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“ they did everythiNg 
the americaN Way, 
With PLastic cuPs 

aNd PLastic cutLery 
aNd PLates… for the 

BeLgiaNs that Was too 
moderN at the time ”

This shabby neighbourhood fried chicken joint is the 
only relic of KFC’s ill-fated foray into Belgium. The 
corporation, unable to compete with the humble 
fritkot, jumped ship in 1971, leaving the leftovers for 
some entrepreneurial locals. Sarah Schug orders a 
combo…

i must have walked by resto kendy a hundred 
times on my way to work without ever 
noticing it. it looks unpromising; a cramped 
and unassuming local eatery with a faded 
sign out front. the minute i walk through the 
door, all heads turn to stare and i feel like i’m 
gatecrashing a bingo session at the oaP club.  
“most of the customers have been coming here 
for five generations. so when somebody new 
arrives, everyone stares,” explains owner marie-
Jeanne, a friendly, matronly-looking character, 
wiping her hands on her apron. “the place 
has existed since 1971, when kentucky 
fried chicken opened their first branches in 
Belgium,” she recounts. “i think they came 
too early.” the ubiquitous american fast-food 
chain, with its thousands of identikit joints all 
over the globe, only managed to stay in the 
country for a few years. the concept just didn’t 
catch on with the fritkot-loving Belgians. “they 
did everything the american way, with plastic 
cups and plastic cutlery and plates… for the 
Belgians that was too modern at the time.” at 
kendy’s, everything is the opposite of modern, 
and although it’s lost the fast-food feel, it’s far 
from fine dining. it’s about as unpretentious 
as it gets, unkempt, even, and certainly not 
remotely hip or cool. But it’s a relaxing change 
from the neighbourhood’s greasy kebab joints 
and overpriced sandwich shops. 

the interiors are rustic, to say the least, with 
a definite ‘80s feel. Nothing matches, not even 
the cutlery. the walls are painted red and pink, 
and an old corner seat, once the staple seating in 
rural country kitchens, sits in all its shabby and 
faded glory alongside cheap ikea pieces. the 
few tables that are actually laid are covered with 
plastic table cloths and the walls are decorated 
with chicken-themed prints. it’s basically the 
kind of place where one corner still celebrates 
halloween, while the other is garnished with 
carnaval leftovers. the local radio station 
plays california dreaming in the background 
(i’m even tempted to think the whole thing is 
staged).  the specials are tacked to the wall on 
handwritten sheets of a4 paper, and scrawled in 
chalk on a blackboard. my reverie is interrupted 
by the arrival of the food. the chicken is crispy 
on the outside and soft on the inside, salty 
and spiced to perfection. a tad undercooked, 
perhaps, for my sensitive taste but for €6, what 
do i expect? it’s served with big chunky fries 
and a traditional american-style coleslaw. it 
tastes just like the one i used to get on chicago’s 
south side, the kind that is served along a grilled 
cheese sandwich in little plastic baskets. 

 “When kfc left, the guy who took over 
got permission from them to analyse all the 
ingredients, and he bought all their equipment. 
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he hired me, and we continued with their 
recipes,” marie-Jeanne tells me. “and when he 
left, i took over. i’m still working with the same 
kfc machine from the ‘70s. it’s what they call 
a pressure fryer. other restaurants roast the 
chicken or prepare it in a pan.” But the moment 
the machine breaks down, it will all be over: 
“We can’t find the pieces anymore to repair it 
and wouldn’t be able to afford to buy a new one. 
Last time i checked, prices were between €7,000 
and €8,000.”

Besides these specialities, kendy’s menu is 
also full of the usual traditional Belgian dishes 
like américain or carbonade; solid, honest 
home-cooking. the place is a draw for families, 
as well as builders on their lunch break. But 
kendy’s seems to be particularly popular with 
pensioners. there’s a bunch of them scattered 
around the restaurant, all men of about the 
same age, each sitting alone at their little tables. 

marie-Jeanne hoards her recipes like family 
secrets. for decades customers have been trying 
to find out what makes the chicken seasoning 
and coleslaw so special. “some try to make it 
themselves, and then they always come back 
and complain that something’s missing and 
they can’t get it right – but i can’t help them,” 
marie-Jeanne says. “if i did, my business would 
be finished.”
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