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	ASIAN CUISINE
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	The Royal Thai Dining Lounge offers dim sum and Thai dishes that are sure to delight. Photo by Chris Mikula, Ottawa Citizen.

	


	

	
	

	
	
	DOWNTOWN

	
	
	CHINESE:


	
	
	PALAIS IMPERIAL AND ROYAL THAI DINING LOUNGE



	311-313 Dalhousie St.    613-789-6888    www.palais-imperial.com

	
	Open:  Daily for lunch and dinner

	Prices: Main dishes, $8.50 to $19

	Access: Steps


	By Anne DesBrisay


	Tom kha gai or hot and sour? Pad thai or chow mein? Sometimes it’s a brutal decision. Families have fractured over less: will it be Thai or Chinese? 

	Well, dear conflicted people, now you don’t have to choose. Last January, the Royal Thai Dining Lounge picked up and moved across the street, from 272 to 311 Dalhousie, home of Palais Imperial. No need for panic. This is not fusion cuisine. No coconut curry sauce will bathe the Peking duck. This is the partnership of two long-running restaurants, both under the same ownership, now living under the same roof but with a strong pre-nup. (Separate bedrooms, if you will.) Each has its own chef, its unique kitchen and distinct menu—albeit now bound as one. The yellow side of the long document is Royal Thai’s, the green, Palais Imperial. 

	What they do share is a dining room, a bright, twolevel space, still with its wall of windows overlooking the comings and goings of busy Dalhousie Street. And based on a couple of recent meals there, I think it’s the beginning of a beautiful friendship. 

	If you want dim sum for lunch, don’t make the mistake of leaving the menu on the table. That signifies your plan is to order à la carte. Our trouble was in wanting both, and this required some explaining. We were told we could keep the menu, but best to tuck it away, on the window ledge, so it wouldn’t be visible. Presto! The carts began to roll up, stacked with their baskets of hidden treats. 

	Another trick with dim sum is to pace yourself. There’s always more coming, and if you’re not selective, that which you most desire will arrive when you are incapable of ingesting another morsel. And you’ll want to come hungry: this is good dim sum. I’d say the best I’ve had in Ottawa, a far cry from the salty, greasy gunk that gets pushed around at so many other big places around town. 

	We start with dumplings—pork and cilantro stuffed in some, crab and shrimp in another, shrimp and snow peas in a third, their translucent skins delicate. Then steamed pork buns, lumpy, fluffy, white buns of cakey yumminess, filed with red char siu. Lo mai gai is sticky rice and sweet pork moistened with egg, wrapped in a lotus leaf and steamed. Taro dumplings are divine—a moist core of pork and shrimp covered with cooked, mashed taro, rolled in what looks like shredded wheat, and fried to just the right degree of greasiness. Egg tarts are happily not too sweet, a pale yellow custard within a many layered, crumbly crust. Along with this feast, we order fish, steamed sea bass, superb in its gentle ginger broth. 

	You’d be wise to pay attention to the specials on offer. We did and were rewarded with a trio of solidly good dinner dishes: braised chicken smeared with ginger, bubbling in a clay cauldron; monster shrimp in a dry red curry, the seafood crunchy sweet and perfectly spicy; and Chinese broccoli, steamed to crisp in a fragrant broth of stock, soy, ginger, garlic, and sesame oil. From the menu, we chose Singapore noodles, which were fine, and barbecued pork tenderloin, which is very good indeed, the pink slices tender and well flavoured. 

	Before this, there were spring rolls generously packed with chopped shrimp and scallions, served with a homemade dipping sauce. And after all this, from the dessert page, sesame seed balls that look (and pull) like seed-studded silly putty. These arrive warm, the sweet, glutinous pastry wrapped in toasted seeds, and with a sweet bean paste at their core. They’re nicer to eat than to look at. 

	Palais Imperial/Royal Thai’s wine list offers a few decent choices for matching with this food, though the bythe-glass option is pathetically limited to Kressman, red or white. Beer might be the better bet, or else stick with tea. 

	Originally published July 14, 2011


	
	SIDEDOOR


	
	
	20 York St.    613-562-9331    sidedoorrestaurant.com

	
	Open: Monday to Saturday, from 5 p.m.

	Prices: Sharing plates, $6 to $28

	Access: Steps

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	The trouble with Asian food in this city is a dreary lack of distinctive flair. Sushi is sushi is sushi. Siu mai is standard and pho is pho. So many Indian restaurants seem to photocopy each other’s menus and slap their own label at the top. 

	As for authentic or inventive Mexican, Ottawa is not exactly a hot tamale. We long for some daring, some imagination, someone to toss out the script. 

	Enter Sidedoor, in the space where Foundation used to be. Refreshingly unlike anything else in Ottawa, Sidedoor is about small, Mexican and Asian-inspired, produce-driven sharing plates. Takes on tacos, Indian and Thai curries, Chinese dumplings, and inventive twists on Japanese favourites, all delivered by an unlikely source. One doesn’t tend to think “curry” when one thinks “Carmichael.” 

	But that’ll change. Executive chef of Restaurant E18hteen and Social, Matthew Carmichael now adds Sidedoor to his charges, each kitchen cleverly within spitting distance of the others. He has installed Jonathan Korecki (sous chef at E18hteen and—like Carmichael—a student of celebrated Toronto chef Susur Lee) as restaurant chef. 

	As for the look of Sidedoor, here still are the descending tiers of Foundation, with its darker, subterranean bottom bits. Upstairs, you feel the sun. Mirror, glass and clever lighting (including some inspired chandeliers) have opened the modern space, and its reworking and clean colours allow the magnificent stonework to take centre stage. The bar/lounge and drinks menu remain focal points, but you sense that the business of eating is now a more serious consideration at 20 York St. 

	Certainly the menu is a serious consideration. What to order when it all appeals? Tacos, certainly, right off the top. There is a hill of flavours and textures on these soft, made-to-order, saucer-sized masa tortillas. Of the six from which to choose, we’ve managed five. Nothing beats the Chinese BBQ pork taco—though the crispy Bajanstyle fish taco’s pretty more-ish, too. Keep the napkins handy—they are messy treats. 

	A simple toss of Le Coprin mushrooms takes on new character in a sparkling sauce of sweet sherry, soy and a hint of truffle oil. A green papaya and mango salad wears a thatch of taro, while the aromatic slivers of kaffir lime and the saltysour scarlet of puréed umeboshi (pickled Japanese Ume plum) really catch your attention. I haven’t had a tofu dish as good as Sidedoor’s fried tofu in red curry since my last ZenKitchen visit. Shrimp dumplings are delicious. 

	Other small dishes to recommend: the salt and pepper calamari; the panko-crusted, deep-fried “son-in-law” eggs with their soft yellow centres and spiky shards of ginger that ooze into a fragrant and fired-up chili jam; and the Eryngii mushroom spring rolls. 

	From the “meat” section, a soft hunk of pink lamb from the shoulder is a knockout dish: braised in a piquant curry strong of tamarind, ginger and chili, fragrant of basil and lime leaves, and with contrasting textures of roasted peanut and chunks of Brussels sprouts. Fantastic too is the pork belly, crispyskinned and spoon-tender, with mango. We love the burnished brown, Peking-style chicken leg—the flesh so incredibly juicy, the skin so crisp, set in a golden sauce murmuring with absorbed spices, adorned with a spray of green onion and red chilies. 

	These are dishes that blend regional recipes and some traditional ingredients from India, China and Thailand, with local content, modern techniques and lush presentations. 

	What else to finish off such a romp of a meal but with doughnuts? Mini ones, dipped in Olivia chocolate (from Gatineau) or dredged with cinnamon sugar. Or you can have ice cream—housemade, the real thing, and in a wealth of flavours. 

	There are some quibbles. Menu sections are called “vegetables,” “seafood” and “meat,” but attached prices start at $6 and climb to $28 without suggestion of the size of the plate, or how many can share it. 

	Is the lamb curry ($28) more a main dish? Is the fried tofu curry really $16 when dishes above and below it are $6 and $4? And yes, it needs rice, as our waiter points out, but it seems a bit cheeky to then deliver three bowls of rice at $4 each. And there are many dishes that come in threes—all the tacos, the shrimp dishes, the doughnuts—but we are four at this table. Is there an option to order a fourth? It may seem generous to say, “I’ll bring you some ice cream to share,” but we didn’t give our blessing to $16 worth (good as it is). 

	And while we give our full attention to these tasty, pretty plates, we don’t always feel we’re getting the same from the staff. 

	But Sidedoor is new, and things will no doubt get tweaked. What isn’t in doubt is what a splendid addition it is to Ottawa dining. 

	Originally published April 7, 2011



	
	HUNG SUM RESTAURANT


	
	870 Somerset St. W.    613-238-8828    facebook.com/hungsumrestaurant


	Open: Monday to Friday 11 a.m. to 8 p.m., Saturday 10 a.m. to 8 p.m., Sunday and holidays 10 a.m. to 9 p.m.

	Prices: Dim sum dishes $2.50 to $4, chef’s specials $1.75 to $8.50; other dishes up to $13.95

	Access: Stairs at entrance and to washrooms

	
	By Peter Hum

	
	The Hung Sum Restaurant has made me a believer in dim sum à la carte rather than from a cart. 

	You probably know the more usual drill. At Ottawa’s larger and older Chinese restaurants that serve the vaunted Cantonese snacks, servers push trolleys loaded with dumplings, buns, deep-fried morsels and more, pausing at each table to unload as requested. Customers say yea or nay to each proffered item. If you’re luckily situated and the carts are brisk and well-stocked, you can be indulging in dim sum goodness almost immediately, washing down your meal with potent tea. But if your timing’s off, the spring rolls might have cooled or the skin of those shrimp dumplings might have grown tough. And those deep-fried taro balls you were hoping for might not even make the rounds. 

	Hung Sum, a very modest-looking but clean restaurant that opened last year and seats just 28 people, dispenses with the carts. Instead, customers—who can get their dim sum fix from before noon until closing time—tick off what they want from a bilingual (Chinese and English) list of 44 dishes and 16 “chef’s special” items. This is more than a change in dining logistics. You can appreciate the delicious difference of the made-to-order dishes. 

	(Similarly, Hung Sum’s website notes that its 40-item non-dim sum menu, which I haven’t sampled but which includes soups, fried rice dishes and other items, features rice noodles made-in-house daily rather than the frozen or store-bought stuff.) 

	During my several dim sum visits, dishes invariably arrived piping hot—steam still wafting from bamboo steamers, deep-fried dishes still able to singe your mouth. In other words, the dim sum arrived at the peak of its tastiness, and frankly, if we dawdled over lunch, it would not have been as good. 

	Six of us went early last Sunday, having reserved as suggested by the information on the restaurant’s Face book page. We submitted an order that came to three plates per person, and were pleased by everything that arrived at our table in a well-paced and smart order, lighter dishes preceding heavier ones. 

	The steamed har gow dumplings—a dim sum staple and even an index of an eatery’s commitment to quality—had soft, just-cooked skins and were packed with nicely chunky bits of shrimp. We also thought highly of the steamed chiu-chow-style pork dumplings, generously filled with bits of lean meat, peanuts and chives. Among the deep-fried items, the taro balls, bean curd rolls and water chestnut shrimp had the proper crunch and savoury, not-too-salty fillings. At $7.25, the kid-friendly crispy chicken wings were a bit pricey—on an otherwise bargain-packed menu—but they were much appreciated and not overly greasy. (My recommendation: to be kind to your stomach, get the server to scissor all your deep-fried items in half, and then exercise restraint.) 

	Vegetable-lovers generally have few indulgences at dim sum, and the traditional fare at Hung Sum is no exception, although yu choy (Chinese greens) are available, properly served in a shallow puddle of broth. Turnip cake is a mash of daikon with bits of savoury mushroom or dried shrimp, steamed, pan-fried and cut into squares. 

	It’s comfort food, to be sure. So too is the congee, which comes with various ingredients—fish, pork, preserved egg, meat balls, small shreds of dried scallop—and can benefit from a hit of white pepper or a splash of red vinegar. Just as home-style are several rice dishes with toppings such as sweet-and-salty pork belly and lap cheong sausage or preserved duck or chicken feet. 

	For dessert, the deep-fried sesame balls impressed. They practically rolled from the fryer to our table, they were so freshly made, and the sesame seeds on their crunchy exterior popped with flavour while the lotus paste inside provided a sweet counterpoint. 

	Hung Sum’s dishes are not the artisanal, creative fare of a high-end Hong Kong or Markham restaurant. But the food reflects the pride of a small kitchen determined to serve fresh food. And that universal culinary virtue may well help make this humble place with high standards Ottawa’s best place to go for dim sum. 

	Originally published Oct. 4, 2012


	
	
	JU XIANG YUAN 


	
	641 Somerset St. W.    613-321-3669


	Open: Monday, 4 p.m. to 11 p.m.; Tuesday through Thursday, and Sunday, 11 a.m. to 11 p.m.; Friday and Saturday, 11 a.m. to midnight.

	Prices: Main dishes, roughly $6 to $16 

	Access: Steps to entrance

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	Ju Xiang Yuan, on the eastern edge of Chinatown, has had a revamp such that I can’t recall what it looked like before. Walls now pop with a damask-patterned wallpaper, black and shiny silver. Tall, tufted benches and chairs are all black and all match. The 20 or so tables are faux marble. The floor is pale tile. The accent to all this black and white is a bit of red in lanterns and lights. It’s all pretty smart. 

	There’s a flat screen on one wall and, notwithstanding it’s Super Bowl Sunday night, it’s tuned to basketball. No one is watching. Nor is anyone complaining. My husband keeps asking if he thinks it would be rude to request they change the channel. I keep suggesting yes. And we keep waiting for food, some of us a bit crankily, distracted by the wrong game. 

	Tea arrives instantly. Food takes a little longer, given the room has filled up quickly, fully, and all at the same time. (Clearly not an NFL fan among them.) The lone server is overwhelmed and though service is brusque, it is what it must be and certainly not unpleasant. She manages the room all on her own and without losing her cool. Full marks. 

	I was desperate to get our order down on the paper provided before the table of 10 young men hand over theirs (or the table of young women in the corner, eyeing the young men). Examining the extensive menu, a good portion of which is devoted to Northern-style Chinese dishes, I ordered with only a modicum of reflection. Congee, I thought, for the boy with sniffles; bread soup for me; Northern-style barbecue beef; pot roast chicken with noodles; eggplant and pork with garlic sauce; barbecue duck; mushrooms with Chinese greens; a cold plate of poached chicken in peanut sauce. 

	Once food began to arrive about 30 minutes later, it kept arriving at a steady pace. 

	Dishes were served generously, and we had a fine lunch with the considerable leftovers. Other than the flabby-skinned chicken smothered with an undistinguished peanut sauce and the dreary skewered beef, tough, chewy and under-seasoned, we liked the balance of our order just fine. 

	Congee is not for everyone—whitish, runny gruel made with rice, bland and unseasoned with some softly poached chicken—but it works for what ails you. And it worked for me. The bread soup ticked that comfort box, too. Here, the crumbled bread became almost dumpling-like in texture, floating in the hot chicken broth, filled in with shredded cabbage and scallions. 

	Noodles were wide and supple, like thick tagliatelle, in the “Big Plate Chicken,” a spicy stew of chopped-up chicken, with potatoes, green pepper, garlic, cumin, some Sichuan pepper. The noodles lined the dish, serving to mop up the sauce. It was indeed big and, for $15.95, fed us all, twice over. 

	Beef with two onions, ginger and shallots featured tender meat in a dark, salty sauce. It was the dish devoured by the boys, while the tough, flavourless beef skewers were left to languish. Roast duck was meaty, with a crisp and fragrant, amber skin. Chinese eggplant with sliced pork, carrots, and whole garlic was surprisingly sweet, cooked down to a glorious mash of flavours. And finally, crisp Chinese broccoli stems topped with a sauté of enoki mushrooms was delicious. 

	Ju Xiang Yuan may have spruced up a bit, but it remains a hardworking, sit-order-eat-pay-and make-room-for-the-next-guy Chinese restaurant with a menu that has not been dumbed down, and where a family of four can eat fully and well for not much. And there’s much to recommend about that. 

	Originally published Feb. 16, 2012

	
	

	
	VIETNAMESE:


		
	
	
	CO CHAM


	
	780 Somerset St. W.    613-567-6050

	
	Open: Tuesday to Sunday, 10:30 a.m. to 9 p.m.

	Prices: Sandwiches/soups/bun, $2.25 to $8 

	Access: Stairs to entrance 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	I’ve walked by this place dozens of times and never noticed it. A sudden and nasty squall on a Saturday afternoon—burdened with bags of chickens, and with a car and chauffeur parked many blocks away—I found myself scampering up the steps of Co Cham. 

