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HELLO, SHRIMP

CONVIVIUM URBAN
FARMSTEAD
A SHAREABLE FEAST
BY SUNIL MALAPATI
Con.viv.i.um/ noun/ a convivial gathering; banquet
Sometimes a name describes a place and evokes
its spirit so perfectly that you cannot imagine it being
called anything else. There is a generosity of spirit that
you associate with the word “convivial” and its Latin
root “convivium” and that spirit pervades everything at
Convivium Urban Farmstead. This article is about more
than just the wonderful food you can get at this place—I
am hoping to convey a sense of the food philosophy
that guides such a place and what makes it so unique.
The North End in Dubuque can quite accurately be
described as a food desert. There are no grocery stores
for fresh produce other than Eagle Country Market
and that is not very accessible without a car. With the
recent and currently ongoing Build a Better Block event,
attention is being paid to this neighborhood. There are
signs of renaissance with the Bee Branch project, opening of Copper Kettle and Pete’s Thai Kitchen and the
establishment of Convivium. Convivium aims to build a
community around food, and the restaurant portion of
Convivium is only one component of its mission—a mission near and dear to Leslie Shalabi and Mike Muench,
the founders and the visionaries behind this venture.
(Full disclosure: With my interests in food security and food justice issues, I have crossed paths
with Leslie and Mike many times over the past
years, and we have talked about potential collaborations in my other role as Clarke faculty.)
“Food is Culture.” As a trade journalist and marketing/PR person, Leslie does not come with chef credentials or with an established food background. But, with
a Palestinian father, she grew up with a deep understanding of how food shapes culture and how sharing of

food forges strong bonds
between humans. Mike,
with his business and
insurance background,
sees food as functional
but does have an abiding
interest in environmental
and sustainability issues.
Where these two meet is a
shared understanding that
the growing, harvesting,
distributing and preparSOUTHWEST PUMPKIN FRITTER
ing food can act as a
catalyst for community
growth and provide a sense of community identity.
Leslie and Mike set about designing and building
Convivium as a sustainable venture that could make a
significant impact on the surrounding community. They
found some old green houses and a space they could
alter in an environmentally friendly way. A hundred
solar panels capture light on the roof while geothermal energy heats the spaces. The community gardens
have been reimagined. Traditional community gardens
allocate space for each user who grows things they
want—unfortunately, there is a drop off in enthusiasm
and several spots become eyesores. Convivium has
community gardens in yellow boxes where people are
free to come pick vegetables and greens whenever
they want. It is a measure of community pride that
there have been no instances of vandalism. They have
started to use backyards after running out of space in
their greenhouses and people in the neighborhood are
now coming to them offering up their own backyards!

VARIOUS SMALL PLATES

GINGER-LIME MARINATED SHRIMP WITH GUACAMOLE
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The lovely interior space at Convivium works as a
restaurant from 7 a.m. to 2 p.m. (except Monday) and then
becomes an event space. Most of the events are related
to food—a few months ago, I was here to learn about the
proposed Food Policy Council for Dubuque County. This
space is also earmarked for educational outreach programs. There is a composting class that starts next week
and nutritional outreach to combat childhood obesity is a
top priority for Leslie. With the hiring of a Programming
and Education Director, Convivium aims to start afterschool
programs, especially for the nearby Fulton School students.
When you eat a meal at Convivium or just pick up
a muffin to go, you have the satisfaction of knowing that everything was done from scratch and some
of the ingredients came from just a few feet away.
Talk about hyperlocal sourcing! According to Leslie, the guiding food philosophy of the restaurant
menu was to simply serve their clientele while gently nudging them to stretch their horizons a little.
Consider the Southwest pumpkin fritter on their lunch
menu. The fritter (a slight misnomer) is not deep-fried
but pan-fried and thus remains light and non-greasy.
Packed full of flavor from the vegetables (pumpkin,
corn, peppers, onion and cheddar) and spices, the
flatness of the fritter allows for a crunchy texture with
every bite. The fritter comes on a bed of greens lightly
dressed with a lemon vinaigrette and accompanied by
avocado crema. The whole dish makes for a light yet
robust vegetarian lunch, and it is gluten free to boot!
The most popular item on the lunch menu is the diner
burger with multiple options for toppings. The one I had
was topped with fried onions and Sriracha mayo. The
sweetness of the fried onions complemented the meaty
beef and the sharpness of the mayo added a welcome
contrast. I was partial to the falafel burger, which comes
in a wrap. You can get it on bun, but trust me and go
with the wrap. The falafel, made of ground chick peas
and herbs and spices, has the crumbly inner structure I
associate with good falafels. Since the falafel is pan-fried,
it is missing that crunchy exterior I love but more than
compensates with great flavor and texture. The wrap I
had was accompanied by yellow tomato slices from the
Convivium garden, cucumber, greens and tahini sauce.
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WONDERFUL SPACE, WONDERFUL FOOD, WONDERFUL PEOPLE

