Nampa's new Market Limone invites the Treasure Valley to slow down and 'taste life'
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The new Market Limone in downtown Nampa includes a boutique grocery store and bistro.




 

MARKET LIMONE

Where: 112 13th Ave. S., Nampa.

When: 7 a.m. to 8 p.m. Monday through Saturday and 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. Sunday.

Contact: 442-1313.

SPECIAL EVENTS

Market Limone has food, wine and beer events from classes to tastings scheduled through next year. Some are already sold out, so check the Web site or call for more details.

• Jan. 10: Mediterranean Cooking

• Jan. 16: Wine Sensuality Class

• Jan. 18: Micro Brew Tasting

• Jan. 20: Australian Wine

• Jan. 23: Latin Cuisine

• Feb. 9: Taste of Romance

• Feb. 13: Wild Game Class 
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If life imitated art, there would be time to discover a ripe orange. We could spend glorious minutes feeling the bumps on its fragrant peel, reveling in its deep color, tasting completely. 

But in the real world, food's innate sensuality is inconvenient. Grocery stores are full of people desperate to get in and out with enough preservative-laden supplies to stock an emergency bunker. Shopping for what we eat is no longer recreational, and there is little time to wonder which orange tastes the sweetest. 

Market Limone, on the other hand, was designed for people who stop to smell the rose-flavored truffles. Anchoring Nampa's developing Belle District, it's a little bit boutique grocery, a little bit European bistro, and full of indulgent surprises. 

Co-founders Deb Cameron and Laurel MacKinnon hope it will be an answer to the long drive to Boise for specialty products such as Cerignola olives, gluten-free pie crust and designer tonic water as well as staples from produce to French pastries from Le Cafe de Paris. They want people to buy fresh, local and seasonal, whether they're cooking a special meal or grabbing a gourmet bite to go. Most of all, they want to fill a void in the community. 

"It's been a long process, a lot of visioning over what we'd like to see, what it could be, what is needed," MacKinnon said. 

She's a trailblazer when it comes to Nampa's downtown revitalization. She grew up in the city and returned two years ago after living and working all around the United States and Europe. As Boise developer David Hale did with the Linen District, MacKinnon got the Belle District going with the purchase of four buildings and an open lot on Nampa's historic 13th Avenue. Spending more than $5 million, she acquired 75,000 square feet of potential. 

Most of the space has since been filled by a fiber shop and art gallery called Ewephoria, a quilting fabric store called Fabrique and the two businesses MacKinnon designed with Cameron - a furniture boutique called Urban Shed and Market Limone. MacKinnon's vision for the latter came from her own experiences and a market study that indicated what the area lacked. She explained that perceptions about Nampa's demographics have kept some investors and entrepreneurs at a distance, but she believes the customer base for a specialty grocery store is solid. 

"We've had such tremendous growth that the census hasn't caught up yet. We know there's a lot more money here than has been recorded," MacKinnon said, adding that residents of outlying communities like Nampa often spend time and money in Boise, where there are more options. "I'm familiar with the frustrations of living here, knowing that we need something. (Market Limone) is really providing a basic need." 

The need may be basic, but Market Limone is not. It's split into three levels, the design flowing from rich color to rich color, old brick to new wood. The main floor is the core, with seating in the middle and lit glass cases on either side. In one are the day's creations for Zeste Food Boutique, which is overseen by executive chef Andrae Bopp of Boise's Andrae's. He spends his mornings coaching a crew of chefs, inventing recipes and testing dishes to make sure they're in keeping with the market's philosophy "that everything is handcrafted with extreme care and attention, from basic raw ingredients." 

"We're trying to do a lot of good things, new things, to take in more of a global theme," Bopp said. "It's Italian; it's Spanish; it's Middle Eastern; it's Asian. I'm really excited about it because it lets all of us have some creativity in what we're doing." 

Bopp stepped in when MacKinnon and Cameron were left in a lurch. Three weeks after opening, they had no chef and no food coming out of the kitchen, but Bopp had watched their endeavor from the beginning and was excited about the prospect of helping it grow. 

"You know Trader Joe's or Dean & DeLuca? That's what it's going to become. It's in that style with high-end cold items, grab and go, caterings, in-house parties, wine dinners, and the menu is just going to continue to grow," he said. "I think what they're doing out there is fantastic." 

Across from the food boutique, the glow of the pastry case sets off a collection of artisan truffles by New York chocolatier Anna Shea. Speckled white chocolate enrobes lavender cream. A graceful heart with a dark chocolate band gives way to a soft center sweetened with rose water. And hidden in a trifecta of toasted sesame seeds is a cardamom-spiked confection with the rich finish of cheese. 

"They're absolutely beautiful and amazingly delicious," MacKinnon said, adding that the $1.25 treats have been flying out the door. "We are very conscious of our pricing because we would rather more people enjoy things than to price them out. We could definitely charge more for a lot of things," she said. "We want great food to be accessible." 

The great food at Market Limone includes a mix-and-match olive bar. Tiny red peppers stuffed with feta are next to marinated white beans, cipollini onions and Thassos olives, an exotic treat dry-cured in sea salt and stuffed with concentrated herbs and fruit flavors. All are $11.99 a pound, and sampling is encouraged. 

"I believe that if it tastes good people will want to buy it. It's just a matter of letting them try it," MacKinnon said. 

This hands-on attitude is a foundation of the market. Lesser-known labels in the "Beer Closet" like Argentina's Jerome Negra are among favorites like Delirium Tremens, and six packs can be mixed. The cooking class/demo area has a large island where customers will soon be invited to try cookware before buying. And the in-store Elixir Cafe offers individually-brewed coffee blends, espresso drinks, organic juices, custom smoothies and opportunities to test the equipment behind the bar. MacKinnon explained that the market is set up not only to teach people about good food but also to send them home with all the necessaries to make it. 

That doesn't mean it's a one-stop shop. You won't find generic diapers, bulk dog food and school supplies, but you will find an interesting mix of staples and specialty items, including local vegetables, imported cheeses, frozen hemp seed nuts, handmade pastas, fancy martini rimmers and meatballs made with Idaho beef. 

Upstairs, there are tables for coffee dates, business meetings and Web surfing. Along the wall are KitchenAid appliances, Mario Batali cookware and a selection of juicy-colored Zyliss tools. Other items on display include handmade wooden cutting boards and Lloyd Farms beeswax candles in every color. 

The basement has barrels of whole nuts, corn for popping, rock candy, diet-sensitive raw goods, spice rubs, pickled snacks from Kuna company Sandstone Farms and trade show finds such as an Ethiopian grain called Maskal Teff. 

The basement was originally going to house furniture and decor, but there wasn't enough room for everything MacKinnon and Cameron imagined. Urban Shed became a stylish extension of that plan, and the market will eventually expand into the space between them, formerly occupied by Kat's House of Blues. 

"It's kind of like a creative art project because it's not like you can conceive of all that when you start to build," MacKinnon said. "It just kind of evolves." 

With 11,000 square feet of fresh ideas, Market Limone has evolved into a place that invites thoughtfulness about eating and living well. It lacks the bustle of a big grocery store, but that's the point. 

"I'm just overwhelmed and humbled on a daily basis by the amount of people who come up to me and literally say, 'Thank you so much for doing this.' " MacKinnon said. "You can tell it's this heartfelt, deep, sincere thank you. It's helping Nampa come into its own." 

Erin Ryan: 672-6732

