and moved to Mineral Point.

MP Dining Company opened in August, 2012 and is owned by 4 partners.  
Charlie is Executive Chef.  His sister, Susan Socher, is the General Manager.  
After careers in academia and the pharmaceutical industry Susan was 
Charlie’s partner in Charlie’s on Leavitt and Café Matou.  Bill Penton is 
the Front of the House Manager.  He has over 25 years experience in 
the restaurant business.  Bill was a bartender at Charlie’s first restaurant 
Chezz Chazz and has been Charlie’s close friend for many years.  Bill’s 
wife, Jean Campbell, was an event designer and wedding coordinator 
and also worked in and around restaurants for over 25 years.  Jean is a 
silent partner in MP Dining Company.

The restaurant is inside the historic Chesterfield Inn.  This lodge was 
established in 1834 as a stopover for weary stagecoach travelers 
passing through Mineral Point.  Diners  enjoy sitting at the elegant 
bar sipping cocktail specialties like the Italian Sunset with 4 Orange 
Vodka, Punt e Mes Vermouth and Campari or the 20 Com Old Fashioned 
made with Bulleit Bourbon,  muddled bitters, raw sugar, orange and  
Brandied Morello sour  cherries with a splash of soda.  Many of the local 
artists come in to savor the variety of premium craft distilled vodkas, 
gins and bourbons.  When you are in the dining room you cannot help 
but notice the Folk Painting of Mineral Point: MP Dining Company’s nod 
to their new home town.  It is the creation of local musician and folk 
artist Rick Harris who took six weeks to complete the 3 foot by 10 foot 
oil on birch plywood (www.Folkyart.com).  Also take the time to check 
out the photographs of Wisconsin’s countryside lining the walls.  They 
are the work of local retired commercial photographer Al Lada.  The 
pictures are changed for each season.

During the summer months 
you may prefer to dine al fresco 
meaning “in the open air” on 
the beautiful patio.  As you 
walk to your table observe the 
pots with all the herbs growing 
in them.  When the Chef says 
he prepares all his dinners from 
scratch and only uses fresh 
herbs he isn’t kidding!

It is not an exaggeration to say Chef Socher’s cuisine is extraordinary.  
He serves American Comfort Food with an Italian influence and a 
decidedly French flair.  On a recent Saturday night my tasting team 
started dinner with several appetizers.  The Bay Scallop-Crimini 
Mushroom Gratin was splendid.  The scallops and brown button 
mushrooms were covered in a saffron cream, parmesan cheese and 
fresh homemade breadcrumbs.  The Smoked Salmon Plate was a 
marvelous combination of cold-smoked and warm-smoked rillettes 
served with horseradish sour cream and toast points.  Rillettes (ree-
yeht) is a preparation of potted meat, poultry or fish that is slowly 
cooked and mashed similar to a pâté.  Imported Spanish Serrano 
Ham was served with manzanilla olives, radish and wilted onion.  
My favorite appetizer was the Panelle.  Where I come from these 
Sicilian fritters are called Panella di Ceci.  They are made from savory 
chickpea flour porridge and are slightly fried in olive oil.  They are 
deceptively simple to make but it takes a master chef to get these 
sumptuous nuggets just right and Chef Socher 
is certainly all that.

Each day’s menu typically has two or three Entrée 
Specials.  These might appear to be the same 
protein from day to day but check the descriptions 
carefully because the preparations are usually 
quite different.  For example, on one Saturday the 
Steak Frites was a blackened top sirloin served 
with cabernet black peppercorn sauce.  On the 
following Saturday the top sirloin was marinated 
and grilled and served with a chimichurri sauce.  

On one Saturday the Seafood Special was Fire-Roasted Herb Crusted 
Lake Trout served with Chablis fresh sorrel cream.  The next Saturday 
the Seafood was Lightly Battered Icelandic Cod with Remoulade sauce.

