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Growing up in New Jersey, din-
ers were comfort foods wrapped in a 
brightly lit single-story (usually shiny) 
building. I can still see the large neon 
signs emblazoned with “DINER — 
OPEN 24 HOURS.” There was always a 

cozy booth across 
from the counter 
where coffee-sip-
pers could almost 
lift the glass dome 
off a dish with do-
nuts, Danish, giant 
cookies and muf-
fins that begged 
you to try one 
more treat. New 
Jersey proudly en-
joys being called 

the “Diner State,” an icon of neighbor-
hood friendliness coupled with value, 
quality and quantity. From the Tick 
Tock Diner and Rosie’s Diner to the 
Broadway Diner or The Park Ridge 
Diner, there are more diners across the 
state than any other place on earth.

Dropping a quarter into the jukebox 
was an indelible indulgence where I 
could choose three songs that some-
how only my table could hear. Lively 
chatter prevailed at the other tables 
without even noticing that I was listen-
ing to Sinatra, Ella or a rock ’n’ roll 
favorite of the early ’60s. The waitress 
visited often to refill thick white cof-
fee mugs and leave a small bowl of 
creamers and butter for an order of 
pancakes or late night “breakfast.” I 
can still smell the aroma of bacon and 
eggs bubbling on the griddle next to a 
sweet yellow corn muffin split perfect-
ly with crusty edges on which to dress 
my pat of butter.

As Daniel DeLeon and his uber-
popular Metro Diner in Jacksonville 
Beach celebrate its first birthday, I raise 
my cup of mocha cappuccino toasting 
his success and extreme passion for 
creating a great diner. If you haven’t 
been here in a while or if you’ve not 
made it yet, join throngs of beach folks 
to indulge in some mighty fine eating 
(according to TV personality Guy Fieri 
— and me). They’re true to the slogan 
“Where the Locals Eat.” All you have to 
do is slip in for breakfast or lunch and 
look around to run into someone you 
know.

When I visited their website and 
found menus and news on chalk-
boards, Metro Diner’s comfort food 
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theme made sense. I couldn’t wait 
to join friends for an early breakfast. 
As I pulled into a parking space, the 
aroma of breakfast sizzling on the grill 
wafted outside, escorting me through 
the door. It’s no surprise that they have 
been honored with dining awards — 
the staff was overwhelmingly friendly 
and cordial.

In the large and orderly main dining 
room, the open kitchen looks out on 
diners sitting in spacious booths sur-
rounding individual tables with brown 
wood chairs, black and white tile floor 
and homey dark wood walls. Early 
morning breakfast (and lunch items) 
begins at 6:30 a.m., served until clos-
ing at 2:30 p.m. During nice weather, 
outdoor tables are where you want to 
be, soaking in the sun and watching 
the arrival of folks walking over from 
the beach or bicycling.

DeLeon is the person behind the 
meteoric success and popularity of 
this bustling eatery. He invited me into 
his office where I noticed the most 
meticulous lists of things to do, staff 
to schedule, food to buy and a daily 
breakdown of his diner’s activities. His 
analytical business education coupled 
with love for food and this “people” 
business is what brings a smile to his 
face.

With a staff of more than 50 people 
hired for their “personality,” he wel-
comes them to work each day bringing 
their outgoing and caring energy that’s 
evident among themselves and their 
patrons. Each server is assigned only 
three tables for breakfast and lunch. 
They take ownership of each table 
— how it’s set, cleared and presented 
— which clarifies why their cheerful 
service brings guests back time and 
again, sometimes daily! It’s a finely 
tuned masterpiece of casual dining.

Closely tied to the original Metro 
Diner in San Marco, our local diner 
keeps creative comfort food in the 
spotlight. Prep cooks begin early at 
4:30 a.m. making everything from 
scratch including hollandaise, sau-
sage gravy, pot pie, meatloaf, berry 
compote, luscious soups and more. 
They even make homemade croutons 
toasted daily from the superb breads 
that are served.

Diners beware: The menu makes 
great reading and it’s difficult to select 
your dish. They’re mouth-watering 
descriptions, like: 

Yo Hala on the Square: Thick sliced 
Challah bread stuffed with bananas 
sauteed in Frangelico hazelnut liqueur 
and blended with cream cheese. Pre-
pared like French toast on the griddle 
and topped with a delicious blueberry/
strawberry compote ($11.99). I dare 
you to eat the whole thing! 

Check out Charleston Shrimp & 
Grits: Two fried grit cakes, infused 
with cheese, roasted red peppers 

and Andouille sausage, topped with 
shrimp, sausage, onions and peppers 
in a shrimp cream sauce, garnished 
with chopped bacon and green onions 
($13.99). 

As if the menu wasn’t enough, the 
giant chalkboard suggests daily tan-
talizing specials like Banana Granola 
Pancakes ($6.99). Oh, yum!

Diana, an exuberant general man-
ager, stops by to see if we’re doing 
okay. She enthusiastically tells me 

about celebrating the restaurant’s first 
year and how much she enjoys work-
ing with fellow staff members. You 
can see more hugs at the Metro Diner 
when regulars walk in than at a family 
reunion! 

Diana’s proud of each dish, sug-
gesting a superb lunch favorite like 
mile-high Fried Chicken and Waffles: 
Breast, wing, thigh and leg with a 
whole Belgian waffle topped with 
sweet strawberry butter and signature 
sweet and spicy sauce ($13.99) and the 
Pittsburgh Steak Salad: Hearty garden 
salad topped with a generous moun-
tain of sliced steak, french fries and 
bleu cheese crumbles ($11.99).

A confessed “food voyeur,” I 
watched as steaming plates came to 
each table with oohs and aahs all 
around. I was dreaming about eggs 

Benedict and was not disappointed in 
the Sandi Beaches Benedict starring 
two jumbo poached eggs, Canadian 
bacon, sauteed spinach, a slice of to-
mato and a whopping portion of crispy 
home fries ($10.99).

It’s not a surprise that you need 
to plan ahead if you want to snag a 
table. This is a hot spot of traditional 
American-style cuisine, using fresh 
ingredients and wowing guests with 
homestyle recipes. 

Hooray for the basics that Metro 
Diner re-invents into works of art. 
Let’s celebrate Daniel’s and the Metro 
Diner’s first anniversary together. I’ll 
be sipping coffee in the corner booth 
reading the morning news and waiting 
to dive into the 12-inch Metro Pancake 
with syrup!
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(904) 853-6817
www.metrodiner.com
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