
Taste of the community

Culinary tours serve up new perspectives on metro Detroit
BY NATHAN SKID | JUNE 1, 2009

Rambling in Royal Oak

Just outside the bustling Royal Oak Farmers Market, Ann Wilson, founder of Culinary Escapes, 
organizes a set of wireless headsets for a tour. They help her fight the noise and commotion. 

Meanwhile, guide Marq Blanks walks the market, making sure the usual suspects are prepared for 
the tour.

The pair is set for what should be a perfect day for the two-mile walking tour of downtown Royal 
Oak’s edible wonders. 

As always, they’ll start at the market, then hit eight neighborhood gems, including Superior Fish Co., 
Goldfish Tea, Pizza Paesano and Hermann’s Bakery.

Culinary Escapes’ Royal Oak tours average about 12 people and cost $35. Tours are held every 
Saturday from April through October. There are plans to launch tours in Ferndale and Birmingham. 

The goal, Blanks says, is to foster an approachable neighborhood through connections among clients 
and vendors. 

Rich Weiske enjoys the tour’s weekly visit to his station at the market. He’s the beekeeper and owner 
of Green Toe Gardens, which has 40 hives within Detroit’s city limits and snagged the best white 
honey and best overall honey awards from the Michigan Beekeepers Association in 2005. 

“The tours expose a lot of people to the market and our products,” Weiske says. “(Culinary Escapes 
buys) samples to pass out to clients, which helps get people to come back to the market and 
purchase our products.”

Wilson says the tours give confidence to those who may be too timid to venture out on their own. 

“People are more willing to get out of their comfort zone and visit new places if they are on a tour. It 
creates a safe environment for them to try new things,” Wilson says. “They say, ‘I have my tour guide 
and I trust her.’ ”
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Hungry for an experience?

Culinary Escapes

• Cost: $35 a person

• Stops: Nine stops on foot: Royal Oak Farmers Market, 
Superior Fish Co., Goldfish Tea, Hermann's Bakery, 
Royal Oak Brewery, Memphis Smoke, Gayle's 
Chocolates, Zumba Mexican Grille and Pizza Paesano

• Length: 31/2 hours

• Contact: (248) 331-7296 or www.culinary-escapes.com
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Culinary tours serve up new perspectives on metro Detroit
Sitting outside on a sunny afternoon at Corktown’s latest rave, Le Petit Zinc, Taste-Full Tours co-founders Laura Gononian and Laura 
Romito explore its French menu, letting the culinary descriptors fly. 

After much debate, Romito decides on crepes with champignons (mushrooms), adds chicken to her salad and chooses a beurre-sucre 
(butter-sugar) crepe for dessert. Gononian orders a crepe with feta cheese and épinards (spinach) and a dessert crepe filled with 
Nutella, a mixture of hazelnut and chocolate. 

Neither sticks to her own dish, and intense conversation ensues. 

“We usually have a table full of food for the two of us,” says Gononian, 44. “We want to try everything.”

The two are evaluating the restaurant as a potential stop on an upcoming tour. 

A Taste-Full tour always begins in Royal Oak. From there, clients board a 30-seat private bus and are whisked away on their culinary 
adventure. The tour benefits all parties, they say. While clients soak up the new experience, business owners get face time with poten-
tial customers.

Tour prices range from $65 to $75, including samples and transportation. It’s been five months, and earnings so far have been rein-
vested.

The tours, limited to 28 people, are gaining popularity. Because June is almost booked, Gononian and Romito are thinking of adding 
more dates or offering tours all year. Right now, they average two to three tours a month. 

Kim Klaft, a human- resources consultant at the Southfield branch of Denver-based Watson Wyatt Worldwide, has already signed up 
for her second tour.

“It’s definitely worth the money,” Klaft says. “By taking the tour, you get to see places you normally wouldn’t, and you get to go to 
multiple places in one day.”

Last month, BASF Corp.’s Wyandotte office scheduled a private tour.

“Even though many of us have lived in the Detroit metro area for most of our lives, Taste-Full Tours provided us new insight into our 
own hometown,” said Dan Arce, social event coordinator for BASF’s Employee Activity Association.

“They do the tasting and testing ahead of time, so it kind of takes the danger out of going to places that aren’t worth the money. I 
would go back to every stop on the tour,” Arce says.

The group already booked another tour for July.

“Restaurant owners have even started calling us to get their restaurant or store highlighted,” said Romito, 41. “But we won’t compro-
mise our standards to accommodate just anybody.”

Featured businesses must be locally owned, serve exceptional products and have interesting stories behind their success. 

It doesn’t take long for Gononian and Romito to deem Le Petit Zinc worthy. 

Owner Charles Sorel has a perfect blend of story, product and passion. 

He was born on the French island of Martinique in the Caribbean and was raised in Paris. He opened a successful restaurant in New 
York but moved to Detroit for love.

After a short conversation and a compliment to the chef, the pair approach Sorel to gauge his interest. He accepts the offer, so long as 
the tour comes at a convenient time.

“I think this could be really good, not just for my business but for the city of Detroit,” Sorel says. “They are bringing 20 people to my 
restaurant next week. Hopefully, they’ll see that Detroit can be charming and realize they won’t get robbed if they come here.”

“The importance of what we do is easy to recognize when you understand its impact,” Gononian says. 

“We kind of went from saying, ‘Man, this is fun,’ to ‘Man, this is important,’ ” Romito says.