On both nights the Shrimp ‘n Grits was served the same way and 
rightly so since it is outstanding.  Hominy grits are topped with fresh 
sautéed shrimp and a Cajun style braise  of browned andouille sausage, 
drippings, chili pepper, scallions and basil.

Lasagna is usually on the menu.  One week it was prepared with house-
smoked turkey and the next weekend it contained house- made Italian 
sausage, marinara, mozzarella, parmesan and a mushroom béchamel.  
A béchamel (bay-shah-mell) sauce is made by thickening milk with a 
cream roux which in of itself is a thickener of equal parts flour and fat.

Other enticing entrées included Pork Tenderloin Medallions served 
with Diablo sauce and a zucchini-tomato tian (tee-on).  This French 
word refers to both a shallow cooking vessel and the food cooked 
in it.  In this preparation the chef cooks slices of zucchini and 
tomatoes in olive oil and bakes on a crisp covering of homemade 
breadcrumbs.  The Parmesan Crusted and Sautéed Chicken Breast 

was served with poached 
garlic oregano reduction 
sauce, white beans and red 
potatoes.  And the Eggplant 
Parmigiana was a magnificent 
mound of breaded eggplant 
slices layered with marinara 
and topped with melted 
mozzarella and served 
alongside a delicious polenta, 
exotic mushrooms and  
bell peppers.

The desserts are fabulous.  My guests were delighted with Crème 
Brûlée; Chocolate Mousse; Chocolate Roulade  flourless chocolate 
cake roll filled with amaretto whipped cream, toasted coconut and 
pecans; and the Root Beer Float. This last one is a house specialty:  
a scoop of house- made vanilla ice cream is dropped into a mug 
of Blumer’s Root Beer.  This old fashioned root beer is on tap and 
comes from Minha’s Craft Brewery in Monroe, WI.  The brewery has 
had many names but has been brewing craft beers in the same 
place for the last 160 years.

Mineral Point is an exciting place to visit.  It was the first city in 
Wisconsin to become listed on the national Register of Historic 
Places.  The city is so named because the discovery of lead in the 
area caused the first “mineral rush” in the United States.  In 1830 all 
the mining activity resulted in Mineral Point having a population 
greater than  Milwaukee and Chicago combined.  Today it is a 

center of art galleries and craft studios.  
There are simply too many to list them all 
here.  Just to give you an idea there is the 
Johnston Gallery, Brewery Pottery Studio, 
Howdle Studio, De La Pear Boutique, Windy 
Ridge Pottery, Sirius Sunlight Glass Studio 
and Wantoot American Art and Craft.

So what’s Chef Charlie cooking up this 
week?  You know I will be going to MP 
Dining Company to find out.  Hope to see 
you there!

MP Dining Company
20 Commerce Street, Mineral Point, WI 53565
608-987-0006 |  www.MPDiningCompany.com

HOURS: Wed – Sat: 5 p.m. – 9 p.m., Sun – Tues: Closed
DINING STYLE: Casual  NOISE LEVEL: Loud Inside; Quiet on Patio
RECOMMENDATIONS: Seafood Special of the Day, Shrimp ‘n 
Grits, Smoked Salmon, Steak Frites, Bay Scallop-Crimini Mushroom 
Gratin, Panelle, Lasagna, Sautéed or Fried Chicken Breast, Crème 
Brûlée, Chocolate Roulade, House-Made Ice Cream, Root Beer Float
LIQUOR SERVICE: Premium Bar – Variety of Craft Distilled 
Vodkas, Gins, Bourbons
PRICES: $15.75 - $23.50
PAY OPTIONS: Cash, Debit, All Major Credit,  No checks
ACCESSIBILITY: Ramp at Side Door & Restrooms 
KIDS POLICY: Menu, High Chairs, Booster  RESERVATIONS: No
CATERING: No  TAKE OUT: Yes DELIVERY: No
PARKING: On Street and 2 nearby City Parking Lots
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