	Star anise and ginger met me. So did a grinning kid with a menu tucked under a skinny arm. I was in a smart space of pinky-red and buttercream walls, lino floors and glass-topped wooden tables. Most of the 24 chairs were filled with noodle-soup slurpers facing steaming bowls of pho and platters heaped with the usual accessories for Vietnam’s most celebrated soup. A few were working their way through plates of bun—grilled beef, chicken, pork, or sausage on rice vermicelli, topped with crushed peanuts and sided with nuoc cham, served with cucumber salads invigorated with a rough chop of basil. Half a dozen others were queuing at the sandwich counter. 

	There was a free table by the window, and I snagged it. I called my son, napping in the car—so keen to practise his driving skills he had agreed to ferry his mother on Saturday morning rounds—and offered him banh mi (a Vietnamese style baguette sandwich, and a principal menu item at Co Cham.) The sandwich was prepared on a good length of fresh baguette stuffed with a combo of pork-based cold cuts, which he chose over sardines or shredded pork skin. It came filled in with sprigs of cilantro, pickled carrots and daikon, and ( “spicy OK?”) chunks of hot red chilies. Cost: $2.25, which explains the boys with backpacks in the banh mi queue. 

	I had soup ($5.95), one of the blackboard specials. It boasted big chunks of soft duck, rice noodles, pak choy, roughly chopped coriander and scallions, in a well-seasoned, aromatic and slightly sweet broth. 

	It didn’t need much doctoring but still, one is programmed to play. I tore up strips of basil and tossed them in, a handful of sprouts, a squeeze of lime. I cracked open a red chili and disgorged its seeds. 

	Another visit, another soup. This one, off the regular menu, was crowded with rare beef, Chinese mushroom, vermicelli, beef shank and Vietnamese ham. Soups come in one size—medium, I suppose you’d call them—and most cost $6.50. 

	The dunking sauce was dreary, but the rice paper rolls were not. Fat, fresh, the vermicelli slightly warm, the shrimp not rubbery, the pork tender, the lettuce dark green, and the addition of Thai basil welcome. Their deep-fried cousins were also a cut above—thicker than the usual Vietnamese spring rolls, these were seriously meaty, with chunks of shrimp, shredded carrot, radish and mushroom, furnished with lettuce and basil in which to tuck them and with which to perk them up. 

	Service here is anything but offhand. The family that runs Co Cham is a friendly bunch. 

	If you like Vietnamese tapioca desserts, there’s one of those. We tried the creme brulee, and were astonished to find the cool custard light, wiggly, with a thin, crackling crust. My son had ice cream. 

	Then he chauffeured his mother and her chickens home. 

	Originally published Jan. 13, 2011

	
	
	
	
	HUONG’S VIETNAMESE BISTRO


		
	343 Booth St.    613-237-8755

	
	Open: For lunch and dinner every day but Tuesday

	Prices: Main dishes, $6 to $12

	Access: Steps

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	If you limit your search for a bowl of noodle soup or a plate of lemon grass chicken to Somerset Street’s string of Vietnamese restaurants, you’ll miss Huong’s. But head a couple of blocks south on Booth Street and there, in an upper room of no particular interest other than the very good people who run it, you’ll find this “Vietnamese Bistro.” The three-year-old Huong’s stands out by virtue of accomplished cooking, immensely likable service and solid value. 

	It took one bite of a jicama roll to know I was in for a treat. Wrapped in a chewy rice paper casing was a strip of Chinese sausage and one of omelette, a spicy salad of jicama greened with lettuce, basil and mint, crushed peanuts and dried shrimp, plus hoisin and hot sauces. All bundled in one yummy package were the flavours and textures of the perfect roll-up—salty and sweet, hot and cold, crunch and soft, plus shots of summer freshness in the green herbs, and some fire at the centre. It cost me $3.50 for an order of two. I could have had eight. So I returned the next day and had a few more. Just to make sure they were really that good. 

	Among other fresh rolls that Huong’s team cooked are vermicelli and herbs with prawns and peanut sauce—a great combination, to be sure, but not as striking as the jicama rolls. Huong’s deep-fried spring rolls are thicker than the usual crisp cigars you get at other places. Stuffed with crab, pork and vegetables, they are also much better than what you get at other places. Nuoc cham—sweetened and spiked vinegar, and Vietnam’s ketchup—is the dip for these spring rolls. 

	Try the beef wrapped in betel leaves, the bitterness of the dark-green leaves in contrast with the sweet meat. Shrimp-wrapped sugar cane (cha tom) is tasty, if you like that arrangement. Barbecued quails are flavourful, if a bit dry. Better are the green papaya salad with shrimp, and the banh xeo, a crisp pancake studded with onion, shrimp and pork. 

	We ended up with many busy bowls of soup next. (This because I had trouble ordering from the wall board of specials: written only in Vietnamese—and despite service that was beyond helpful—I just kept nodding as our waiter tried to make the puzzling understandable.) Other than lemongrass chicken on steamed rice, livened with a gingergarlic brew, we faced a table full of liquid things. I’m not complaining, for it was all very good. 

	The pho here is a formidable meal in a bowl, especially the bun rie (crab noodle soup) which is hot and rich and packed with yummy bits and pieces, including the unmistakable flavour and texture of real crab. Beef noodle soup (pho bo) is redolent of cinnamon, anise, pepper and fish sauce, and crowded with noodles, cabbage, cilantro and bean sprouts. We add the usual aromatics that must be tossed in at the end so none of the fragrance is lost. The crowd-pleasing Thai soup, tom yum with shrimp (called tung yum tom here) is a sour, spicy broth, and a serious notch above. 

	Fried cuttlefish cakes are house made, the fish handcut and mixed with red onion and fresh dill. These float in a vibrant tomato-tamarind broth crowned with crispy fried onion, filled in with rice noodles, onion, vegetables, and more dill. 

	French heritage seeps in with banh flan—a classic crème caramel, with nary a nasty bubble to disturb the smooth, cool custard of eggs, milk and sugar. 

	No liquor licence, or at least not yet (this isn’t clear). We drink tea, some of us drink juice or mango shakes, and others are left to long for a beer with this good food. 

	Originally published April 21, 2011
	
	

	
	
	BURMESE:


	
	RANGOON


	
	114 Gloucester St.    613-680-8821

	
	Open: Monday to Saturday, 11 a.m. to 9 p.m.

	Prices: Mains, $8 to $11

	Access: Steps to entrance

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	I understand Burmese cuisine just about not at all, and knew not a single bite of it until Rangoon arrived, slipping last summer into the downtown restaurant space vacated by Curries on Gloucester Street. Compared to its gastronomic powerhouse neighbours of Thailand, China and India, Burma (or Myanmar) is not a country that exports its cuisine widely. There are only a few Burmese restaurants in Canada, and not much more than a sprinkling in North America. So I must have company in my ignorance. 

	But not much company around these 10 tables. Perhaps (honorary Canadian citizen and Nobel Peace Prize winner) Aung San Suu Kyi’s beautiful photograph should be moved from where it graces an inside wall, to the front window? It might help draw people in. 

	Rangoon is named after Burma’s largest city and former capital. Its menu is not long, and no dish costs more than $11 a la carte. On it you find soups, curries, noodle soup dishes, full meal salads and ice cream. 

	And you won’t find nicer people to give you the Burmese brief. Tial and Tawk are good ambassadors, taking great pleasure in describing the highlights of their cuisine. 

	One of those is Mohingha, considered a Burmese national dish. We have it for lunch. Rice vermicelli paddles in a thick coconut curry broth, fragrant of ginger, garlic, turmeric, fish sauce, shrimp paste, filled in with tilapia, thickened with chickpea flour and refreshed with lemon. It has comforting, straightforward flavours. With it come spring rolls. These are better than the usual brown tubes of questionable goo, filled in lightly with potato, cabbage, cilantro and onion, and furnished with a tart mint sauce. 

	This leads us, gently, into a fascinating salad, the likes of which I have never tasted. Billed as a tea leaf salad, this is an assembly of cabbage, tomato, cilantro, onion, fried garlic and broad beans, topped with a shower of peanuts and sesame seeds. The fermented tea leaves add a bitter finish, the toasted legumes give crunch and the whole is well and thoroughly garlicked. We acquire a real taste for it by bite five, though possibly we prefer the brighter house salad with its sour-tart dressing that refreshes the palate for curries. 

	Of the ones we tried—including chicken, beef, pork and shrimp—we liked best the squash curry, the sweet cubes smeared with a paste of ginger, onion, garlic and turmeric. The chicken curry was tasty, and the meat was moist, but would be improved with a better quality of bird. These chunks squeaked. Much better the bazun hinn—baby shrimp, stained with turmeric, flavoured with what I guessed was garlic, ginger, fish sauce, soy sauce, and greened with roughly chopped cilantro. Do I have that right? Likely not. But that’s what I took from this ‘hinn.’ What it took from me was $11, fed two of us for dinner and gave us leftovers for lunch. 

	Rice is central, of course, though you don’t rely on its soothing properties as much, for Burmese curries tend to be less complex and chili-hot than their Thai or Indian counterparts. 

	They have a unique flavour—you might say, earthy—from the use of legumes, redolent of garlic, onion and ginger, fragrant and coloured with turmeric. I found them a relief from the often sugary high of many of our region’s Thai restaurants. 

	You may liven them, if you wish, with the house-made tomato chili salsa that comes alongside, and with the small dish of fried-to-crisp onion and garlic. 

	There’s a bit of beer and wine with this food, but we drink pots of green tea, light and pretty tasteless, but warming on a frigid Ottawa night spent learning a bit about a cuisine from some endearing people. 

	Originally published Jan. 27, 2011

	
	

	
	JAPANESE:


	
	C’EST JAPON A SUISHA


	
	208 Slater St.    208 Slater St.    japaninottawa.ca

	
	Open: Lunch, Monday to Friday; dinner, Monday to Saturday

	Prices: Starters, $4.50 to $13; main dishes, $10 to $33

	Access: Steps to entrance

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	“Hello,”—she answers my call—“C’est Japon à Suisha.” 

	C’est what? Sorry, is this Suisha Gardens? 

	“Yes, Suisha Gardens, may I help you?” 

	I’m thinking she’s fielding a lot of phone calls like this one lately. There’s been a name change, you see, and when a restaurant that’s been a fixture on the downtown-dining scene for close to 35 years is rechristened, it takes some getting used to. 

	Besides, C’est Japon à Suisha does not trip off the tongue. 

	The new name should not heighten expectation (or fear, depending on your take on these things) of any tony makeover. You still won’t find here a hip ’n’ happening sushi bar scene filled with fashionistas craving fruit-filled maki rolls. No, indeed. C’est Japon appears to be new in name only. 

	And that’s not a bad thing. In exploring the rebranding, I rediscovered the pleasure of this place. In fact, I don’t really care what they call it, as long as I still get well calibrated, body-temperature sushi rice, exact cuts of chilled fish in the finest condition Ottawa can muster, and artfully assembled platters, pleasing to the eye and mouth. 

	As for traditional Japanese appetizers, C’est Japon does them better than anyone else in the city. Salmon roe in grated daikon (ikura oroshi) is a fabulous combination of pop and crunch, sharp and soft, salt and bland. 

	Order the grilled yellowtail cheeks and you may be shocked to find them still cradled in half the fish’s jaw. They require a bit of digging around, but the reward of soft, juicy nuggets is worth the effort. Grilled squid is artfully splayed, the white meat soft and tender, darkened and crisped a bit from the grill, and served with slivers of beni shoga (red pickled ginger). Gyoza (pork-stuffed dumplings) are delicious—light, perfectly seasoned, with crunch in their fried casings. 

	We move on to tamago, the sweet Japanese omelette, then covered bowls of miso soup, and, one night, while over-ordering at the sushi bar, we receive a little gift from the itamae (chef): seafood sunomono—a simple broth of sweetened rice vinegar and mirin with a fine julienne of seaweed, a shrimp, a bit of squid, and carved cucumber. It was both palate cleanser and stimulant. 

	Of the hot appetizers, the soft-shell crab was the only low, for it was oily and tasted mostly of batter. 

	The Miyuki combination we discover one night in a (too bright) basement tatami room (complete with charming attendant) could easily be shared. 

	Chef’s choice sushi (we request no fake crab, and are accommodated); tempura (sweet potato, mushroom, zucchini, shrimp, all fresh-tasting, their covers golden and lacy); grilled salmon teriyaki (perhaps a tad overcooked, though juicy and sweet beneath its light glaze) and hotategai (scallops, marinated and grilled in rice wine and ginger). 

	We add a bowl of udon, and find the thick wheat flour noodles in good condition, in a piping hot broth of dashi, mirin and shoyu, filled in with cabbage, tamago, carrot, and tofu, topped with shrimp tempura and thinly sliced scallion. 

	Ice cream—black sesame and green tea—concludes the feast. 

	For very good sushi and traditional appetizers, C’est Japon à Suisha is a newly named mainstay. 

	Originally published Oct. 7, 2010


	

	
	KOREAN:


	
	DOLSOT CAFE


	
	
	512 Bank St.    613-230-8488


	Open: Every day but Tuesday

	Prices: Mains, $7 to $14

	Access: Steps

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	What is it about the aroma of sesame seed oil that makes the mouth water and all seem well with the world? Let others bake bread or heat pots of potpourri to help sell a house. My plan is to toast sesame seeds. 

	The smells of the Dolsot Café draw us in, the food and price keep us coming back. This is a plain, tidy Korean restaurant attached to the Arum Market, a terrific little shop selling all manner of Korean and Japanese product. Until a few months ago, the restaurant was called Arum as well. It was recently re-christened to have it seem more a proper restaurant, less a little place attached to a grocery shop. 

	The patrons seem split 50-50 between homesick Koreans and hungry students, plus a few folk like me—rookies, experimenting with the cuisine, trying to get better acquainted with its charms. 

	It seems to me that Korean food majors in meat and strong, fairly straightforward flavours—sweet, sour, pungent, spicy—which can in turn be doctored by all manner of side dishes. Some dishes are finished at the table. 

	Dolsot has a room devoted to tabletop grilling. And, as it happens, to lounging—here are a couple of couches, a coffee table with Chinese checkers, a messy bookshelf filled with Korean magazines, National Geographics, and the day’s papers. 

	If you’ve never tried tabletop grilling, Korean style, it’s a fun diversion—great for kids, for first dates, for the office gang. Just not so much fun for me. I go out so I don’t have to cook. Or else I go out to evaluate the cooking of others. So I can’t tell you about that little room with its table grills. 

	We sit in the first room, and examine the 50 dishes on offer. The Dolsot Café offers the full Korean package, including bulgogis, bibimbaps, tonkatsu, kalbi, spicy noodle soups, and hotpot dishes. The food comes with steamed short-grain rice and an assortment of banchan—side dishes of sweet, sour and fired-up pickles and kimchis. 

	We start with haemul pajeon, a seafood and scallion pancake, served in a cast iron skillet. This is very good—crispy edged and soft within, studded with long strips of shredded scallion and loaded with shrimp, squid and octopus. Gyoza, Korean style, are also a hit. 

	Order No. 23 and you get a thick, spicy soup, filled with a generous amount of tender, braised pork, clinging to bones, along with Napa cabbage and potato, served with rice and banchan. Beef bulgogi is slivered, tender meat, slightly sweet, fragrant of sesame, pungent of garlic and soy sauce, and mixed with onion and peppers. 

	Dolsot bibimbap is perhaps my favourite dish. So pretty until you muck it all up, and so tasty once you’re plowing through that which you’ve mucked. It comes in a wildly hot stone bowl (a dolsot) in which a bed of rice (crisping and crusting as it touches the sides and bottom) is covered with a colour wheel of seasoned vegetables, meat and a raw egg yolk. Bibimbap comes with gochujang (fermented red chili paste) that you drip on or ladle on, depending on your inclination. And all of this—meat, veg, seasoning, rice and egg—is stirred vigorously, blending ingredients and flavours, cooking the egg, and scraping up the bits of crispy rice as you beat. 

	The layer of rice that rests at the bottom has almost burnt into a crisp cake, and this you leave until the end. It is the treat. (I learn it actually has a name. It’s called nurungi, and it’s available for sale in the store next door!) 

	Dessert choices include lychees or longan in syrup, ice cream, or mochi ice cream (in which a ball of ice cream is coated in a sweet rice dough). I am working on acquiring a taste for it. Though not too terribly hard. 

	This is big, tasty, affordable food. 

