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TWO WORDS: ALLIgATOR. CHeeSeCAke.
“It was an alligator, shrimp and sausage 

cheesecake—just a savory cheesecake versus 
sweet,” says Deloney while taking a break from 
his morning prep work one Tuesday. “We did 
our trial run on them. You never know; it just 
might make the menu.”

That kind of creativity is what keeps people 
coming back to a favorite restaurant, and 
Maddie’s Place certainly qualifies as a lot of 
people’s favorite restaurant. Since opening four 
years ago, its Cajun-influenced but not easily 
categorized cuisine has built a loyal following 
at lunch and dinner.

Not bad for a venture that, Deloney confesses, 
originally seemed like a poor risk to take.

“When we started, I didn’t feel like it was a 
good idea,” he says with a smile. “This location 
landed in my lap through friends, but I knew we 
could make it happen. Being from here, I knew 
everybody. I kind of tailored everything around 
this locale. I didn’t have a menu in mind; I just 
adapted what my thoughts were.”

Having worked 10 years in Las Vegas for 
celebrity chef emeril Lagasse, as well as at 
restaurants in New Orleans and Austin, Deloney 
had come back to his hometown to help reopen 
the kitchen at the newly renovated Capital Hotel. 
Leaving a landmark restaurant like Ashley’s to 
strike out on his own was a risk, but he knew 
the Rebsamen Road location was a good one, 
and he had a head full of ideas he wanted to try.

Today the risk has clearly paid off at the 
restaurant Deloney named after his young 
daughter, Maddie, with its bar named for her 
twin brother, Austin. One of the keys to its 
success, he says, is putting in the prep work 
necessary to have scratch ingredients with which 
to build the appetizers and entrees on the menu. 
for example, when they’re cutting up vegetables, 
all of the trimmings go into a stock pot.

“Pick up a risotto or soup—we’re not starting 
with water or bouillon cubes. It’s fully flavored 
vegetable stock,” he says. “I’m all about layering 
flavors in my food. everything you take a bite 

of, you have to figure out, ‘Where’s something 
different here?’”

Chicken bones, rib-eye scraps, anything that 
has some flavor left in it goes into a stock pot 
at Maddie’s. And the kitchen staff takes the 
time to make a proper roux to flavor things like 
gumbo—something Deloney says is a lot easier 
to make than most people realize, and which 
they should be doing at home.

“It goes back to making the roux very dark. 
You have to watch it, pay attention,” he says. 
“Then the trinity [onions, bell pepper, celery], 
sausage, seasonings, stock, chicken. You put in 
the roux, and that’s gumbo. You can make it as 
hot, or as loose and spicy, as you want.”

The long narrow kitchen looks barely sufficient 
to turn out fare for the 70 people the restaurant 
will seat (and 20 more when the weather is nice 
enough to open the patio). But at lunchtime, 
it’s usually just Deloney and longtime associate 
Larry Shields, who worked with Deloney at the 
Capital Hotel and has been at Maddie’s since Day 
1 (and is the chef at Murray’s Dinner Playhouse, 
to boot). Dinner service is handled by three or 
four cooks, with Deloney stepping in as he’s 
needed. There’s a large window that looks from 
the dining room into the kitchen and, just as 
importantly, from the kitchen out to the dining 
room.

“The pressure is huge. People don’t realize how 
stressful it can be when tickets are coming in 
and you’ve got 50 things going at one time,” says 
Deloney. “We’re fortunate we have a window so 
we can watch people eat and watch their smiles. 
It makes it worthwhile every night.”

One of Maddie’s regulars from its earliest days 
is Ben Brainard, chef-proprietor of Local Lime in 
Little Rock. He’s not just a fan of Maddie’s; he’s an 
evangelist for it.

“The fried chicken, greens and black-eyed peas 
that, I think, has been on the menu from the 
beginning is one of my three favorite things in 
the state to eat,” says Brainard. “The macaroni 
and cheese, I think, is illegal. He shouldn’t even 
serve food that is that good.”

Brainard places Deloney “at the forefront of 
Cajun cuisine” in Arkansas, and says that skill is 
only enhanced by the fact that he also produces 
great Southern classics and fish dishes. In fact, 
says Brainard, he’s always amazed the one or two 
times a month he runs into someone who hasn’t 
actually heard of Maddie’s Place.

“It’s incredibly unfortunate for those folks,” he 
says. “That guy should have lines out the door 
every single day. His price point is so good, his 
portions are ridiculous, and it’s to me some of the 
best food in the state. I’ll measure his plates up 
against anybody.”

Of course, when people love a local restaurant, 
they usually get around to asking the owner what’s 
next. The questions Deloney has fielded run from 
whether he’d bottle and sell some of his sauces to 
when he’ll be opening a new restaurant.

“I’m just waiting for the right opportunity to 
come along,” says Deloney. “It probably won’t be 
another Maddie’s Place. I’m versatile enough to do 
a steakhouse, say. I like the smaller scale. I might 
even make it just a burger place.”

And while would-be investors have approached 
him about backing a venture, Deloney is not in 
a rush to make up his mind. He and his wife, 
Angela, own Maddie’s outright—she handles the 
business end of things, in addition to as holding 
down a full-time job—and they realize the idea of 
having someone else’s money behind their work 
will invariably come with some strings attached.

“I don’t like a lot of people telling us what to 
do,” he says with a grin. “There will be more. I’m 
in no hurry to do them—I just turned 40.”

by ErIc FraNcIS | phoTography by arShIa KhaN

maddIE’S pLacE chEF-oWNEr brIaN dELoNEy TaLKS arKaNSaS rooTS, 
caJuN cooKIN’ aNd Why you NEEd To maKE your oWN rouX.

OMeTIMeS IT’S CHARITY that’s the mother of invention.
Brian Deloney, chef-owner of Maddie’s Place in Little Rock’s 
Riverdale neighborhood, donated a five-course wine dinner to 

a charity event recently. And when the winners came around for their 
meal, he decided to add something special to the menu.
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