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The '50s came and went, but
Tastee Inn & Out stayed
thanks to a menu that keeps
dishing out original Siouxiand
palate-pleasers, including
loosemeats and Tastee’s own
onion chips. The Gordon
Drive establishment was
started by Marie and the late
Vincent Calligan. Today, one
of their daughters, Jean
Calligan, keeps Tastee on the
move. (Staff photo by Ed
Porter) :
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Enterprising family
makes dining fun

One of Jean Calligan’s earliest
memories takes her back to a dusty
road that one day would become
Gordon Drive.

‘‘Iwas only 4, but I remember my
dad standing there and saying, ‘I'm
going to build a restaurant here.” It

- was just an empty lot, but it made
sense to me,’’ says Jean, recalling
that day in 1953.

The venture materialized as Tastee
Inn & Out, one of the early Sioux
City businesses to capitalize on the
post-World War Il car culture.
Hungry for convenience, families
could wheel their station wagons up
to a window, order sandwiches,
french fries and drinks and be off in
minutes to a picnic or drive-in
movie. They liked the speed of this
new way of dining; they loved the
prices.

‘“The fries were just 10 cents back
then and the sandwiches were 15

' cents. You could get a sandwich,

. french fries and shake for 49 cents.

| People in Sioux City really went for
| that,”’” says Marie Calligan, Jean’s

| mother. Marie owned and operated

~ the two Tastee Inn & Out drive-ins
with her late husband, Vincent
Calligan. The Gordon Drive restau-
rant remains in the family, with Jean
overseeing the operation. Their 19th
and Court street drive-in was sold in
the early "80s.

At its peak, Tastee was serving
lunch and dinner customers at the
rate of one car per minute. The
Calligans hired off-duty police of-
ficers for traffic control at the Gor-
don Drive establishment.

‘“‘Back then we operated on vol-

ume - strictly volume. With prices
like those, you had to,”’ says Marie, a
Sioux City native.

Marie resists taking credit for her
vision of drive-ins as a good business
bet. But it was she who saw the fast-
food concept as a potentially prof-
itable alternative to the family’s
Wescott Street tavern.

‘“We owned the Capital Tavern for
10 years. It got to be a real hassle.

We knew all the people who came in

and their backgrounds. We knew
what was going on with their fami-
lies — what they could afford. We
wanted to get into something else,”’
says Marie, who has three daughters.
‘I liked the idea of a streamlined
business.”’

Although 4 drive-in would mean
working seven days a week (bars
were closed on Sundays), it would
offer faster interaction with custom-
ers. Rather than lingering over beers,
customers would drive up, order,
then be on their way. That appealed
to Marie who is now retired from the
business.

As talk circulated about imminent
construction of Gordon Drive in the
early ’50s, the Calligans figured a
drive-in business on that street had
healthy growth potentiai. Determined

.to phase out of the tavern business,
they leased a lot and started to build
in 1954. In 1955, they opened Tastee
Inn & Out, a name Marie invented.

The first menu offered two types
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' Road trips inspire
unique onion chips
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of sandwiches, french fries, chili and
an array of soft drinks and ice cream
items. One sandwich was pure
Siouxland — a loosemeat enlivened
with Marie’s secret combination of
seasonings. The other, a hot dog,
became known as the Tastee Pup.
Chili was cooked in batches con-
taining 10 pounds of ground beef ac-
cording to Marie’s own recipe — a
creation that’s still used.

Orders often were packed for fam-
ily sized dining. Sacks of sandwiches
were nestled six to a cardboard tube.
Hefty portions of french fries were
heaped into buckets, and chili for a
crowd was served in quart con-
tainers. Though Tastee filled indi-
vidual orders, it catered to Siouxland
~ families who were apt to have three
or four children in the back seat
ready to dig in. Back then, few fami-
lies had a no-eating-in-the-car policy,
says Marie.

As the Gordon Drjve business
flourished, the Calligans decided to
expand. Three years after opening
their first drive-in, Vincent and
Marie opened the Court Street
establishment. The menu also ex-
panded to include Tastee’s signature
Onion Chips.

““We used to travel around to get
ideas and we saw that everybody was
doing onion rings,” says Marie.
“We wanted to do something dif-
ferent.”

After some experimentation,
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Marie devised the Onion Chip by
petalling a whole onion like a rose.
That gave her the shape, but it took
more hours of ‘‘messing around’’ in
the kitchen to create the just-right
breading for the chips.

““A hundred pounds of flour went
down my kitchen drain working on
that,’ says Mariec with a laugh.
““Then we thought we should have a
dip to go with the Onion Chips, so I
worked on that and we still serve it.”’

Tastee Onion Chips are still sold
just as Marie created them in the
’50s. Longtime employee Mary
Martin has prepared so many Onion
Chips that she’s known as the Onion
Fairy. The distinctive menu item is
among the reasons the drive-in con-
tinues to attact customers, some of
whom have been coming to the Gor-

don Drive establishment since the .

’50s, says Jean.

While Tastee no longer competes

on a volume basis, it enjoys a niche
market that’s looking for something
different, yet something that’s
undergone little change for more
than four decades. When former
Sioux Cityans return for high school
reunions, Tastee is a must for many
of them, says Jean who is a gas pric-
ing analyst at Mid American Energy
Company.

Jean remembers many loyal cus-
tomers. Like her sisters, she often
worked at Tastee during childhood
and adolescence. ‘I can remember
taking orders for three or four hours
— that’s all I would do because we
were so busy.”’
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