	Originally published Oct. 14, 2010

	
	

	
	THAI:


	
	
	Talay Thai 


	
	511 Bank St. (at Catherine St.)    613-238-2529    talaythai.ca

	
	Open: Lunch, Monday to Friday; dinner daily

	Prices: Starters, $5 to $8; main dishes, $11 to $15

	Access: Two steps to front door, washrooms on main level

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	Sitting as it is at the corner of Bank and Catherine streets, with MacEwen gas across the street and the Queensway overpass looming overhead, we are not expecting much in the looks department from this new Thai restaurant. 

	But Talay Thai, now six months old, is actually quite pretty. Its comely look has much to do with colour—mango-orange walls and vibrant paintings—and with the fact that things match—the smart leather-covered chairs, the dozen dark wood tables set with funky cutlery, flowers, bamboo mats. And though your jaw doesn’t exactly drop as you enter, the feel of the place pleasantly surprises. 

	Our server—whom I recognize from a number of Thai restaurants around town (Anna, Sweet Basil, Bangkok Noodle House)—tells us that Pookie’s (another good Thai restaurant in another tricky location) and Talay share the same decorator. If you know Pookie, this restaurant will feel familiar. 

	And, like Pookie, the food is a cut above. 

	While Talay is hardly taking Ottawa’s brand of Thai restaurant in any fabulous new direction—we’re still waiting on that to happen—its execution of the what-you’d-expects (the classic soups, dough-wrapped starters, salads, curries, stir-fries and pad dishes)—is very sound. 

	What’s more, they’re fairly priced, generously portioned, beautifully presented and kindly served. 

	My first taste of Talay was a quick, late lunch—$13.95 bought me the daily special: a small cup of clear soup (no rousing flavour but a gentle, clean beginning) and four small dishes, served with rice. A curry, a stir-fry, a deep fried won ton thing (stuffed with chicken and drizzled with a sweet chili sauce) and a refreshingly tart mango salad with wonderful spicy-sour, crunchy-soft balance. 

	This was no dumbed-down version of yum. 

	Our order of saté and four skewers of chicken arrives and though the meat is a bit salty, a bit squeaky, it is moist enough and comes with a deliciously gritty peanut sauce. That same good peanut sauce appears in a shrimp dish we enjoy. 

	If you like noodles, there is a small selection of pad dishes, and if you tire of the ubiquitous pad thai, particularly good is the spicier pad kee mao, more savoury than sweet, anchored with slippery noodles and with a mix of shrimp, sprouts, ground peanuts, egg, green onion and tofu. The pepper level is pronounced, but not outrageous. If you’re a chilihead and want out?rageous, ask for the heat to be turned up. Or order what’s called the “jungle curry.” 

	We don’t. But can suggest other curries—the green, the red. Not brow-moppers, but deeply flavourful. 

	Stir-fries tend to be on the sweet side, but vegetables are bright and crisp, meats are tender and sauces are fragrant. Fish dishes feature frozen tilapia, so we took a miss. (Talay, we are told, means ocean. Perhaps it could work on strengthening its seafood dishes.) 

	Desserts arrive dressed with pretty puddles of patterned sauce. The mango ice cream is made in-house, and there’s a pleasant crème brûlée made with coconut cream. 

	Talay has a decent wine list, though only the Chilean house comes by the glass. The beer list checks all the usual popular Asian bottles—Singha, Tsingtao, Tiger, Asahi. 

	All in all, a very nice night out in a pretty little restaurant by the Queensway. 

	Originally published Jan. 21, 2010



	

	
	

	EAST

	
	ASIAN FUSION:



	OH BASIL!


	
	1910 Saint Laurent Blvd., in the parking lot of the Elmvale Shopping Centre    613-521-3301    ohbasil.com


	Open: Monday to Thursday, 11 a.m. to 8 p.m.; Friday, 11 a.m. to 9 p.m.; Saturday, noon to 9 p.m.; closed Sunday

	Prices: Mains: $11.95 to $15.95

	Access: Accessible


	By Peter Hum


	It’s a good thing that Tony Nguyen was persistent. 

	I He told me, after I had eaten two meals at his restaurant Oh Basil!, that he had to convince his landlord over six months to let him rent his space in the strip mall of the Elmvale Shopping Centre. 

	There, Oh Basil! is an exception, flanked by such familiar franchises as Pizza Pizza, Mr. Sub, Extreme Pita and Starbucks. But Nguyen’s mix of Vietnamese, Thai and unique dishes (more later about its “Fusion Rolls” and “Silly Noodles”) stand distinctly apart from the generic offerings next door. 

	At the seven-year-old restaurant, the vast majority of what we ate tasted of deftly tweaked flavours and quality ingredients treated respectfully. Some dishes were subtle, others were flagrantly and confidently spicy. Just one was a flop. 

	The restaurant’s room is large, seating perhaps 60. It feels like a bigger, less intimate venue for eating Thai and Vietnamese food than what we’re used to. Perhaps everything’s bigger in the suburbs. 

	Thai and Vietnamese decorations mingle on the walls in a darkly furnished, darkened room. Halogen lights and exposed ductwork overhead do seem, well, a bit like so many other restaurants I’ve recently visited. 

	But there’s no time to dwell on decor when service is so quick. Oh Basil! consistently managed to get dishes from cook to diner in just a few minutes, perhaps to rival the pace of its pizza-, pita- and sub-slinging competition. 

	During one visit, we took a grand tour of appetizers thanks to a sampler ($19.95 for two people) featuring Spring Rolls, Summer Rolls, Chicken Rolls, Shrimp Fingers and Shrimp Pancakes. 

	The rice-wrapped Summer and Chicken rolls were fresh, generous, tidy bundles. The deep-fried items were just as good, delivering crunch and savouriness without an excess of oil. Everyone at our table received ample bowls of condiments, including a properly bracing nuoc cham dipping sauce. The sampler, along with a fruity/savoury mango salad garnished with more sweet shrimp, meant we were off to a good start. 

	The Shrimp Pancakes—latke-like, with shrimp hidden in fry-up of shredded, deep-fried sweet potato—attested to Nguyen’s desire to set his restaurant apart from not just his strip-mall neighbours but also Ottawa’s many other Vietnamese eateries. 

	But there were other examples of Oh Basil! straying from the strict Vietnamese and Thai playbooks. Its Fusion Rolls combined shrimp, nori, wasabi, roe, daikon and vermicelli in a rice wrap for a successful meeting of Japanese and Vietnamese cuisines. 

	Speaking of fusion, the house-celebrating and tasty Oh Basil Noodle dish coats thin rice noodles in a lightgreen basil sauce, with bean sprouts and chicken, shrimp, or both proteins added to the mix. Your palate might do a double-take and register Asian “spaghetti with pesto,” but it’s still enjoyable. 

	Crispy Sesame Beef is more properly on Chinese menus, Hunanese ones if we’re to insist on authenticity, but Oh Basil! makes a pleasing version, crunchy and sweet with lightly pickled julienne carrots on the side to cut the richness. 

	A lamb stir-fry, in which tender, tasty meat mingled with not only lemongrass but a stunning amount of black pepper, was both eyewideningly spicy and tasty. 

	I would order this twochile dish again, although I might not have the asbestos mouth needed for the threechile “Silly Noodle” dish. It’s a toss of vermicelli, your choice of chicken, beef or shrimp (as is often the case at Oh Basil!), vegetables, peanuts and the innocuously named house chili sauce. 

	Nguyen explained that despite its name, the dish should be taken seriously. “When you eat it, you will cry like a baby. You look silly, so I named it ‘Silly Noodle,’” he warned. 

	More traditional was the steaming bowl of pho teeming with just-cooked rice noodles and tender chicken. It was on par with what Somerset Street West’s better soup houses turn out. Oh Basil! also does a creditable vermicelli bowl, well-proportioned with vegetables, lean chicken and a spring roll. 

	At this Vietnamese-run restaurant, the best Thai dishes would seem to be curries. 

	A Green Chicken Curry had moist meat and the requisite spicy kick. Meanwhile, a Vietnamese curry substituted cream for coconut milk, boosting the dish’s richness and mouth feel. 

	The only significant disappointment over two meals was a plate of lacklustre pad Thai that seemed short on flavour and sauce. 

	The restaurant caters to vegetarians, offering altered versions of many dishes with animal proteins excluded or replaced by tofu-and glutenbased substitutes. We carnivores tried a vegetarian curry and were underwhelmed by the flavour and texture of the faux meats—but perhaps we lacked the principles needed to enjoy them. 

	Dessert offerings were scant. But a banana, deep-fried in a spring roll wrapper, garnished with sesame seeds and crushed peanuts and accompanied a vanilla ice cream, did the trick—even if it looked like we were indulging in another peanutadorned appetizer. 

	Oddly, a request for a Vietnamese ice coffee with condensed milk could not be met. “We only serve tea,” was the reply. 

	Thus, after having a solid and satisfying meal, a visit to the nearby Starbucks was our consolation. 

	Originally published Aug. 16, 2012 

	
	

	
	

	GATINEAU

	

	JAPANESE:




	LYNA LE SUSHI


	
	740 Maloney Boul. E., Gatineau    819-893-0937    lynalesushi.ca



	Open: Tuesday to Saturday, lunch through dinner

	Prices: starters $5 to $6; sushi $6 to $12 


	By Anne DesBrisay


	Thanksgiving weekend, 2008, I secured the last rental car standing in the entire region. It was somewhere east along Maloney Boulevard in Gatineau and it involved a sizable cab fare. In need of some comfort, I discovered a little sushi joint called Lyna Le Sushi and popped in for a raw fish pickme-up. It was a wee place, with just a smattering of seats, and folk used it mostly for take-away maki. 

	It was another travel adventure that sent me back to this part of Gatineau. This time, on the prowl for a deal on new spring tires, I happened upon a much less lean Lyna. This little restaurant has grown up, and grown out, taking over the business next door. 

	What’s more, it’s secured a liquor licence and stocks a pretty decent wine collection, all properly stored and served—a rarity in an Asian restaurant. 

	With seating now for about 50, in a room the colour of wasabi paste with chocolate trim, chef Lyna and her partner Patrick Deziel were playing to a packed house when I managed to secure the last table. It was clear Lyna’s brand of sushi had won over some fans. 

	Those fans wouldn’t be sushi pursts. Lyna is not the place for that. 

	Scan the one-page paper menu (you are given a pencil, and asked to fill in your order) and you won’t find sashimi. Neither will you find nigiri sushi. No scallop, no mackerel, no unagi, no salmon belly. Raw fish, other than tuna and salmon, is not on this menu. 

	Chef Lyna specializes in what I would call wacky maki. She calls these “maki exotique” and many come with designer sauces and edible flowers, and are very pretty and very fresh-tasting. Lyna’s creations tend to focus more on vegetables, fruit, herbs, house-made sauces and lush garnishes, than on the usual focus of sushi—raw fish and vinegared rice. Other than salmon and tuna, the seafood available here is limited to sweet shrimp, smoked salmon and the ubiquitous crabstick. 

	I tried my very first “sushi pizza” at Lyna’s. What arrived was a puck of panko-crusted rice, lightly deepfried, covered with smoked salmon, tobiko, spicy mayo, green onion and black sesame. It was tasty stuff. The rice—chewy in places, soft in others—reminded me of the crispy bottom bits of the Korean dolsot bibimbap. 

	Lyna’s fresh spring rolls are bundles of crunch and soft, with fruit standing in for the usual herbs, and with sauces that are so much better than the usual guck. Her shrimp and vegetable tempura are lovely, crunchy treats, as are her Vietnamese spring rolls, and all of it comes to the table looking thoroughly fussed over. 

	If you’re not a fan of crabstick (called “goberge” on this all-French menu) you’ll find it runs rampant in these creations. Order the tuna tartare and it comes with a toupé of fake crab. Scanning the menu—trying to work around goberge—we find relief in the spicy salmon rolls, the vegetarian rolls (cucumber, avocado, carrots, marinated radish, mango, strawberries, lettuce, spicy mayo) and the “dragon eyes” in which the maki is briefly fried, crisping the nori, and cooking very lightly the salmon, set in a sweet and sticky sauce littered with scallion and sesame. 

	Though I gave the “sushi pizza” a go, I couldn’t bring myself to try “poutine sushi”—sweet potato fries, with smoked salmon or shrimp, plus crabstick, tobiko and green onion. Nor did we sample the “chocomaki” dessert (complete with bits of Skor bar, standing in for tempura-like crunch.) 

	Lyna’s wine list is strong and wine service is a serious cut above. 

	So nothing much that’s conventional in here. But much to like, including the kind service and reasonable prices. 

	Originally published March 21, 2011




	THAI:


	
	
	
	LA MAISON SAMORN


	
	53 rue Kent, Gatineau    819-595-0232    maisonsamorn.e-monsite.com/

	
	Open: Monday to Friday for lunch, Tuesday to Saturday for dinner

	Prices: Starters, $8.50 to $11; main dishes, $15 to $22

	Access: Short step at entrance, washrooms small

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	Trolling Gatineau for good French food can be a hit-and-miss affair these days. But if it’s Thai cooking you’ve a hankering for, Old Hull has a few good options. This is one of them. At least on most days it’s one of them. 

	La Maison Samorn is hardly glamorous—just two tidy rooms rimmed in yellow, with a goodly amount of elephant art. Plants cover a window ledge. The floor has a scattering of bamboo mats, and lemon-coloured linen drape the 15 or so tables in two small rooms. 

	You find the glam in the flavours on the plates. Here are all those fab Thai flavours we northerners seem never to weary of—the sweet of cane sugar, the zing of chillies, lemongrass and galangal, the licorice zip of basil, the pungent tones from fish sauce, the sourness of lime juice and tamarind paste, and the sweet-soothing balm of coconut milk. 

	Samorn Pedthong comes to her own maison from 10 years cooking on the Thai side of the Mandarin Ogilvie’s menu. Before that, mom also catered for 20 years for various Thai embassies. Samorn now runs La Maison Samorn together with her daughters, Malee and Oranuj. 

	It is a typical Thai restaurant—nothing goes beyond the yawningly familiar menu of fried appetizers, soups, salads, curries, stir-fries, with the usual proteins and the usual season-be-damned vegetables—but the food is a cut above. This is not a ketchup and coconut eatery (everything too-sweet, too reliant on coconut milk to cover the lack of Thai flavours). The cunning layering of Thai spicing is evident in these dishes. 

	Although you may want Samorn to crank up the heat. The default, particularly at lunch, is to de-punch dishes. I miss the fire in the yum (Thai salad) but the lab kai is an otherwise pungently delicious plate of steamed chicken with lime, onions, fresh mint and toasted rice powder, and with a token toss of red chillies. The summer brightness of mint makes the beef salad stand out as well. 

	Samorn’s curries have depth and spark. Pork is tender in the panaeng, the sauce robust and just creamy enough. Chicken is moist and soft in the slightly more fiery green curry, a full-bodied stew best dumped on a wide mound of steamed rice. Noodle dishes are not the gummy, ketchupped versions you find in most other places. These are a spirited jumble of noodle, egg, peanuts, sprouts, and shrimp, with just the right balance of oil to slicken and separate. 

	We order a cut-above calamari dish. Good too are the spicy green beans with steamed chicken, and a garlicky broccoli stir-fry—though the latter seems expensive at $15. 

	For those who want beer with this food, there are the usual suspects. 

	Wine drinkers, will notice a decent list of wines that work well with this spicy, herby food, some available by the half-bottle. 

	So it was a very good dinner, complete with darling service. A quick lunch a week later revealed some troubles. Tough chicken and chopped-up baby corn in mildly spiced broth does not a delicious soup make. And while the pork stir-fry wasn’t dreadful, it wasn’t as vibrant as it had been the week before, propped up with too much green pepper. I hate green pepper. Bitter, dull, nasty stuff, best eaten raw if you must. 

	This was a Monday lunch, mind you, and I’m thinking a restaurant open for lunch on Monday, but closed for dinner, isn’t always on top of its game. I know for a fact Samorn is capable of much better. 

	Originally published June 17, 2010

	
	

	
	

	OLD OTTAWA SOUTH

	
	
	VIETNAMESE:


	
	
	THE VIETNAMESE KITCHEN


	
	1098 Bank St. (at Sunnyside)    613-730-0211    www.vietnamesekitchen.com

	
	Open: Monday to Saturday, 11 a.m. to 10 p.m.; Sunday, 4 p.m. to 10 p.m.