FALAFEL BURGER

Roasted root vegetables are one feature I would
heartily recommend. Roasting allows vegetables to
develop flavor over an extended period without needing too much oil. The Za’tar roasted sweet potato
served over greens with an orange vinaigrette and
toasted pistachios is definitely a star. Za’tar is a Eastern
Mediterranean spice mixture with thyme, sumac and
sesame seeds that has a slight lemony aroma and is
robust enough to stand up to roasted sweet potatoes.
Rosemary garlic potatoes that are a featured side are
simply heavenly. Potatoes are roasted with sprigs of
fresh rosemary and whole garlic cloves still encased
in their papery skins. Garlic develops most of its “bite”
when you chop it up, and using whole cloves allows
the dish to acquire a more delicate flavor that perfectly accentuates the rosemary without overtaking
the dish. You can always eat the garlic roasted in its
own skin for a more garlicky taste! These potatoes are
so good they also appear on their breakfast menu.
Ah, breakfast! Most of us in our hurried lives do not
have time for a leisurely breakfast and reserve such
luxuries for the weekend brunch. Of course, the place
is usually hopping on a Saturday morning. My mom,
who is definitely a breakfast person, and I ventured
into the North End on a Tuesday morning and were
happily surprised to see a decent crowd early in the
morning. Just as with lunch, you sit down at a table,
check the boxes on a paper menu and hand it over to
the person at the counter. I also got myself a cup of
coffee and relaxed with my mom. I may have forgotten
to mention it before, but part of the food philosophy

at Convivium is to allow you to relax with the food.
The service, partly by design and partly because of
the kitchen facilities, is somewhat on the slower side.
We did not mind waiting in that lovely space, with
high ceilings and warm wooden benches, so spread
out that the noise levels didn’t disrupt conversations.
We ordered a pancake, sweet potato pancake
and French toast along with a fruit cup (yes, you can
order an individual pancake, something my mom
appreciated). The pancake was fluffy and golden
and we didn’t need any syrup to wash it down. The
sweet potato pancake is gluten-free and vegan and
had a sweet and savory quality to it. The nutmeg
was quite pronounced with a cinnamon-brown sugar
background enhancing the sweet potato taste. The
French toast with French bread from Millwork Bakery was perfectly done—the bread was soaked in the
custard just right and the crust stayed wonderfully
chewy. A fruit compote as an addition to this French
toast might just send this dish soaring even further!
At other times, I have had the quiche and I can
say they know how to do quiches right. One of the
advantages quiches offer for a restaurant is that
they are better when reheated in an oven than they
are fresh out of the oven. The crust is a classic pate
brisee, the buttery pie crust that serves as the base
for tarts and pies. The crust is par-baked allowing to
fully bake and stay crispy when reheated. The ingredients in the quiches change regularly and incorporate
the fresh produce often. You can also get the quiche
and muffins (and coffee and tea drinks) at the Convivium stand on Saturdays at the Farmers Market.
After our leisurely breakfast on that Tuesday
morning, I dropped off my mom and went to work.
Apparently, the relaxed breakfast had done its job
and a student in the hallway commented “you look
happy!” Once in a while, it pays to slow down, enjoy
the breakfast and start the day right. Food informs so
much of what we do and it is good to have a place for a
convivial gathering once in while… I am jealous of those
who live close by and can afford to go there regularly!
(Note on Small Plates: For a while, Convivium
tried out having small plates on Wednesday and
Thursday evenings. They are now moving these to
monthly events. I have tasted many of the small
plates and can attest to the care they are made
with and the innovative flavor profiles you can
enjoy. My favorites were the roasted Brussel sprouts
with lemon aioli and the ginger-lime shrimp.) n

CONVIVIUM URBAN FARMSTEAD
2811 JACKSON ST, DUBUQUE, IA
563-557-2900
CONVIVIUM-DBQ.COM

Hours: Tue-Sun: 7 AM–2 PM;
Small Plates: Third Thursday of every month: 4:30–8:30 PM
Prices: $1.35–$10.25

SUNIL MALAPATI
SUNIL IS NERDY ABOUT ALL THINGS FOOD,
SCIENCE, FOOD SCIENCE AND THEATRE. HE
WILL GLADLY ANSWER YOUR QUESTIONS
(AS WELL AS BORE YOU WITH FOOD LORE) IF
YOU EMAIL HIM AT DINING@DUBUQUE365.COM.
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