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Tastee’s enduring

Onion Chips
hold Momss
secret recipe

an Calligan, the second-

neration owner of Sioux City's
1c6f§§c Tastee Inn & Out, could write a
boaé about her family’s enduring busi-
ness on Gordon Drive.

But reveal the secret of Tastee’s sig-
ature Onion Chips? Never.
The homemade breaded onion
petals served with a “tantalizing” dip
have been in demand since Tastee
began operating back in 1955 when
Gordon Drive was still a dusty residen-
tial street.

Onion Chips and other Tastee items
have remained unchanged since Jean’s
parents, the late Vincent and Marie
Calligan, devised the menu mainly
with hungry Baby Boom families in
mind.

It was a time when kids piled in the
back seat and feasted on seasoned
beefy Tastee sandwiches sold six to a
cardboard tube. They dug into french

fries served by the “bucket” and chili by

the quart. Individual orders were avail-
able but the focus was on feeding fami-
lies.

While other drive-thru establish-
ments were serving onion rings, Marie
wanted something different for Tastee.
After extensive kitchen testing, she cre-
ated a winner by “petalling” whole
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onions for a rose-like effect. It took
hours of work and about a hundred
pounds of flour to satisfy her stan-
dards. But Marie’s investment contin-
ues to pay off more than a half century
later.

“My mother later came up with the
dip recipe,” says Jean. “I remember her
talking about throwing many batches
of dip down the drain before she got
the recipe just right.”

Like other menu items, the secret
dip is still served at the drive-thru. It's
made with ingredients purchased from
the same companies that supplied
Tastee in the "50s. Onion Chips and
other classics, including the “Famous
Tastee Sandwich” and the hot dog
known as the “Tastee Pup,” add up to
experiences that stir stories of commu-
nity and personal history.

When former Sioux Cityans return
for high school and college reunions,
Tastee is a must for the weekend
schedule. When Siouxlanders, their
children and grandchildren share fami-
ly stories, a Tastee memory is likely to
surface.

Tastee Onion Chips are forever
tucked into one former Sioux City
woman’s memory of the meal she
enjoyed the night she went into labor
with her first baby.
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Jean says one man credits Tastee
with saving his hunting dog’s life. The
pet was undergoing chemotherapy and
refused to eat for days. The owner tried
everything to interest the ailing dog in
taking some nourishment with no suc-
cess.

“One day, the owner brought home
a bag of Tastees (six seasoned ground
beef sandwiches) and left them on the
table to do something else,” says Jean.
“The dog got up on the table, got the
Tastee sandwiches and ate every one of
them. After that, the dog started to eat
again.”

Other Tastee stories are told on the
Internet. A website is under considera-
tion as a way to expand the Tastee con-
versation and preserve the memories.
The website no doubt will show the
landmark neon Tastee Inn & Out sign
which Jean’s husband, Sioux City den-
tist and historic preservationist Dr.
Ivan Salmons, encouraged her to pre-
serve.

Jean's daughter, theater educator,
actor and playwright Joye Cook-Levy,
wrote “Onion Girl” about the family
business. The play was hailed as a hit
off-Broadway for the 2004 New York
City International Fringe Festival.

“The menu that people remember
and talk about is for the most part the



same today,” says Jean. “We still make
most of our food from scratch except for
the french fries. We buy those frozen.”

Jean’s father originally made the fries
from scratch. But as food technology
evolved, frozen fries became more feasi-
ble. Frozen was less expensive and
retained the desired quality. “My mother
always believed that cheaper was not
better and if you had to raise the prices a
little, it was better than shorting a
recipe.”

Jean is proud that Tastee has never
become a “warming house” where food is
processed off site and then shipped
frozen and warmed up for customers.
The menu items, including the famous
“Onion Chips,” remain true to the origi-
nals her parents served when they estab-
lished Tastee Inn & Out on Gordon
Drive and then a second Tastee on Court
Street in 1958. They sold the Court
Street business in 1980.

The Gordon Drive Tastee opened
during the heyday of drive-thru restau-
rants. Car manufacturing and the birth
rate were booming. The focus was on
feeding families. “That’s why the drive-
up access was on the passenger side of
the car says Jean. “There was always
someone on the passenger side to take
the food at the drive-up.”

Jean's memories of helping her par-
ents at Tastee begin when she was 7
years old. Later, she stood on a milk car-
ton and made change for customers at
the cash register. “That’s where I learned
my math. Cash registers were not what
they are today. They did not add up
things for you or tell you what change to
give back. A-car-a-minute was the rule
at the Tastee back then. You had to work
fast”

The work was satisfying for Jean’s
parents. They'd always wanted to be
business owners. They began with a bar
in Rolfe, Iowa, and then a bar in Sioux
City. But Jean’s mother wanted to move
on to other options. Drive-thru restau-

Jean
Calligan,
owner of
Tastee Inn
& Out, with
her hus-
band Sioux
City dentist
Dr. Ilvan
Salmons,
carries on
the drive-
thru tradi-
tion her
parents
began
more than
a half cen-
tury ago on
Sioux City’s
Gordon
Drive.

rants proved a happy fit.

The family’s business history is clearly
a source of pride for Jean. She recalls the
early 1960s before chain fast foods
arrived in Sioux City and her father trav-
eled to Rochester, N.Y., to order root beer
syrup for the year. The supply arrived by
train and was stored at I-Go warehouse
downtown on Third Street.

Business was good — so good that
Vincent and Marie were approached by
an international corporation about
expanding. But the couple wasn't inter-
ested in going beyond Sioux City. “My
father felt he and my mother were busy
enough. They worked every day,” say
Jean.

Tastee Inn & Out,
2610 Gordon Drive,
is open 11 a.m. to
11 p.m. Sunday
through Thursday; 11
a.m. to midnight,
Friday and Saturday.
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