	Prices: Main dishes, $7 to $15

	Access: One step, washrooms on same level

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	The Vietnamese Kitchen used to be a very yellow, fairly plain restaurant situated next to the Tommy and Lefebvre on Bank Street and run by a kind family. I used to go yearly for recuperative pho following the annual blowout sale on kids’ skis. Then a fire took out T and L and seriously damaged TVK. The building was condemned and, for 18 months, The Vietnamese Kitchen disappeared. 

	It was born again nine months ago, taking over the space vacated by Pe-Nan Wok in Old Ottawa South. I had a solo supper at the new Vietnamese Kitchen a few weeks ago—a pretty good one—and then brought the family recently, with more mixed results. 

	It’s still yellow, still on Bank Street, but now further down, at Sunnyside. Its digs, while hardly memorable, are less plain, and the very kind family that used to run it is still here and still kind. 

	The enormous menu has survived the move. Like lots of Vietnamese menus, it features lots of repetition. A variety of beef noodle soups are subtle variations on the same theme. Marinated, sweetened grilled meats and seafood come with rice, and the same lineup is repeated with vermicelli, and again with wrap and roll dishes. With these, you are given the ingredients yourself, displayed in neat piles on a platter, along with a stack of softened rice paper rounds. You stretch one out, pile it on, roll it and wolf down. 

	These we like. 

	There’s also a sizable Chinese (mostly Szechuan) section, along with about 40 vegetarian dishes that borrow from a variety of Asian cuisines, mostly North American-style. 

	It’s all pretty filling and affordable, and—if you stick with the Vietnamese dishes—tasty stuff. I’ve been less impressed with the Chinese food. And if you have trouble with MSG, you’ll want to avoid it altogether. 

	My solo supper began with a sour tamarind soup, the spicy broth sweetened with pineapple, fired up with chili flakes, and filled in with soft fish, chunky tomato, crunchy bean sprouts, scallion, and celery. A rough chop of cilantro provided the perfume. Then came shrimp rolls—lettuce, mint, shrimp, vermicelli tucked into softened rice paper and rolled into fat sausages. These were fine, though the peanut sauce seemed industrial, improved with a topping of house-roasted peanuts. 

	The mango salad may have been the best thing I ate. The fruit was in ripe form, its softness and sweetness balanced with red chilies, onion, green pepper, carrot, roasted cashews and coriander. There was a lot of it for $7, and it made a pretty good breakfast the next day. With this I drank lemon grass tea (they dry their own here, and it makes an excellent brew), I read my book, and listened to the happy banter of the women who run the front. 

	The pho begins with a fragrant broth, piled with noodles, onion and your choice of protein, and is then furnished with the usual stuff—herbs, sprouts, chilies, a wedge of lime. The grilled meats and shrimp in the wrap-and-roll platters, and again on a bed of vermicelli, with cucumber, bean sprouts, grated carrot and peanuts—are good enough. From the menu’s Chinese side the sauces are irksomely salty, some are too thickened, starchy, some too weak (particularly the peanut sauce) and the vegetables are mostly pedestrian. 

	They have the usual imported beer and some negligible wine. But the back page lists fruit shakes, Vietnamese coffees (with condensed milk) and bubble tea. I stuck with lemon grass. 

	You won’t pay much for this food, and you’ll leave pretty filled up and very well cared for. Order carefully, and all will be fine. Though, like the room itself, hardly memorable. 

	Originally published June 16, 2011

		
	

	
	

	HINTONBURG AND WESTBORO

	
	
	JAPANESE:


	
	SUSHI UMI


	
	1311 Wellington St. W.    613-724-2488    sushiumi.ca

	
	Open: Monday to Saturday, 11 a.m. to 9 p.m.; Sunday from 3 p.m. to 9 p.m.

	Prices: Mains, $10 to $15

	Access: One step

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	The last time I wrote about the eating options at 1311 Wellington St., it was all sopa de tortilla and guajillo peppers paddling in a gritty, chocolate-tinged mole poblano. That was more than three years ago, when Amate was the wee Mexican restaurant at 1311, in the heart of the West Wellington Village strip. It was good and I miss it. 

	But I like very much its replacement. Sushi Umi opened in the spring of 2009. It has been on my list to review since the fall of 2009. I’ve been dropping in, from time to time, for a quick sushi snack while shopping. I’ve enjoyed the $10 lunch specials now and then. But every time I’ve brought along my pen, to do the place properly, events have pushed back any official report. 

	Last year, after a lengthy remodel, Umi took over the neighbouring bakery. The day I tried to review it was the day the wall came down. Then they were painting (an unflattering mint green to match—not!—the vibrant red of the original space.) Then Sushi Umi applied for a liquor licence, and I thought I’d wait for that to arrive. The in-house menu has a new look and seems slightly expanded, with the addition of udon stir-fries and noodle soups. And they’ve just put up a smart new sign. 

	I figured it was safe. 

	No one could accuse Sushi Umi of spending valuable cash on the services of an interior decorator. The green expansion could use a bit of warming up, beginning with the removal or relocation of the frozen novelties case. (And why not paint it red?) The front of the room seems to be used for storage, the lights are bright, the room stark. Much nicer is the original red room with its wall menu art and busy hand-written instructions about where you order, where you pick up, what’s new and exciting, along with notes on neighbourhood goings-on. 

	At my last visit, I could barely see the kitchen over the short counter piled with plastic bag orders. It would seem Sushi Umi does a brisk take-away business. (Brisk in both senses; the front door opens every few minutes with another parka-ed body scooping up takeout and letting in a fresh frigid blast, making the sheltered minty room suddenly more appealing on cold nights.) 

	If you find yourself eating in, you will find the service, though shy and kind, is pretty basic. And occasionally distracted—a bowl of wakame salad that was possibly meant for another table, was much appreciated at ours. (Also on the house at our visits: tempura apples sprinkled with cinnamon, oranges cut into petals.) 

	But those arrived at the end. We start with the “martini sashimi,” an app portion of deep red ahi tuna, coils of glistening salmon, along with precision cuts of tai (red snapper). The house gyoza are tasty moons of minced pork and shrimp served with sweetened vinegar. 

	I fell hard for the sushi “ pizza”—a puck of soft rice, its surface browned and crisped from seconds in the fryer, topped with a cool sashimi salad of salmon mixed with scallions, mango, avocado and shiitake mushrooms, bound with a bit of spicy mayo and topped with a smoky pinch of bonito flakes. This dish also looked delicious, in addition to the appeal of the hot and cool, the crunch and soft, and the silkiness of the fish. We were tempted to order another, but settled instead for another pretty dish—tuna tataki, artfully arranged. 

	The usual à la carte nigiri sushi, maki rolls, and various combos are here and hold together well. This isn’t sushi worth crossing town for, but it suits the needs of the neighbourhood just fine. The well-seasoned rice is at room temperature, slightly sticky but the short grains still separate, neither squashed nor mushy. Exactly what you want. The fish is cool and generously draped. My only complaint is with the nori wrappers, which we found soggy. 

	From the hot side of the menu, the bento boxes are good value. Of the ones I’ve tried, the sablefish is a luscious chunk, dark from the grill, moist-fleshed, served with miso soup, sushi rice, a couple of gyoza, a couple of shumai treats and a green salad with a house-made ginger dressing. Also good were the chewysweet Korean-style short ribs, with a skewer of grilled shrimp, and an arrangement of rice, rolls, dumplings and salad. The broth with the udon noodles is dark and salty. 

	There is Sapporo on offer, along with hot and cold sake, and three options for wine: house red, house white or plum. We stuck with the bottomless cups of green tea. 

	Originally published March 1, 2012


	
	
	THAI:


	
	ANNA


	
	91 Holland Avenue    613-759-8472    thaitaste.ca


	Open: Lunch, Monday to Friday; dinner, daily

	Prices: Starters, $6 to $9; main dishes, $9 to $16

	Access: Steps to entrance, washrooms upstairs

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	My first visit to Anna after a lengthy lack of her was a happy accident. I blame my husband. 

	There we were, trolling Holland Avenue in sleet, hungry, cross, on the soggy prowl for a light dinner before the show because we had found no room at the Allium inn next door. 

	“I thought you made the reservation?” 

	“Me?” 

	“You said you’d take care of it so I assumed you would . . .” 

	“Sorry, Honey, no. Things got crazy at work and I . . . I . . . “ He was two steps behind me as we trudged single-file through late-February slush. And there was Anna. 

	Was that a new sign? (It looked new.) When was the last time I’d eaten at Anna? Five years ago? Ten? Was it still red in there? Will they have room? I climbed the stairs and apparently he followed. 

	Still red, yes, and yes to room. 

	But now red with gold accents. And somehow more textured, a bit more lush than I remember it. Perhaps the lighting’s improved since my last visit? We are led to a table in the corner, beneath the wall hangings of Buddha figures, radiant with mirrors and beads. 

	The usual libation was ordered (a Singha beer for the busy man, a glass of sauvignon blanc for me, from a nearly-negligible-list-that-should-be-improved-upon) and then soup, the classic tom yum spiked with lemongrass and red chilies, followed with the sweet heat of a chicken panang curry, and a tasty tangle of noodles tossed with tofu and shrimp. This was not pad Thai (the irresistible westernized comfort food that is ordered more than any other dish on a Thai menu) but the spicier, more pungent, pad ki mow, which threads chilies and basil through the soft and crunchy noodles. It was tasty stuff, served up quickly. I returned for a more leisurely look a week later, armed with a reservation. 

	Anna is 11 years old. She is not Thai restaurateur Art Akarapanich’s first restaurant in this city (that would be Siam Kitchen, now no longer one of Art’s holdings) and neither is she his oldest (Sweet Basil on Bank Street at Heron Road predates Anna) but she’s no spring chicken, either. And yet she’s looking pretty fresh these days. 

	I like Anna’s peanut sauce. It has good balance and great crunch. And it elevates everything it touches, including the sate of skewered chicken. 

	There is an appetizer on many Thai restaurant menus that I tend to order because it’s often fun and tasty and because I’d never do this at home. It involves boning and stuffing chicken wings with vermicelli noodles and fragrant ground pork. (I mean, really, why bother?) Sadly, these weren’t up to scratch. Deep fried, they arrived dry and tasteless. 

	I’ve learned to keep the appetizers to a minimum in most Thai restaurants, as they tend to spike a bill. But I can’t resist at least one salad (yum). A grilled beef salad with a pungent and spicy lime dressing, or the laab, a Thai minced chicken salad with scallions, cellophane noodles and fresh mint, both good here. 

	Anna offers up two pad Thais. One they call “international style” that caters to the North American palate that tends to favour sweetness above all, and the other a Ketchup-less pad Thai, called “original style” with a paste of tamarind, dried shrimp and chili peppers, and with bean sprouts and peanuts for chomp. 

	We feel thoroughly cheated by the paucity of seafood in the seafood special. Plus, what’s tangled in the noodles—three shrimp, a few bay scallops—is nothing special. And we wish the steamed duck was less chewy in its ginger bath. But the curries are deeply aromatic, their heat well balanced, and the meat still tender. 

	Mango ice cream is studded with dried fruit. It’s good, but it used to come with a mango sauce, which boosted the mango flavour, and a boost it could use. The ginger crème brulée is delicious. And if you like tapioca, you will like these green, chewy pearls. You bob for them in a sweet coconut milk custard studded with ice. 

	Service is all business. Not unpleasant, but neither much interested in us. And if you show up for lunch at 1:40, your greeting will be “we close in 20 minutes.” 

	I’m more a fan of “good afternoon.” 

	Originally published March 18, 2010

		
	

	
	

	LITTLE ITALY

	
	JAPANESE:


	
	KIKO SUSHI BAR


	
	349B Preston St.    613-695-3143    kikosushibar.com

	
	Open: Monday to Saturday for lunch, daily for dinner

	Prices: Starters, $4 to $12; sushi/sashimi (2-3 pieces) $4 to $6; main dishes, $9 to 20

	Access: Fully accessible

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	In addition to being truthful, I figure it’s also in my best interest to speak highly of this place. In giving Kiko a thumbs-up, as I’m about to do, I have hope it will start to bustle. 

	A bustling sushi restaurant is what you want. Bustle means busy, and busy means turnover, and when the chief product is fresh fish, turnover is a desirable thing. 

	My three outings to Kiko has been largely lonely. Just my table, plus a few scattered others, never more than a dozen diners at any of my visits, echoing over a large, modern and smartly understated space. 

	You will find Kiko in the new Preston Square Building on the re-constructed main drag of Little Italy. Open for about two months, its owners—a family of brothers, sisters and in-laws—come from Vancouver. 

	Kiko’s menu is too long. Eight pages, more than 200 items, plus combos and specials make for exhausting reading. The menu is divided, as you might expect, into soup and salad and appetizers, plus tataki, sushi and sashimi, a page of the house special rolls, then vegetable rolls, Maki, Temaki, Tempura, Teriyaki, Donburi, Noodles, Desserts, plus combos of various things. 

	Makes you want to plop yourself at the sushi bar and order omakase (chef’s choice). Which I’ve done, at one solo lunch, and which proved rewarding, but at other visits, I’ve attempted to mine the menu for good eating. 

	Of the non-sushi/sashimi offerings, the inevitable miso soup is gentle and balanced. It’s available with fresh clams, which makes it more generously salted, but even better. I like the wakame seaweed salad, with its delicate sesame flavour, chewy chomp and garland of beet ribbon. The ebi gyoza, dumplings of whole shrimp and ground pork, are meaty, crunchy treats. 

	The shrimp and vegetable tempura is a pretty display of delicious things. The shrimp are particularly good, big and juicy, encased in a thin, crisp batter, and the assorted vegetables—zucchini, green bean, eggplant, sweet potato—are perfectly cooked, the coating wispy and just greasy enough to add flavour, while allowing the vegetables to speak clearly on their own. The tempura dipping sauce is weightless and well balanced. 

	A chef’s selection of sashimi, presented on a snowy base of shredded daikon, features fresh-tasting fish, nicely sized and precision-cut across the grain, such that the flesh has a full, smooth feel in the mouth, before dissolving like butter. 

	Kiko’s “special rolls” have typically gimmicky names like Mango Tango and Rapture Roll, but the ones I’ve tried have been a toothsome balance of textures and colours, a pleasing contrast of salty and sweet, soft and crunch, the rice lightly packed and nicely seasoned. Some assemblies have added zip from a not-cloying spicy mayonnaise, some are served with a swath of sauce (mustard, lemon, green onion and wasabi). A tasty veneer of beef tataki (just seared, the flesh left raw) over daikon hillocks, arrives surrounding a pond of spicy, gingery ponzu sauce. 

	I’ve been less taken with some of the hot dishes. The scallop motoyaki came recommended by our server, but I found the assembly of chopped scallop and mushrooms (menu says oyster, these were button) baked in a mayonnaise sauce, cloying, sweet and fishy-tasting. A noodle hot pot is crowned with shrimp tempura but the seafood served with the thick, slippery rice noodles is dull and overdone, while the broth is too sweet for my liking. 

	There are teriyakis (chicken, beef, salmon, tuna, scallop and combinations of these, which I haven’t tried) and donburi dishes (various things on rice) and we’ve liked the beef don best, though again, I find the sugar level high. In fact, I brought the rest home for my sweet sons—who devoured the leftover beef (tender) and onions (caramelized) on rice, and declared it fabulous—while I ordered another round of ‘Cherry Blossom’ (salmon and avocado wrapped with Red tuna, topped with tobiko, on a bed of seaweed) and ‘Crunch and Munch’ (shrimp tempura, cucumber, unagi, avocado and tobiko with a dash of wasabi and green onion sauce. Yum.) 

	So here you go: thumbs up to a new sushi restaurant. Kiko strikes me as a cut above, with eager service provided by the young owners, and in need of more raw fish fans keen on enjoying a fresh product that swims regularly in and out of Little Italy. 

	Originally published Feb. 11, 2010

	
	
	
	KOREAN:


	
	LE KIM CHI


	
	420 Preston St.    613-233-2433    lekimchi.com

	
	Open: Monday to Saturday for lunch, daily for dinner.

	Prices: Starters, $3.45 to $13; main dishes, $13 to $21

	Access: Steps to entrance

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	Things are changing in Little Italy at a remarkable rate. 

	The opening of a Korean restaurant where Angelina’s used to be is one of the more obvious signs. You might say that the shifting gastronomy of Preston Street is one of the more exciting transformations of the ‘00s. But curious too is the rise in number of Korean restaurants dotting the city. 

	Seems to me 10 years ago we had two. We now can boast—by my rough calculation—13, if you include those that serve a mix of Japanese and Korean dishes. 

	More homesick South Koreans in Ottawa? More interest from the general public in the strong flavours of Korean food? Tasty, affordable dining now competing with Vietnamese noodle houses? 

