Total Immersion, Orlando-Style
Lunch with Sam-I-Am, party with pirates, or dance the Texas Two-Step between bites of ribs at Orlando-area restaurants. Parks aren’t the only places in this town heavy on themes.

By Rona Gindin

MUSEUM-SIDE MUNCHIES
Nascar Sports Grille
Universal CityWalk, Universal Orlando, 407-224-7223, nascarcafeorlando.com
Forget that day trip to Daytona. You can get your fill of racecar madness right in Orlando, and fill up on all-American fare while you’re at it. The restaurant is a foodservice tribute to sportscar racing. Actual autos dangle from the ceilings, and museum-quality memorabilia covers the walls. Other walls sport top-quality plasma screens for watching races and sports games; the 37-foot media wall is a highlight. Before or after dinner, try out electronic speed simulators and games. And on the way out, you can buy Nascar souvenirs to take home.
Fan Fave: The Philly “Winners Circle” Cheesesteak, $10.99
Hard Rock Café Orlando

Universal CityWalk, 6050 Universal Blvd., Orlando, 407-351-7625, hardrock.com

Not far from the international company’s headquarters is Hard Rock’s largest café. A commanding Roman Coliseum-like structure on the outside, this Hard Rock houses not only a restaurant but also more rock’n’roll memorabilia than any of the 126-unit chain’s other restaurants—and a 3,000-seat concert hall.
Music fans may have to allot an extra hour to explore the venue’s historic doo-dads. You’ll find the smashed Gibson Les Paul custom guitar that took a beating at the hands of The Who’s Pete Townshend during a 1973 concert. Buddy Holly’s signature black glasses, and goggles from The Sex Pistols’ Johnny Rotten, accompany several outfits: An Elvis suit from Viva Las Vegas, a James Brown jacket from legendary Apollo Theatre concerts; and a suit from Queen’s Freddie, a favorite during the 1978 US “Jazz” Tour.
Fan fave: Hard Rock’s Certified Angus Beef Legendary Burger, $14.80
Cheyenne Saloon & Opera House

128 West Church St., Orlando, 407-839-3000, cheyennesaloonandoperahouse.com

You needn’t wear spurs to feel like a cowboy at the Cheyenne Saloon & Opera House. Located in a historic section of downtown Orlando, this newly reopened dinnerhouse mixes dining with dancing, Western-style. Live bands play Grand Old Opry-style songs regularly while guests line dance on the central dance floor. The hungry can get their fix of traditional barbecue.

This is no cheesy tourist trap. More than 250,000 board feet of golden oak lumber from a century-old Ohio barn comprise the lovingly constructed restaurant, which is filled with handmade carved rails, imported stained glass, and six 1895 chandeliers from the Philadelphia Mint. Some dining room seats were originally pews in a Catholic church.

Fan fave: Black Jack’s Baby Back Ribs, half rack $14.95. Entrance fee: $5 
WORLDS OF WHIMSY
Old Hickory Steakhouse
Gaylord Palms Resort & Convention Center, 6000 W. Osceola Pkwy., Kissimmee, 407-586-2000, gaylordpalms.com
You may be in a high-end convention hotel, but you’ll feel as if you’re roughing it at an Everglades homestead at Old Hickory. This fine dining establishment is designed to look rustic, which its service and menu decidedly are not. The restaurant’s dining rooms are spread among a handful of shacks, which appear to be of weather-worn wood, and on stilts. Faux-shabby wooden bridges connect the rooms. Lush landscaping in a glass-covered atrium completes the outdoorsy feel.
Won’t you be surprised, then, to discover indulgent touches like handbag hooks and footstools at every table, along with martinis stirred tableside, certified Black Angus beef, and artisanal cheeses.

Fan fave: 10 oz.100 percent grass-fed center-cut beef tenderloin, $44
Green Eggs & Ham Café

Seuss Landing, Islands of Adventure, Universal Orlando, 1000 Universal Studios Plaza, Orlando, 407-363-8000, universalorlando.com
Even Sam-I-Am’s finicky friend would get a kick out this fast food restaurant, where the signature dish is modeled after the entree for which a popular Dr. Seuss book got its name. You can indeed indulge in a green-eggs-and-ham sandwich (which is colored with real foodstuffs, not dye); the eggs are scrambled, not sunnyside up with green yolks, as in the classic. Make It a Bacon Sam I Am Cheeseburger and a few other familiar items round out the menu.
Fan fave: Green Eggs (Yes, The Eggs Are Green) and Ham Sandwich Platter, $6.99
Mythos
The Lost Continent, Islands of Adventure, Universal Orlando, 1000 Universal Studios Plaza, Orlando, 407-363-8000, universalorlando.com
A full-service restaurant with surprisingly respectable American and creative food, Mythos’ interior looks like that of a cave. In fact the design ties together elements of Greek mythology and the constellations, with a faux River Styx running through the dining room, and the likenesses of mythological figures “carved” into the “stone.”  You’ll find top-quality burgers and fries for lunch, with contemporary dinner options. To dine at Mythos without paying the theme park entrance fee, make reservations in advance and an employee will escort you to the restaurant.