	Don’t know. Plan to find out, but for now, I will say, with as much authority as I can muster, that the one-year-old Le Kim Chi is a delight. 

	The food is fresh and flavourful, the service is charming and the ambience—if you can struggle through the mall music—is perfectly pleasant. 

	It’s run by the Jang family—sisters Kelly and Jennifer, and chef brother Young Koh—and they are a lovely bunch, very keen and very kind. 

	Le Kim Chi is not the type of place where you cook the food yourself, a style of tabletop grilling, featured at other Korean restaurants. (Stay tuned for that.) 

	You might start with a Korean Hite beer. Or with Bek Se Ju, a traditional Korean rice wine. Translated it means “100-year wine” because it’s said to have those live-forever properties such as ginseng, ginger and cinnamon. I prefer the beer. Or the roasted barley tea. But you can give it a go. 

	Other things to give a go include mandoo gook—a soup, rich and fragrant, the brown broth filled in with crunchy scallions and soft pork and chive dumplings. You may have those excellent dumplings as pot stickers too (goon mandoo) fried and served with a citrus soy sauce. 

	I love the pancakes, studded with chunky bits of seafood and scallion, or just with vegetables. Jap chae is a sticky jumble of glass noodles (yam) with onion, carrot, zucchini, spinach and peppers in a garlic-sesame-soy dressing that’s balanced and nicely ungreasy. 

	There are pot dishes to recommend. A stone pot is heated to sizzling, a layer of cooked rice (bap) is added, then meat and an array of colourful vegetables are placed on top in a petal formation, with a single raw egg yolk at its head. 

	Once delivered to the table, our server Kelly demolishes the pretty symmetry by squashing the egg and vigorously mixing the mounds together into a tasty mess called bibimbap. It’s a simple peasant dish wherein the rice becomes somewhat crunchy from its encounter with the sizzling pot and the soft meat, sweetly grilled vegetables, and the gochujang (red chili pepper paste served on the side) add the layers of flavour. 

	Korean dishes come with many small sides, called panchan. With our main dishes we receive sweet potato chunks, fiery chili paste, a bowl of seaweed and, of course, the central panchan—kimchi, or fermented Napa cabbage layered with red chili paste. 

	Jjim is a sweetly soupy dish of braised beef shank and vegetables. 

	There’s bulgogi (grilled marinated sirloin), which is tender and deliciously unctuous, and there’s kalbi (grilled short ribs). For something spicier, try the silky tofu dishes, or a pork stir-fry called dulucheegee. For adventurous palates, there’s eel “nicely and well broiled” served with vegetables and ginger, and pork belly with soybean paste. 

	For vegetarians—for whom Korean food is traditionally tricky—there are veg-versions of silky tofu stews (most tofu dishes come with meat or fish) and vegetable bibimbaps. 

	Sesame pinwheel cookies are made in-house and are delicious. 

	Prices are more Preston Street than Somerset, with main dishes creeping up to $20, though most plates fall into the teens. 

	If you aren’t conversant with Korean food, Le Kim Chi is a tasty introduction. 

	Originally published Jan.14, 2010

	
	
	THAI:


	
	NAKHON THAI EXPRESS


	
	352 Preston St.    613-321-1101    nakhonthaiexpress.com

	
	Open: Monday to Thursday: 11 a.m. to 9 p.m.; Friday and Saturday: 11 a.m. to 10 p.m.; Closed Sundays

	Prices: Dishes, $9.95 to $12.95

	Access: Steps at the front door

	
	By Peter Hum

	
	It was the first night of Italian Week, and we were moving slowly on foot on Preston Street, against the flow of pedestrians, past Ferraris, a busker and the tempting wood- oven-baked pizza concession, because, in typically contrary fashion, we had a hankering for Thai food. 

	When we arrived at Nakhon Thai Express, a casual but tidy enter prise that is as much geared to takeout as to dining in, it was completely devoid of customers. Staff were standing outside on its steps, watching the street’s festivities. 

	But that lack of business shouldn’t be construed as a knock against Nakhon’s food. 

	The dishes we had lived up to not only the “Express” in the restaurant’s name, but also made its slogan, “Real Taste, Real Thai!” ring true. 

	Yes, the menu’s specified heat levels for some dishes did suggest that in the eyes of head chef Suphattra (Tan) Masong, Canadians like their Thai food mild. However, every dish adorned with a single chili can be made two-or three-chili spicy if that’s your pleasure. 

	More importantly, the curries, stir-fries and salads we sampled usually tasted of complex spice blends and sauces, with more than just sweet and salty notes going for them. And yet, all but a few dishes are $9.95 or less. 

	(Some proof beyond the food that the modest, three-year-old restaurant is doing something right: It spun off a second, more upscale location on Sanders Street in Kemptville a year ago, and will open another restaurant in Brockville later this year, says Aaron Orlicky, who co-owns the business with Masong, his wife. The food at all the locations, he says, is consistent, based on the recipes of Masong, who worked at several Ottawa Thai restaurants before Nakhon opened on Preston.) 

	We place our order with a friendly server and soon hear a cook in action be-hind the wok. A few minutes later, piping-hot dishes, most adorned with carrots carved to resemble flowers and some slaw, arrive in quick succession. We dive in-to tom kha soup, well-studded with tender chicken. The larb gai (minced chicken salad) is meaty and bracing, the savoury chicken offset by the bite of onions, lime dressing and flecks of chili. A quibble: the dish’s dusting of toasted rice could have been more finely ground. Mango salad, enlivened with more lime dressing and topped with two just-cooked shrimp, provides a sweet counterpoint. 

	In a stir-fry of eggplant, on-ion and green peppers, the vegetables appeal texturally and have been boosted with chili and basil. A plate of broccoli stir-fried with crispy salted pork is less impressive, just OK. 

	Tempura shrimp prompt a double-take, as they’re breaded rather than tempura’d, and the specimens are small, if tender and tasty. 

	All curries, stir-fries and noodle dishes can be ordered with chicken, beer, pork or tofu. The geang garee, a yellow coconut curry, is tasty and meaty, if just a touch too bitter. 

	While we skip Nakhon’s desserts (tapioca pudding, mango or coconut ice cream, a banana fritter) in favour of some very good gelato a few doors down, we feel well-fed and leave with plenty of leftovers. 

	A few weeks later, a lunchhour visit finds the place packed with a dozen or so eat-in and takeout customers. Tables near the cramped, enclosed kitchen hear soft-rock from the radio and the sound of food dancing in woks. 

	Because of the brisk business, the pad bai graprow (lunch meal special No. 3, a stir-fry of chili and basil with chicken, vegetables and rice) takes 15 minutes to arrive but is worth the wait. Toothsome chicken, just-cooked vegetables, the salty, umami-laced sauce and an extra spike of chilis work together. Properly cooked rice sops up the flavours nicely. 

	I think that taking some pad thai home for dinner would be a good idea. The man at the cash counters knowingly but kindly says that I would be better off with a curry, since the noodles won’t taste as good after a few hours in the fridge. 

	Good call. That night, the geang panaeng, a red curry with red peppers and crushed peanuts, is rich, rounded and satisfying—yet another reason to have strong confidence in this cheap and cheerful place. 

	Originally published July 5, 2012

	
	

	
	

	NEW EDINBURGH

	
	JAPANESE:


	
	SUSHIME


	
	8B Beechwood Ave.    613-741-4777     


	Open: Daily for lunch and dinner

	Prices: Mains, $10 to $15

	Access: Fully accessible

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	I’ve been a few times to this new Beechwood Avenue restaurant, but still not sure what they’re up to with the name. I’m not even sure how it’s written—is it Sushime, SushiME, or even Sushi Me? I believe it’s a play on producing tailormade dishes. “Have it your way,” as they say. Or used to say, back in the day. 

	The menu’s combo sushi items have titles like VEG ME, SPICY ME, MARU ME, MORI ME, HARU ME. And then there’s the TAM-AVO roll, the ACU-AVO roll, the TOMYUM-MY soup. How these translate onto the plate requires a bit of fine-print reading and some reflection and, for me, a lot of questions. Fortunately, the two servers I’ve met at Sushime have been patient and kind, and the figuring out has been pretty tasty, the idea of having to make return visits a pleasure. 

	Sushime has moved into a former real-estate office quite close to the Vanier Parkway. It has been painted wasabi-green, to match the chairs, with an accent wall of dark grey, and with warm bamboo-tones on tables and sushi counter. (I’d only suggest Sushime turn off the commercial radio station and dim the lights; it’s bright for dinner, and the ads don’t help the atmosphere.) They’re licensed, and for the non-drinker,  delicious genmaicha (brown rice tea) in pretty pots will do nicely. 

	The sushi bar is manned with obvious skill, and whoever is cooking in the semi-open kitchen knows her stuff. I’ve eaten very well, though only scratched the surface of what’s on offer. 

	The menu is long and busy. It starts with bento boxes (served with miso soup and choice of vegetable pancake or gyoza) and combo sushi (served with miso soup). There are hot appetizers—some Korean, some Japanese—followed with sushi rolls, and some special Korean house rolls, and then noodles and rice dishes. The back page lists nigiri sushi and desserts. They’ve chosen cute and colourful over user-friendly, but since it all eats so well, I’ve forgiven them. 

	By way of a prelude I’d start with a bit of sashimi (the cuts are exact, the fish fresh-tasting) and then move on to the house gyoza. These are delicious dumplings, soft, slippery pockets of pork and green onion, steamed and browned on one side. The Korean scallion pancake, pajeon, has red pepper, zucchini and carrot embedded in its well-scallioned custard, fried crisp around the edges. (Its soy-sesame dipping sauce is too salty. Use it sparingly.) The Korean bulgogi rolls are delicious, the nori crisp and yielding, and we like the Cinderella roll with brown rice, avocado, and the salty-pop of tobiko. 

	There is, of course, more than sushi here. You can find traditional Korean and Japanese dishes like bibimbap, fried katsu cutlets and sweet unagi (broiled eel on steamed rice). The japchae is listed as an appetizer, but eats like a main. Pretty on the plate, this jumble of Korean vermicelli (the chewy, translucent sweet-potato starch noodles) comes threaded with spinach, slivers of carrots, onion, peppers, a sprinkle of sesame seeds, tossed with garlic, ginger, sweetened soy and sesame. It’s delicious. 

	The green tea cheesecake is painfully sweet. I suspect it’s brought in from somewhere. There are also ice creams—mango, green tea, coconut. We opted to order another round of rolls. 

	At my visits, I’ve pretty much had Sushime to myself. Some customers are coming in for takeout. This is a neighbourhood underserviced in Asian restaurants. I predict Sushime will become a local hero. Light some candles, dim the overheads, change the channel, and they’ll come to stay. 

	Originally published Feb. 2, 2012 

		
	

	
	

	WEST

		
	JAPANESE:



	NIPPON SUSHI


	
	1581 Greenbank Rd. in the Village Square Mall    613-823-3030    nipponsushiottawa.com

	
	Open: 11 a.m. to 9 p.m. Monday to Saturday, closed Sunday

	Prices: $2 (miso soup) to $15 (Bento assortment)

	Access: Fully accessible

	
	By Peter Hum

	
	Octopus balls in Barrhaven? Say it isn’t so! In Japan, they have been serving these grilled snacks called takoyaki—tako, meaning octopus, yaki meaning fried or grilled—at specialized food stands for al-most 80 years. An analogy, and no doubt a straining one, might be a savoury Timbit, but with morsels of sea creature in the middle, drizzled with mayo and a Worcester-shire-style sauce. 

	I did my takoyaki home-work—even consulted a friend in Japan who swears that she makes them at home and they can be quite tasty—after having an appetizer serving at Nippon Sushi, a three-month-old restaurant of about 20 or so seats in a Greenbank Road mall. 

	Alas, I’m not a takoyaki convert because of the Bar-rhaven rendition, with its too-chewy octopus. But the restaurant is doing some things right, while flunking on other accounts, and it gets a check mark simply for serving some less common Japanese items in addition to more standard fare and ostentatious, deluxe, North American-style maki rolls. 

	We get our hopes up simply because the restaurant makes a good first impression in terms of look and ser-vice. It’s starkly minimalist and tidy, with a blond wall, matching tables and decorated booths on one side, facing an oversized mural of a Japanese parasol and an ersatz cherry tree blossoming by the cash. The sound system pipes koto music throughout our two dinners. 

	Service is friendly and attentive, and the kitchen each time sends some complimentary rolls as a hospitable gesture. 

	Of its appetizers, we try the aforementioned tako-yaki ($7 for four). Better is the okonomiyaki (okonomi meaning “what you want”), a larger savoury pancake with more flavour and more sea-food (i.e., squid) content, similarly topped with squiggles of mayo and savoury sauce, surrounded by bonito flakes. For $12, it’s expensive, but not objectionable. The $4 bowl of steamed edamame (soy beans) was just fine, as were bowls of miso soup ($2). 

	More problematic was the menu’s “bento” offering ($15) which came in a small, stylized pail rather than the usual compartmentalized box. Its assortment of items—tempura shrimp, salad, rice, gyoza—were haphazardly presented. The shrimp, which was rolled in panko and fried rather than cooked in a proper tempura batter, was short of flavour, and the dumpling was distressingly under-cooked. On a second visit, the gyoza, ordered as a separate appetizer, were properly cooked, but they tasted too much of vegetable and too little of pork. 

	Better, with its satisfying broth, was the tempura udon ($12), one of two noodle soup dishes. However, the tempura component was ho-hum, all-vegetarian and shrimp-less. 

	The restaurant serves nine deluxe rolls, heavy on sauce, crunch and bonus ingredients. Of the three we sampled, best was the Fantasy Roll ($12) with barbecued eel rolled tight with seaweed and cucumber, topped with avocado and fish roe. The mysteriously named B.S.C., (California roll with spicy baked scallop—maybe that should be S.B.C.?), $12, was too gooey but interesting. The Spider Roll ($13) disappointed because it skimped on the soft-shell crab. 

	Simpler sushi, salmon and tuna nigiri were fine—even preferable to the strongly sauced creations, which cumulatively could strike as too much of a creamy thing. 

	Red bean ice cream satisfied to end the meal, deep-fried green tea ice cream not so much. If the restaurant seeks and gets a liquor licence, some sake would take the edge off. 

	Originally published Jun 28, 2012

	
	
	
	THAI:


	
	BAAN THAI


	
	261 Centrepointe Dr.    613-226-7604     

	
	Open: Lunch, Monday to Friday; dinner daily

	Prices: Starters, $7 to $8; main dishes, $11 to $15

	Access: Fully accessible

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	At its finest, Thai cuisine means a collage of forceful and distinct flavours. In many businesses selling Thai fare in this city, I find this quality lacking. But if you know what to order—and I’m about to tell you—you will find this patchwork of flavours alive, well and affordable, living in a strip mall in Centrepointe. 

	Judging from the crowd at Baan Thai on any given night, the neighbourhood knows it. 

	It’s a small space, predominantly orange in colour, and with clever curtains. Some heavy, some thin, some bamboo, on windows, in the vestibule, and on short rods hanging from the ceiling. These curtains create divides in a square mall room, keep out the draft from the front door, and shield our eyes from a view of April cars. Smart, that. 

	The star of one meal is soup. The broth is vigorous in the tom yum gai, and well-balanced, and the flavours are broad-reaching. Mushrooms and scallions are out in full force, and the chili-heat is more warming than searing. In the tom yum goong, they’ve added a trio of slightly flaccid shrimp. In the tom kha goong, the same soup has been splashed with coconut milk, which makes the bowl richer and milder. 

	If you want things spicy, ask for the chili content to be ramped up. The default here seems to be medium. 

	The lap (also spelled larb or lahb or laap) is a delicious salad of minced chicken, red onion and fresh mint, flavoured with fish sauce, lime juice, cilantro leaves and stem, and made more crunchy from roughly ground toasted rice powder. It is an adult salad, sour, salty, pungent and more authentically Thai tasting than other things you encounter here. There are other salads worth exploring: mango and shrimp with peanuts and onion, grilled beef (a bit tough) with toasted rice powder and cilantro root. 

	If you like your pad Thai or your gaeng garee gai (yellow curry of chicken and potatoes) sugary, you will like Baan Thai’s versions. I do not. Stay on the savoury side. 

	We like the moo yang, four sticks of marinated, grilled pork (instead of the usual chicken) served with a sweet and spicy sauce that is unremarkable, but the meat is very tender, and properly cooked to pale pink. 

	There is no shortage of holy basil in the green curry. Lime leaves, galangal, shavings of chicken breast, with yellow, red and green peppers, bamboo shoots and eggplant. Nothing you haven’t seen in a dozen other Thai shops, but done well here and served fairly generously. 

	You’ll need some rice to sop up all that good sauce. And you might want to balance it with a stir fry. Order the pad kra paw tha lea and your surprise will be the mound of fresh, plump mussels, steamed to just-open—along with rubbery calamari and shrimp that are little more than a textural conduit for the garlicky, herby sauce. 

	If you’re a fan of ginger, you’ll want No. 31, pork stir-fried with masses of shredded fresh ginger, mushrooms, peppers, tomato and onion. 

	Presentations are pretty and service is pleasant, though not particularly sociable. They serve you and they let you be. Which is sometimes just exactly what you want. 

	If you want a sweet ending, there is ice cream—coconut and mango—and a dish of deep-fried banana. All just fine as these things go. 

	To drink, have a beer or lemongrass tea or a negligible choice of wine. 

	Originally published April 22, 2010

	
	
	
	VIETNAMESE:


	
	OX HEAD


	
	790 Kanata Ave., Kanata    613-592-0630    oxheadrestaurant.ca

	

	Open: Daily for lunch and dinner

	Prices: Main dishes, $7 to $17

	Access: Fully accessible

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	If your mission were to source something quick and good to eat, before or after a movie at the AMC Theatre in Kanata, Ox Head would fit the bill very nicely. Directly across the plaza in the Centrum Mall, it’s a bright, tidy place, unpretentious, with dark wood floors, cream and orange walls, and red tablecloths. 

	I’m not sure the house spring rolls are any better for you than movie popcorn, but they are just as addictive. Much healthier are the fresh rice paper wraps, but these are less tasty for their lack of anything herbaceous in them. While the flavour burst of fresh mint or basil—or, ideally, both—make these wraps what they are, Ox Head’s version came without those aromatics. 

	Naturally, there is pho, meal-size noodle soups stocked with various cuts of beef. These come in three personal sizes, but the smallest ($7) will fill you up. For something racier, go for the outrageously flavourful  bò kho. I like mi bò kho, otherwise known as HC6, with egg noodles. This is a fiery beef stew, the broth fragrant of anise, slightly sweet with layers of heat, piled high and prettily with carrots, daikon, onion, basil. 

	Dishes better suited for sharing are what we order next. Our server, who seems utterly bored with his job this mid-week night, (and is really the only disappointment in our otherwise fine time here) trundles three plates to our table. The first contains pickled carrots, strips of cucumber, fresh mint and basil, lettuce, chopped peanuts. The second is a plate of grilled shrimp and chicken on a bed of rice vermicelli; and the third holds softened rice paper to bun-dle up the contents of platters one and two. This is fun, healthy, tasty stuff and we bundle more than we should, dipped in a fish-sauce vinaigrette. Grilled shrimp and pork on crispy noodles with the usual suspect vegetables are nicely done, the shrimp a good size, crunchy and sweet, the vegetables perfectly cooked, but the sum of the parts isn’t terribly interesting. Or perhaps everything pales after the bò kho. 

	Vegetarians will need to keep flipping the Ox Head menu, past the beef, pork, chicken and seafood dishes, past the page of Thai-style coconut curries (the red curry of chicken was fine, though nothing to cross town for), to the very back of the book, where they’ll find a page of dishes based on tofu, plus some vegetarian spring rolls. 

	To drink, there’s a bit of beer, a few choices of wine by the glass, and no shortage of shakes and bubble drinks, plus a delicious fresh lemonade. If you need a sweet ending, there’s tempura-battered banana, fried crisp and brown and crackling, the banana within soft, the grease sopped up with ice cream. Order this and you’ll doze through the film. Unless, of course, you’ve had a Vietnamese coffee. In which case you’ll be eyes wide open. 

	Originally published July 21, 2011

	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	CONTEMPORARY/
BISTRO CUISINE
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	Devoted to local, seasonal, unhurried cooking, Benny’s Bistro’s lunch plates are still-life pleasures. Photo by Bruno Schlumberger, Ottawa Citizen.


	

	
	

	
	

	BYWARD MARKET

		
	BENNY’S BISTRO


	
	119 Murray Street    613-789-679    bennysbistro.ca

	

	Open: Daily from 8 a.m. to 2:30 p.m. for breakfast, brunch and lunch.

	Prices: Lunch main dishes, $13 to $18 

	Access: Fully accessible

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	I must say, Benny’s is looking a tad weary these days. A windowless backroom, it relies on the vibrancy of its walls for brightness and breeziness. But these days its signature crayon colours—orange, red and blue—could use a scrub, or a paint touch-up, or a bit of both. 

	Benny’s black and white checkered floors are also looking worn. With good reason, mind. Sensible people walk over them. Lunch at Benny’s Bistro is one of the best in town. Fresh, fun, seasonal, reasonably priced for the quality of the product, a return visit to Benny’s after four years away was an absolute treat. 

	In behind The French Baker on Murray Street, Benny’s is now in its 13th year. The team is solid. Chef Scott Adams left The Urban Pear nine years ago to run the open kitchen, and the amiable sommelier and maître d’hôtel, Yvon Foley (whom I remember from years ago, at the now departed L’Agaric Restaurant in Chelsea), has been running the front of this tucked-away house since 2001. 

	It was an early June lunch, and yet the day was blustery, cool, with horizontal rain squalls. Not a month for split pea soup, but absolutely a day for it. And what a soup! Perfectly balanced in texture, flavour and seasoning, and studded with quality smoked ham. Another day, another soup, another solid bowl, this one a silky purée of carrot and parsnip, thickened with a bit of coconut milk, swirled with chive oil and topped with chervil. 

	Devoted to local, seasonal, unhurried cooking, Adams’s lunch plates are still-life pleasures. He sources artisanal produce, then puts those good ingredients to good use in imaginative and technically sound ways. He pairs a mound of roasted mixed mushrooms—some delicate, some meaty, all clearly from Le Coprin Farms, all cooked just so—with open pouches of acorn-squash-stuffed ravioli, made in house and textured. He tops the pile with delicate organic greens in a truffled balsamic vinaigrette, matchstick raw beets—golden and red—and baby radish, and rings the plate with crème fraîche exotic with pickled spruce tips. The brilliant white of the creme picks up the white of the radish, and the earthy tones of the mushrooms, the vinaigrette, play against the vibrant red and yellow of the beets, the green of the arugula. Truly a splendid plate. 

	A sandwich of the day features salmon belly, the fish wet and unctuous, mixed with avocado, red onion, arugula and peppery housemade mayonnaise, all between slices of The French Baker’s seedy bread. 

	My favourite lunch dish thus far was a couple of summer rolls: rice paper bundles of pickled vegetables mixed with sweet and spicy soybraised pork belly, the rolls perched on a salad of paper thin rounds of radish and cucumber, with shaved fennel and a chiffonade of lime leaves. Perched on top of the rolls and salad were five grilled B.C. spot prawns (wild, sustainable, trapcaught) in perfect condition. 

	For dessert, strawberry tarts with an inch of pastry cream, chocolate mousse, rich and dark and lovely; blueberry mousse with a roof of cream cheese mousse, topped with blueberries and silver leaf, and served with thick squiggles of blueberry sauce. Good espresso to end. 

	Look for a small selection of wine, or beer, or a Kir Royale to pair with lunch. 

	My first review of Benny’s—perhaps 10 years ago—was of its dinner service. Since 2003, Benny’s serves only breakfast, lunch and Sunday brunch. I’ve closed past reviews of this place with an entreaty to consider a return to dinner service. Solidly good French restaurants are vanishing in this region at alarming rates, and Benny’s surely has an obligation to step up! So why stop now? 

	Originally published June 23, 2011

	
	
	BROTHERS BEER BISTRO


	
	366 Dalhousie St.    613-695-6300    brothersbeerbistro.ca

	
	Open: Open for lunch at 11:30 a.m. and dinner at 5:30 p.m. seven days a week, till 10 p.m. on Sunday and Monday, till 11 p.m. Tuesday to Thursday, till midnight Friday and Saturday

	Prices: Mains, $16 to $24 

	Access: Steps 

	
	By Peter Hum

	
	When Brothers Beer Bistro opened in late May, the buzz surrounding the Dalhousie Street restaurant was frothier than the head on a just pulled Guinness. 

	In suds-loving Ottawa, here was yet another beer-themed eatery to slake thirsts, satiate hungers and jostle for business with such ventures as Mill St. Brew Pub, the five Clocktower Brew Pubs, Les Bras-seurs du Temps in Gatineau, and the even newer Big Rig Kitchen and Brewery. 

	This one would be smaller and more upscale, but casual just the same. And it would boast experienced principals—“brothers,” as it were—drawn from leading Ottawa restaurants, including co-owners Patrick Asselin (a former service manager at Play Food & Wine), Nick Ringuette (a former bartender at the Black Thorn) and chef Darren Flowers (most recently sous-chef at Luxe Bistro). 

	They have fashioned a welcoming, open, woodsy, cut-above restaurant of 70-plus seats where the service was strong enough to suggest the trickle-down influence of Steve Beckta, Play’s master of hospitality. A weekday lunch-hour server was friendly and well-informed about food and beer details, and his counterpart at Saturday dinner was better still, anticipating our needs with refills of bread and water, extra condiments and more explanations about the food. 

	Flowers’ dishes, all involving beer in some fashion, are clearly presented and full and well-defined flavour-wise, populating pleasingly concise lunch and dinner menus, each containing roughly a half-dozen starters and mains. Foodies might enjoy endorphin rushes from Flowers’ finely tuned but unfussy plates, accented by hits of preserved lemon, pigs-ear crackling, fried capers and shavings of smoked Parmesan, if they haven’t over-indulged from the connoisseur’s selection of 16 beers on tap and 60 available by the bottle. For beer know-nothings, the bistro makes things easy by suggesting pairings with its dishes; the refreshing Stiegl Radler and Coopers Sparkling Ale went down easy with their respective dishes. 

	During our two meals, the appetizers were all deeply satisfying and the mains just a little less so. 

	At lunch, we tried two salads. Both got full marks for their clear, contrasting flavours that came together to be both appetite-whetting and memorable. The asparagus salad ($10) saw red romaine, smoked Parmesan, fried capers, preserved lemon and a well-rounded anchovy vinaigrette distributed on a large plate. I don’t think asparagus was the salad’s star, but still, every forkful was a winner. On the other plate was a mound of perfectly fresh organic greens ($9) mingled with Fruli vinaigrette, pear slices, toasted almonds and rounds of superior goat cheese. It seemed simply like a superior execution of a salad you might find elsewhere. 

	A burger-and-soup combo included what my dining friend called the best asparagus soup she had ever tasted, topped with a spicy butter-milk foam and chewy spent grains, as well as a nicely charred but juicy cheeseburger, napped with pepper-corn mayo and served on an egg bun. 

	Only the steak frites made me wonder if not everything tastes better with beer. The meat, from the humble shoulder clod (a.k.a. chuck) cut was tender and yielding, but slightly too tangy from its beer brine. A bit of salt perked it up. 

	Dinner began with piping hot and addictively good bread, incorporating Kichesippi Beer Company’s spent grains, accompanied by two compound butters—a slightly sweet one made with malt, and a more bitter option made with hops. 

	The refined tuna crudo presented slices of meltingly tender fish, cured to subtle and good effect in grape-fruit-infused Stiegl Radler. There was a double dose of salty crunch to the dish from adornments of pigs-ear crackling and dulse, as well as acidic, vegetal notes from paper-thin slices of pickled radish. One component, mentioned on the menu, tarragon remoulade, didn’t make it onto the plate, but we didn’t miss it. At $10, the dish is still a steal, even short an element. 

	Pierogies ($9) were more straightforward but nicely elevated, served in a bowl of roasted potato broth that had admirable intensity, and topped with more crackling and green onion. 

	Both dinner mains impressed. The Kichesippi fried chicken ($24) was a generous helping of breast and thigh, both tasty and tender from a sous-vide bath before a frying finish. In a perfect world, the chicken would have been a bit more crispy, but the tender meat was more important. It was comfort food done with bistro panache, served with twice as many corn-bread waffles as I needed (not that I’m complaining), as well as some righteous gravy and slaw on the side. 

	The bistro’s fish offering ($24) that night was pickerel, which was moist, clean-flavoured and sitting pretty on fingerling potatoes, snap peas, a slather of puréed ramps and some meaty eryngii mush-rooms that had been infused with beer through more sous-vide skulduggery. My dining friend found them a bit too beery, but so much was going right on her plate that it scarcely registered. 

	We were able to manage just one dessert between us that night—the “beer and pretzels” ($9) that in fact amounted to a large Mason jar filled with porter-tinged chocolate pudding, mingled with fig and orange compote and topped with salted caramel mousse, set beside a spindly made-in-house pretzel. 

	We were two, but still we weren’t able to finish that sweet closer, not for lack of trying. We resolved to succeed next time. 

	Originally published July 12, 2012

		
	

	
	

	DOWNTOWN


	
	CARLETON GRILL


	
	150 Albert St., in the Sheraton Ottawa Hotel    613-238-1500    carletongrill.ca

	
	Open: For breakfast, lunch and dinner (to 1 a.m. weeknights, to midnight Saturday and Sunday)

	Prices: Starters, $8 to $12; main dishes, $14 to $35

	Access: Wheelchair accessible

	
	By Peter Simpson

	
	The Carleton Grill is an enigma, wrapped in an anachronism, wrapped in a delicious baby-cabbage leaf. 

	The enigma is the new chef, Frédéric Filliodeau, who in more than 20 years in Ottawa and Europe has become a master of contemporary French cuisine, and now faces a much different challenge. The anachronism is the restaurant itself, the Sheraton Ottawa Hotel’s Carleton Grill. It’s a nice enough place, clean and well-maintained, but it screams old-fashioned and mediocre—the tartan cushioning on regency chairs, the boldly striped fabric on cavernous booths, the undue formality of it all. It’s a time capsule from the early 1970s, when the hotel was built, and it’s not the place we expect to be served a memorable, modern meal. Then we see and taste the baby cabbage leaf. 

	The cabbage is luxuriously filled with chopped escargots and mushrooms, then set in a garlic and coriander milk emulsion, with chives crossed like swords on top. Escargots are usually drowned in butter or, worse, a ghastly cream sauce. Filliodeau lets them speak with their own voices, and they sing. 

	The menu is—given the dated decor of the room and the hotel-lobby location—full of incongruities and surprises. This, I guess, is due to a determination to be both what most people expect in a hotel restaurant (predictable, bland) and don’t expect (new and surprising techniques and flavours). Pleasing both palates is Filliodeau’s great challenge. How to satisfy one without turning off the other? 

	The left side of the menu reads like any hotel’s fare—club sandwich, Cobb salad, caesar salad. My lunch guest has the Angus burger with tomato, lettuce, cheddar and bacon. He says it’s good and juicy, though it would be elevated by a more distinctive bun. The fries are plain but hot and fresh. 

	For lunch I go with the buffet, which changes daily and on this day is, surprisingly, Indian. There’s only one menu for lunch and dinner, which may be ill-advised, given that people expect lunch prices to be lower, and the buffet, while good, is a pricey mid-day meal at $22 before tax or tip. My buffet starts with two cold salads, which are pre-portioned and have been sitting for an indeterminate time, so I expect them to be unimpressive. I’m so wrong. One has plump, juicy chicken in a creamy curry sauce, the other has potatoes and peas in a yogurt sauce with just a warming touch of mustard powder. My main plate from the buffet includes tilapia in a cream sauce (good for this most boring, flavourless and regrettably common fish), chicken korma (a bit dry, but flavourful) and lamb kebabs (splendid, the belle of the buffet). A chef is on standby to do fresh stirfry, though I pass and instead pepper him with questions, all of which he answers fully and courteously. 

	The dinner menu offers what sounds like traditional hotel food, so what arrives on our plates is pleasantly surprising. The butternut squash soup—a dish so tiresomely ubiquitous that I’m reluctant to even try it—is brilliant. It’s bright yellow and not too thick nor too heavy. In the centre is a dollop of “custard” made from the soup, egg and cornmeal, which adds a unique textural contrast. A cappuccino foam sets the dish apart from its dime-a-dozen cousins. 

	A pan-seared salmon with green peas and red wine sauce, and a Mariposa duck in a green pea and bacon sauce, are both perfectly cooked, though both rely too heavily on their sauces for flavour (Filliodeau, clearly, loves peas and bacon; what sane person doesn’t?). There’s a misstep with the duck: the side is a bowl of diced potatoes and lardons with Quebec brie melted over the top. The dish is richer than Bill Gates, and I can’t eat it, though perhaps others could, and possibly not keel over from a heart attack. (My other beef is that there’s no vegetarian entrée, apart from salads, which is unacceptable these days.) 