Fan Fave: Blueberry- and pistachio-crusted grilled pork with blue cheese and port wine sauce, $13.50
DINNER THEATER
Medieval Times Dinner & Tournament

4510 W. Irlo Bronson Hwy., Kissimmee, 407-396-2900, 888-WE-JOUST, medievaltimes.com

Step into the 11th century with a meal at Medieval Times, a dinner theater with a knights-of-armor theme. While guests sup on dinner served by serfs and wenches, they root for one of six dueling knights on horseback, who spar and display accomplished horsemanship. The exterior looks like a white castle; medieval artifacts like coats of arms and weaponry are displayed in the Hall of Arms waiting area.

Fan Fave: Roasted chicken and spare ribs

Price: Adults $56.95, 12 and under $35.95 
Arabian Nights
Enter a fairy tale at Arabian Nights, a dinner theater whose plot centers around the birthday festivities of Princess Genie—and a modicum of good-versus-evil. The real stars are the 65 horses, an impressive collection of Arabians, Andalusians, Belgians, Perchrons, Paints and Quarter Horses from around the world, who perform in the world’s largest indoor equestrian arena. Chariot races, acrobatic stunts and square dancing are among the acts. Sequined costumes, Moorish arches and an all-inclusive dinner complete the show, which takes place within the dramatic Palace of Horses.

Fan Fave: New York strip steak

Price: Adults $45.90, 3-11 $20.33

Pirate's Dinner Adventure
6400 Carrier Dr., Orlando,800-866-2469, piratesdinneradventure.com

Take to the high seas at Pirate’s, a dinner theater experience centered around a brood of buccaneers. On the stage, cast members perform acrobatics, duel with swords, and joke, flirt with and chase one another—all on a mighty four-story ship that flies the skull-and-crossbones.
More than 100 of the 800 guests get into the act, donning costumes of their own. When the lights dim, the party continues at the Buccaneer Bash Dance Party, a DJ party zone that invites the whole family to get their moves on.

Fan fave: Roasted pork or seafood medley with marinated chicken

Price: Adults $57.95, 3-11 $37.95
SIDEBAR:
Dining with the Stars
Many of America’s most respected culinarians serve their signature fare in humble Central Florida. Here are five can’t-miss celebrity-chef dinnerhouses.
Primo

After gaining national acclaim for creating mostly organic, sort-of Italian specialties in a Maine farmhouse, Melissa Kelly opened an equally ambitious refuge here—where your tender fried zucchini blossoms might have been grown right on the premises. JW Marriott Orlando, Grande Lakes, 4040 Central Florida Pkwy., 407-206-2300, grandelankes.com 
Norman’s 

A trailblazer who helped create New World Cuisine, Norman Van Aken wows adventurous eaters by offering ultra-inventive Latin-Caribbean-tinged feasts in a suave setting. The Ritz-Carlton Orlando, Grande Lakes, 4012 Central Florida Pkwy., 407-393-4333, normans.com
Emeril’s Tchoup Chop

The flavors of Polynesia meld with others from around the globe at Tchoup Chop, Emeril Lagasse’s dramatically designed hotel restaurant. Royal Pacific Resort, Universal Orlando, 6300 Hollywood Way, 407-503-CHOP, emerils.com 
Raglan Road

The Irish pub gets classy at Raglan Road, where Ireland’s renowned Kevin Dundon delivers uptown takes on old-time classics (i.e. shepherd’s pie made with Angus beef) in a sprawling room with four mahogany bars and lots of lager on tap. Downtown Disney Pleasure Island, 1640 E. Buena Vista Dr., 407-938-0300, raglanroadirishpub.com
Roy’s
Exotic Pacific fishes and Asian spices are menu hallmarks at Roy’s, an offshoot of Roy Yamaguchi’s Hawaiian-fusion Honolulu hot spot. Plaza Venezia, 7760 W. Sand Lake Rd., 407-352-4844, roysrestaurant.com--RG