	My dinner guest’s Atlantic scallops are unevenly seared but otherwise cooked well, with a celery root remoulade and shiitakes. I order braised lamb, chopped and served over a polenta cake and big enough for two servings—the only reason I don’t finish it. 

	The signature dessert is a trio of crème brûlée. The coffee flavour in one is a bit too strong, we decide, while the caramel is bang-on and the maple is more subtle (and should be eaten before the other two, stronger flavours). 

	Overall, the food at the Carleton Grill is good enough to make the restaurant a go-to destination for Ottawa residents, and not just hotel guests. The service is attentive and informed, the wine list suitable if not exciting, and the prices generally in line with its competitors. 

	It seems only the room, and the ho-hum reputation of hotel restaurants in general, can foil the plan. 

	Sheraton management should open the room up and dress it down a bit, make it feel casual like the bistro it’s trying to be. Filliodeau is already taking care of the rest.  

	Originally published April 26, 2012


	
	LA TERRASSE


	
	Fairmont Château Laurier 1 Rideau St.    613-241-1414    fairmont.com/laurier

	
	Open: Daily from 4:30 p.m. to 10 p.m., June to September, weather permitting (No reservations accepted)

	Prices: Starters, $10 to $18; main dishes, $15 to $36 

	Access: Fully accessible 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	The visual drama of this restaurant takes place entirely outside, and La Terrasse is open only on nights when being outside is pleasurable. 

	Which is why it’s taken me many tries to get here. On 35-above evenings I want air-conditioning. If threatening skies, I want a roof. 

	But this particular July night was as splendid as you could possibly want and I sat on La Terrasse at a table closest to the canal below, just pinching myself. 

	For here was a rowing eight-shell blistering along the Ottawa River. Here were bagpipes somewhere in the distance (played by someone who knew his instrument). We arrived to a sun lowering over the Gatineau Hills and left at dusk, after a stunning light show. 

	All these fine things, along with the forest of trees that flanks the east block of Parliament Hill, were in our sights. We were in the heart of the city, but also in its lee, perched on padded chairs in near-complete privacy, on the hidden patio of the Fairmont Château Laurier. 

	Yet on this night of nights, wonder of wonders, La Terrasse is near empty. 

	On most of this city’s patios-with-a-view-of-water the food is forgettable. Not so here. I bring you the experience of just one meal, mind, as at my second planned visit La Terrasse was closed for a wedding, and my third attempt was on a night with a downpour. But I can tell you about two starters, two main dishes and two desserts—all pretty satisfying. 

	First up, a very good gazpacho, ripe with summer flavours, well balanced in terms of tang and spice, and with a refreshing lemon-basil yogurt squiggled on its thick, red surface. 

	A little wooden bench equipped with three paper cones containing seafood treats was our second starter. In the bottom of each cone we discover a bit of sushi rice and a little seaweed salad, and on top, a big sparkling shrimp, or a tasty lobster and dill salad, or, in the third cone, albacore tuna, thin slices of the pink fish, flash-seared tataki style. Very fresh, very nice. 

	We are told O’Brien Farms (from Winchester) supplies the beef for the “Capital Burger” and whether it’s the quality of the beast or of the thick smoky bacon, the old Balderson cheddar or the mustard mayo, this is a superior hamburger in every way. 

	I would have enjoyed the seafood fettuccine more if the price hadn’t seemed out of whack. It was a tasty dish, the pasta and fish properly cooked, well sauced, the charred tomatoes a nice touch, but at $32 I would hope for more than two shrimp and a smattering of lobster pebbles. 

	You may eat more simply (and more affordably) than we did here. 

	The menu tries to please a variety of tastes and needs, so on it you also find chicken wings and nachos, plus things like clubhouse and pulled pork sandwiches ($16). You also find steak and lamb and fresh fish. 

	Desserts are designed to make a kid happy, with a couple of tossed-in adult treats. Here are banana split boats, ice cream sundaes, and brownie bombs, plus chocolate panna cotta (delicious) and lemon meringue pie (lovely, served with a raspberry sauce and a crème anglaise that tastes of eggs, cream and vanilla). 

	La Terrasse offers a condensed drinks list (all wines, brief as the offerings are, available by the glass) and a children’s menu. Kiddies under five eat “on the house” on this secret patio. 

	Originally published August 12, 2010. 

	
	
	OZ KAFÉ


	
	361 Elgin St.    613-234-0907    ozkafe.com

	
	Open: Tuesday to Sunday, 5 p.m. to 2 a.m.

	Prices: Starters, $6 to $10; main dishes, $15 to 30 

	Access: Fully accessible, though washrooms cramped 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	You needn’t be searching for a brain or a heart or courage to head to Oz. Simply seeking some solidly good, reasonably priced food, delivered by nice people in a fun place will set you on the right path. 

	In 2007, I thought it didn’t have a hope. It seemed too obscure, too out of sight. (Yes, OK, there is a sign, but it just says “OZ” and what the heck’s an “OZ?”) Then I had a meal, returned for another, enjoyed them very much (I was served with class by a bearded dude called Dorothy—naturally) and thought: “Gee whiz. 

	I hope people find this place. But location? Might as well be in Kansas.” 

	I need not have worried. I couldn’t get a table at any of my December attempts—at least not until past my bedtime. And though there’s no doubt many have walked by Oz without ever noticing it—including my supper buddies one visit, seasoned restaurant-goers both—there seems no lack of those who do know it. Indeed, Oz Kafé, set back and a bit beneath Elgin Street, in a row of shops and restaurants under the Kensington Apartments, seems embedded in the hearts of its loyal community. 

	Oz’s strengths include the steady (and steadying) presence of owner Ozlem Balpinar, happy and proficient servers, food that has a vibrancy and freshness, and a smartly chosen, well-priced wine list, about the right length for the food list. 

	Chef Jamie Stunt (assisted by Simon Bell) is clearly able. Stunt has a flair all his own and it’s imprinted on his menu. Where else do you find a walleye hot pot, a beet tartare, vegetarian bento boxes, sizzling Korean bulgogi and a plate of baklava on the same page? 

	Pages, actually. Nothing inspires hope in me more than seeing a kitchen’s list of seasonal daily specials. And these are written out and handed to you, rather than simply recited, or scrawled on a blackboard nailed to a wall on the other side of the room. I thank you. 

	Like so many of his industry peers, Stunt is dedicated to using the best local product, and it shows well in dishes like roasted butternut squash soup with smoked duck; beetroot tartare with pickled shallots, celery leaves and apple; O’Brien Farms rib-eye with smoked mashed potatoes. There are some luxury ingredients here, but mostly these are humble dishes raised to something special and priced at points that kick up the appeal a notch. 

	Who does oysters with mushroom duxelle anymore? Three St-Simon beauties are cooked in their juices with wild mushrooms, cream, parsley and Parmesan. And Oz’s Caesar salad—with chewy-good bacon, shards of Parmesan, roasted garlic and deep fried capers—has a sunny dressing shot through with intensely flavourful lemon confit. 

	It’s simply the best Caesar of the year. Yes, the year is young, and to be truthful, it’s the first Caesar of the year, but every one that follows will need to measure up. 

	You can taste a lemon grove in the albacore tuna conserva as well, the fish poached in an oil bath, aromatic and herbed, and with more of those salty-crunchy capers. Art-isin fennel toasties are provided for ferrying the fish salad to mouth. 

	One night, to our white-linen-clad tables (remember those?) comes soup. Thirty-two below seemed to demand as much. A silky butternut squash broth, sweet and dark from roasted flesh, topped with chunks of smoked duck, a swirl of crème fraîche, snipped chives. 

	The skin of our pickerel is spicecrusted and crisp, the flesh falls in soft petals. The fish mates with a winter mix of Le Coprin mushrooms, arugula, squash, pickled eggplant, and grilled endive. The smoked mashed potatoes are superb, blobbed next to a first-class rib-eye served with crunchy wasabi peas. The only issue I had was with the beef tataki, which was tougher than ideal. 

	For dessert, I’ve tried baklava, and bread pudding with caramel and cream. Both were good. 

	Our candle burns out, and it’s relit within seconds. Our water glasses are perpetually filled. A clear and strong connection between the kitchen staff and the servers is obvious. They laugh a lot around here. It all adds up to a pleasurable, easy-to-take dinner. 

	Originally published Feb. 9, 2012


	
	TOWN


	
	296 Elgin St.    613-695-8696    townlovesyou.ca

	
	Open: Lunch, Tuesday to Friday, dinner, Tuesday to Sunday 

	Prices: Small plates, $5 to $19; main dishes, $11 to $27 

	Access: Easy access, washrooms on main level 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	Every so often a restaurant surfaces that, right from the get-go, seems exactly in the swing of its time and place. Such is Town. 

	Just a few weeks old, it runs as though it’s had a year to find its stride. Part of the smooth functioning begins with a menu of manageable length. This one focuses on small plates of Italian comfort food, plus a smattering of main dishes priced in the $20s. 

	Town also has pulled together a staff—men and women in black Town T-shirts—who can speak with intelligence about the food and drink. 

	They also appear to enjoy their jobs and each other, which makes this crew a significant source of the good feeling that pervades the new Town. 

	You enter a narrow space. The garage doors are open to the life on Elgin Street. On the left is a chalkboard wall on which is written the menu. Beyond that, a stainless-steel bar with half a dozen stools. On the right, above a long, brown bench and running the length of a white wall is a glass shelf. Spread along it are votive candles and glass vases of different shapes and heights, each holding a flower, a stem, some lemons. Modish brown tiles cover the floor and two precision rows of reproduction light bulbs hang from the ceiling. 

	In the open kitchen are co-owner and pastry chef Marc Doiron, formerly at the Rideau Club, along with chef Steve Wall, most recently at the Rideau Club (where he worked with Marc) and, before that, chef at The Whalesbone Oyster House, which is where I knew his food. Marc’s wife, Lori Wojcik, who manages Wall Space Gallery in Westboro, is the woman about Town. Her knack for what should go on walls is plain. 

	The food is very good. If I had a quibble, it would be with its weightiness, particularly at the noon hour when the menu seems designed exclusively by-and-for hungry young men with fully functioning gallbladders. 

	I found myself on a hot summer day, staring down a short lunch menu of rich, heavy food, longing for lightness, for summer freshness. A cold soup, perhaps a bright salad. But here we have gnudi (delicious) with pesto, cod fritters (fantastic) and a big starter of toasted bread, oiled, topped with chicken liver parfait, rhubarb jam, and a jumble of bacon. It was utterly delicious in a killing sort of way. 

	Second course—all sandwiches, on big, yummy buns—old-fashioned chicken salad with lots of mayonnaise, sweetened with cranberries, a matchstick of green apples, loaded with arugula, and topped with strips of bacon. Fantastic bacon. 

	Another sandwich, tuna—again with ample mayonnaise, and with preserved lemon that made a statement. 

	Sandwiches come with a side salad perked with a zippy vinaigrette, laced with chives. Much was brought home to hungry young men. 

	More rich, brown food on the dinner menu. Order meatballs as starter (also available as a main) and you get two big ones, fashioned of veal and pork and ricotta cheese, enveloped in a ripe tomato sauce, plopped on soft polenta and topped with chives. Altogether very satisfying. 

	Gnudi is like gnocchi, but with cheese in place of potato. Some describe it as ricotta ravioli without the pasta wrapper. In any event, these are soft cheese balls that boast an air-dried “crust.” They paddle about in brown butter, drenched with a nubbly basil pesto and crowned with freshly grated parmigiano, like white snowflakes on green grass. 

	Cod fritters are browned and crackling, soft and milky, on a stew of smoked pork, drizzled with a sharp sauce that tastes lusciously like a hot lemon sorbet. 

	The steak (flat iron) arrives in thick, juicy slabs, the flesh rare as requested beneath its brown-striped crust. The meat is delicious, well seasoned and served with exactly what you want steak to come with. Roast potatoes (fingerling), onions (caramelized cipollini), tomatoes (oven dried, and of deep flavour), mushrooms (grilled king eryngii), and greens (a tangy salsa verde that flavours everything you want it to). 

	Simple and very good food, fairly priced ($24) and portioned. There is pasta, thick strands mingled with soft nuggets of duck, the two in a rich, buttery broth that is vigorously seasoned, filled in with herbs and vegetables. And there is flattened, brick-roasted chicken, served in parts, the skin crisp, the meat cooked through but still moist, fragrant with lemon. 

	Chef Wall’s pickerel has a fantastic crusty skin, yet the fish flesh is pale and soft, its subtle flavour intact. It arrives on a bed of Italian butter beans, topped with pink grapefruit, surrounded by small, sweet mussels and chunks of sharp chorizo. Circling fish and fruit and legumes is a light fish broth enriched with parmesan. This is a splendid dish. 

	Spoon-desserts arrive in mason jars. A chocolate budino (Italian pudding) tastes of quality cocoa. Rice pudding is scented with cinnamon and cardamom and topped with a pistachio brittle and sun-dried cherries, while the buttermilk panna cotta with its pink glaze of strawberry wine is a luscious summer dessert. 

	Kichesippi, Beau’s and St. Ambroise are the brews on tap. The wine list isn’t long, but there’s a fair selection available by the glass, and the reds I’ve sampled have been served at the correct temperature. 

	The blackboard lists a daily $8 cocktail. 

	Town was buzzing at each of my visits. With good reason. 

	Originally published Aug. 19, 2010




	THE WHALESBONE OYSTER HOUSE


	
	430 Bank St.    613-231-8569    thewhalesbone.com



	Open: Sunday 11 a.m. to 2 p.m., 5 to 10 p.m., Monday to Wednesday, 11:30 a.m. to 2 p.m., 5 to 10 p.m., Thursday and Friday, 11:30 a.m. to 2 p.m., 5 to 11 p.m., Saturday, 5 to 11 p.m.

	Prices: Appetizers $11 to $25, main dishes $26 to $45

	Access: One step from street level, washrooms are downstairs


	By Peter Hum

	
	The self-styled culinary rebels who have made Whalesbone Oyster House into Ottawa’s hippest seafood eatery must know that its lofty reputation is something of a delicate balance.

	Open for the last seven years with a kitchen under the command of almost as many talented young chefs, the narrow and unique Bank Street boîte is renowned for not only a compact, changing menu studded with flavourful, creative and well-executed dishes, but also for its championing of sustainable seafood. And that’s not to mention the impeccably fresh oysters. 

	At the same time, Whalesbone is a casual, boisterous place that’s more akin to a pub than a fine-dining venue. Its wood seats can be hard, the music spinning on the bar’s turntable can be harder. And as previous Citizen reviews have noted, some of the food can be expensive.

	On the best nights, when everything lines up, the Whalesbone is fun with a capital F. The food hits all the right notes for taste and complexity. The cramped, kitschy room is comfy and enchanting, loud but not overbearingly so. The tunes are great. The server is so jovial that you’d want to share a shooter with him or her.

	But I’ve also experienced a dinner a few weeks ago that made me begin to doubt the Whalesbone’s formula. I questioned whether some dishes were over-priced by about 10 per cent, and wished that the service had been more attentive and sensitive to our discomforts.

	Both of my recent visits were prompted because chef Charlotte Langley, who during her time at Whalesbone rose to be a Gold Medal Plates competitor, left almost a year ago. Chloe Berlanga, sous chef under Langley, was promoted, and I was curious to see whether the Jolly Roger above Whalesbone’s open kitchen would still fly as high. Although Berlanga was not cooking during either of my visits, it seems that for the most part, she is maintaining Whalesbone’s high standards. 

	A dinner late last week was pretty close to flawless. 

	It began with the two of us, despite our reservation for a table, somehow winding up at the Whalesbone’s long bar, served by an animated barkeep with a thing for playing 1980s TV theme songs. 

	I began by sampling something simple and something more complicated. Two Malagash Thrumcap oysters, the pride of Tatamagouche, N.S., were exceptional. The chowder was creamy but not overly so. Its three submerged P.E.I. clams were tender, two pieces of trout belly were meltingly good and crisp-skinned, and a floating mini-scone added richness. 

	At first, I wondered whether my friend’s scallop ceviche—a composed plate including not just pristine discs of shellfish but also slices of sweet fig and bracing jalapeno, smoked olive oil and the crunch of “chip dust”—was worth its $20 price. What I stole from his plate, as well as his approval, made me a convert. 

	Our mains were smartly composed arrays of tastes, textures and colours. My halibut was perfectly cooked to combine a crisp exterior and a moist, yielding interior, and was set on a bed of wild rice pilaf, cubes of squash and fried shallots that was pleasantly varied and autumnal. Ling cod arrived just done and delicious, with ratatouille, fried chickpeas and a generous slick of green “tangy mayo” to offset it in multiple ways.

	Desserts were more homespun than haute, but they sang with quality. An apple crumble was heavier on the whipped cream than cold fruit, with a click of caramel and scattering of granola. Churros with chocolate are derived from a basic Spanish breakfast (a fried pastry often paired with hot chocolate), but Berlanga’s refined version was stellar, the churro lightly sugared and not at all greasy, the warm melted chocolate a sinfully enjoyable dip.

	But at an earlier visit, our experience was more mixed.  

	When we called to reserve, we were told that we would be seated at the “chef’s table,” a booth to the side of the open kitchen. While we enjoyed a good view of the action (noting, for example, how the cooks use small cast-iron pans to weigh down the fish to achieve crispy skin), we also received sporadic and off-putting blasts of heat.

	Our server seemed a little perfunctory in her dealings with us, and we weren’t crazy about the comment another staffer made as we left, regarding the kitchen-side hot flashes: “It’s the worst place to sit in the summer, and the best place to sit in the winter,” he joked. Maybe someone should have mentioned this when we made the reservation?

	There were plates that hit the mark, including a dish of walleye accompanied by Israeli couscous, wilted greens, cauliflower purée and sections of tangerine. The beet salad was solid.

	But the lobster with barley risotto and mushrooms, while good, might not have been $45 worth of good. The lobster was just a touch chewy and the dish was a bit too salty. I’m being picky, but a dish over $45 gets fine-tooth scrutiny.

	Similarly, the most expensive appetizer, a $25 platter of “crispy” (Whalesbone loves this word on its menu) clams, spicy mussels and sweet oysters, seemed over-priced and its minimal dressings were not major improvements.

	Also, the desserts didn’t seem like $11 desserts. The berry pannacotta and the sundae hit doubles instead of the home runs of last week’s desserts (which, for that matter, were only $9). 

	What we had a few weeks ago was not a bad dinner—far from it. But when you’re paying top dollar, “pretty good” isn’t good enough. 

	Fortunately, last week’s meal, perhaps more smartly ordered and definitely more comfortably seated, restored my faith in the place. It showed that Whalesbone still has its seafood mojo.

	Originally published Nov. 1, 2012

	
	

	
	

	EAST

		
	PEPPER GARDEN


	
	681 Montreal Rd.    613-749-2999    peppergarden.ca


	Open: Monday to Wednesday 11:30 a.m. to 9 p.m., Thursday to Saturday 11:30 a.m. to 10 p.m.,  Sunday 5 to 9 p.m.

	Prices: Dinner main courses $16 to $35

	Access: No steps at entrance or washroooms

	
	By Peter Hum

	
	No offence, Montreal Road, but until recently I was not aware that any of your restaurants were worth my pulling over.

	OK, this ignorance flows from a lifelong west-ender’s snobbery. East is east, west is west and neither the twain will eat, I thought.

	But a restaurant called Pepper Garden—open since 2002 but almost entirely unmentioned, and definitely unreviewed, in the Citizen’s pages—makes me eat my words. It’s a solid and welcoming bistro that during my two visits delivered on many fronts. It’s family-friendly and reasonably priced, but its menu features good choices for people seeking something beyond what the nearby chain restaurants offer. (In fact, the Pepper Garden sits where a doughnut shop once was, and it still adjoins a Pizza Hut.)

	Here is a cosy 80-seater with an attractive aquarium up front and an open kitchen in the back. Chef David Dempsey is not trying to set the world on fire with culinary innovation or haute sophistication, but his unpretentious versions of much-loved and comforting dishes—a mix of bistro fare and pastas—were generally well executed and nicely accented so as to be lifted above the mundane. 

	Take for example, two satisfying soups that I’ve tried—a robust leek-and-potato potage garnished with a slick of chipotle oil and chives, and a creamy onion soup adorned with a Gorgonzola crouton.

	And like many a more westerly eatery, Pepper Garden is proudly aboard the local-food producer bandwagon. It offers Art-Is-In Bread, Mariposa Farms’ duck legs and the wares of Ottawa-area microbreweries such as Kichesippi and Beau’s. It also serves a good 20 bottles of wine by the glass.

	During a recent late lunchtime visit, the restaurant was almost empty, past whatever rush it had experienced. Still, the kitchen was turning out dishes with care. A juicy and flavourful lamb burger was cooked medium rare as requested and topped with a glob of goat cheese and much caramelized onion. Chicken confit risotto arrived nicely al dente and not too salty, generously studded with tender thigh meat and spinach. The dessert special, a Grand Marnier chocolate mousse, was creamy and decadent, but not simply one-dimensional.

	When we arrived for a Friday night dinner, our reservation vaulted us to one of the few empty tables, ahead of a small throng of walk-ins. The joint was buzzing, and I was curious to see how the kitchen and staff would perform under pressure. 

	Reasonably gracefully, it turned out, even if the kitchen might have been a bit put upon. By 7 p.m., it had already run out of the day’s appealing short rib special, and one main course arrived later than the others because, as the server explained, the chef felt that the first attempt had resulted in some slightly overcooked salmon. 

	But these were slight hiccups in a meal that otherwise went smoothly and amiably, bolstered by friendly, attentive and bilingual service. 

	A starter of two meaty crab cakes served with a mango aioli hit the spot, although the plate’s small, no-nonsense side salad would also appear on two main courses. We saw it beside the duck confit (moist and not too salty, although not as crisp-skinned as promised) and a compound-butter-topped rib-eye steak (a second choice in lieu of the short ribs, thick and flavourful but in need of some trimming, I thought, to remove some surplus gristle). The steak came with fries that were better than average, but not by that much, and the duck came with potatoes cooked in duck fat that were better than the fries.

	Best among the main courses was version 2.0 of the salmon, no doubt more moist than the first effort would have been, accompanied by a cauliflower purée, beets, broccoli and some confit cherry tomatoes.

	It was a bit of a struggle to fit in dessert after trying the creamy soup, buttery beef, rich duck and naturally fatty salmon. But for the public interest, a creme brulée of the day—strawberry—was ordered and fully consumed. It wasn’t a world-beater, but it hit the right sweet, creamy and fruity notes to cap an equally pleasant meal.

	Originally published Oct. 18, 2012

	
	

	
	

	GATINEAU

		
	BISTRO BORÉAL


	
	100 Laurier St., in the Canadian Museum of Civilization    819-776-7009    civilization.ca


	Open:  11:30 a.m. to 4 p.m. Sunday to Wednesday; 11:30 a.m. to 9 p.m. Thursday to Saturday

	Prices: Mains, $14 to $20 

	Access: Fully accessible 

	
	By Peter Simpson

	
	Last fall a Citizen restaurant critic savaged the dining options at the National Gallery, which was sadly typical of the dreary food served in the national cultural institutions in our capital region. 

	The cafeteria-type “menus” at the gallery and the museums of War, Nature and Civilization are dominated by pre-fab sandwiches and fried hotdogs that look and taste like they’ve spent years stored in the archives. 

	The Canadian Museum of Civilization, in Gatineau, used to have Café du Musée, with an excellent view of the river and Parliament and finer, albeit still forgettable, food. You may not have known that restaurant existed at all, as it was in an administrative building. Wouldn’t it make more sense if the restaurant was in the main building, where all the action is? 

	Enter Bistro Boréal, tucked among the coffee shop, cafeteria and Imax theatre in the museum’s main lobby. Finally, diners in the capital region can go to a gallery/ museum and get a decent meal made by a proper chef. 

	In the kitchen is Georges Laurier, who previously helmed Laurier Sur Montcalm, Café Henry Burger and the Wakefield Inn, and who never stood out at the Café du Musée, perhaps boxed in by location or bureaucracy or the distraction of catering large events. 

	The new bistro lacks the splendid view, replaced here by the uninspiring drone of Laurier Street. On the upside, large windows flood the room with natural light, giving the bistro an appropriately bright, open and airy feel. 

	The dishes also shine, or most do, and the best come at the start of two recent lunches. (The bistro is open for lunch seven days but only open for dinner Thursday and Saturday. The lunch and dinner menus are the same, except for dinner it’s small plates or “bite-size.”) 

	The menu is clear and concise, with a single page of six starters and five mains, including vegetarian options at both stages. We start with the “eastern” coast fish and shrimp cake, and the goat cheese, spinach and McIntosh apple stacker. Both look fabulous, even if the stacking-vertical plating thing is getting a bit tired. 

	The fish cake is moist and meaty, not stuffed with potato fillers. It’s set above a celeriac remoulade and beurre blanc. On top are two plump, perfectly cooked shrimp, with a caper berry and micro greens. It’s all delicious and we finish it despite it being quite big. 

	The other stacker is equally large and flavourful. A tower of goat cheese, sautéed spinach and diced apples sits in beet jus. I’d like more savoury and less sweet, though the bold sweetness of the beet jus nicely tempers the bold tartness of the goat cheese. We finish both starters, despite their considerable size. With a roll or dessert either might be enough for diners who have no time to nap post-lunch. 

	For mains we have steak frites and a daily special, pasta fusilli with bison, garlic and olive oil. The steak is well seasoned, cooked to my guest’s preferred medium-rare, and comes with a dark, red wine sauce. The generous serving of fries has a herbed mayo. Steak frites always seems ho-hum to me, but this is tasty, and more successful than my pasta special. Some of the thin slices of bison are tough, and the dish is overwhelmed by olive oil. It begs for other flavours. It’s the only real disappointment in two meals. 

	Our second lunch is on a Saturday, a busy day at the family-friendly museum, but the bistro is all but empty at 12: 45 p.m. We wonder if the greatest challenge before chef Laurier is the public perception that the museum is a place for young kids, and not for gourmet dining. There is a kids’ menu, with veggie lasagna, fried salmon or chicken breast, all for $9. 

	Our starters include a cucumber vichyssoise, which is fresh and smooth, served in a chilled bowl and perfect on a hot day. 

	The chicken liver pâté, with honey and port, is another large starter, yet we happily pile it all on to the homemade Melba with dollops of cranberry and thyme compote. Excellent. 

	Duck confit is moist inside, crispy outside and delicious on both sides. A yam and poached pear salad, diced and chilled is a pleasing contrast to the duck on taste, texture and temperature. 

	A plate of pan-fried black cod with braised fennel and leek and mixed veg is delicately cooked, light yet filling. A roasted vegetable salad is a hearty bowl of zucchini, red pepper, tomatoes and sautéed spinach, with a round of eggplant at the bottom, like a wholesome treasure to be discovered. 

	We had no desserts—no room after the ample starters and mains—but I’ll be back to try the trio of crème brûlée. The wine and beer lists are short but sufficient, and our bottles of Boréale Blanche arrive with orange slices, as a white beer should. 

	We have minor issues with service on our second lunch, with a waiter who was attentive and friendly but oddly guarded with details. We have to ask if there’s a special. “Smoked salmon,” he says. We have to ask if it’s a starter or main, and then how it’s prepared. He also didn’t know the menu well, which staff should in a restaurant with quality food and the grand aspiration of being—one presumes—a culinary destination. 

	Originally published May 31, 2012


	
	
	BISTRO ST-JACQUES


	
	51 rue St-Jacques, Gatineau    819-420-0189    www.bistrostjacques.ca

	
	Open: Lunch, Monday to Friday; dinner, Monday to Saturday 

	Prices: Main dishes, $18 to $30

	Access: Steps 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	I found myself running my fingers over it, smoothing it, marvelling at its whiteness. A tablecloth: I believe this is the name given to these relics. When was the last time I sat down to starched napery on a restaurant table? It seems everyone’s gone naked. Bare and black or bamboo with a woven mat—this is the new look for restaurant tables. 

	And all those marvellous restaurants in Old Hull (which wouldn’t have dreamed of leaving a table unwrapped) seem to have gone the way of the cloth. 

	The unhappy truth is that French restaurants—on both sides of the river, but more shockingly in Gatineau—are closing. Flipping through the 2004 and 2008 editions of my Capital Dining guidebooks, the once fleshy Quebec index has been decimated. Gone are Bistro 1908, Café Henry Burger, Laurier sur Montcalm, Le Panaché, Le Sans Pareil, Le Verlan, Le St-Estèphe, L’Aubergine, Belair sur la Rivière. 

	There’s a Thai restaurant—one in a chain—where Henry Burger use to be, a massage parlour has taken over Le Sans Pareil’s address, and the handsome Bistro 1908 building remains endlessly for lease. 

	So thank God, I say, for Bistro St-Jacques—now in its third year, and seeming to me more mature at my every visit. This is a true bistro, where the cooking is classy, the portions are generous and the price is fair. What’s more, the service (which so won my heart in 2008, led by the charming Vincent Denis) remains a silky smooth draw. 

	New-to-me chef Christopher Mulder is now in the kitchen, replacing opening chef Lucas Hornblower. He sends out baguette, made more appealing with an irresistible roasted vegetable butter. The amuse-bouche one night is a flavour-packed mouthful of housemade Toulouse sausage, moistened with goat cheese and a bit of grainy mustard, presented on a thin crisp, curled like an elf’s boot. 

	Cold-smoked bison carpaccio is fantastic, with arugula and shards of Parmesan. The fruit-with-game rule is obeyed with molecular pearls of fig and balsamic vinegar that look at first like peppercorns, and then burst with sweet-tart juice in the mouth. (Mulder’s been noshing at Atelier, we are told.) 

	There are sweetbreads, as there must be, and they are luscious in an amber chicken broth with roasted cippolini onions and diced asparagus, though the liquid pool could use a bit more oomph. During a second visit, our favourite starter is a ceviche of scallops presented in layers in a tumbler of cool flavours, anchored with a smooth flan, greened with herbs, then a layer of roasted corn and crabmeat, and the crown of lime-cured scallops. Lovely. 

	A hunk of crisp-skinned striped bass is next, sweet and fleshy and dropping in petals into a silky beurre blanc sharpened with sherry. Buttered fiddleheads, Jerusalem artichokes and Christophe’s mushrooms make up the bass bed. A smear of fig and balsamic syrup lends a bit of fruity sweetness, and for crunch and salt, there’s a Parmesan tuile. 

	The big order around here seems to be the steak frites, and it doesn’t disappoint. The meat has dark crunch, a terrific chew, and bloody good juice. It’s seasoned just right and furnished with a further belt of flavour from a smoky tomato jam. 

	The frites are excellent, and the accompanying salad, while not expected when you ask for steak frites, is an additional pleasure. 

	Makes you think you can eat every last fry, when there are greens to counterweigh. 

	Star anise and poached pear flavour the crème brûlée, and while I tend to like crème brûlée unhampered, this one works awfully well. Even better is the house cheesecake, amaretto and chocolate marbled with vanilla, on a nutty crust. 

	The wine list offers plenty of good drinking at earthy prices. 

	In a neighbourhood that once groaned with good possibilities for dining out, it’s comforting to know one, at least, that’s a most rewarding place to eat. Let’s hope Bistro St-Jacques sticks around. 

	Originally published May 19, 2011

	
	
	GY


	
	39-A rue Laval, Gatineau    819-776-0867    gyresto.com


	Open: Lunch, Tuesday to Friday; dinner Tuesday to Saturday

	Prices: Starters, $5.50 to $10; main dishes, $17 to $29 

	Access: Second floor restaurant 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	Gy is not Oy, as first I read the sign, and I’m sure that’s a very good thing. It was a Monday when I walked by, misreading the stylized two-letter word on the sidewalk sign “Oy Resto” which indicated the place was closed. 

	I first knew this second-floor restaurant space as the crêperie L’Argöat, then as Le Café d’en Haut. In fact, I thought it still was Le Café d’en Haut when I stumbled upon the Oy poster. Excited, I Googled it: “Oy Restaurant, Gatineau.” Rien. 

	It was at lunch the next day I learned it was in fact Gy, short for Gyno. Which is a much finer name than Oyno. Gyno Lefrançois, together with his wife Nathalie, is chef-proprietor of this now one-year-old restaurant. 

	(Before I was set straight, it occurred to me I could have used the Yiddish exclamation “Oy vey” somewhere in the review if it had proved a dud. That would have been kinda fun. But as Gy turned out to be a nice little place, it’s just as well.) 

	Gatineau needs more nice French restaurants and this one, while not yet perfect, is absolutely on the right track. 

	Gyno Lefrançois hails from Gaspésie. He comes to his own place in Gatineau via the wonderful Auberge Hatley, which was devastated by fire in 2006 and sent him to Arôme and Le Baccara at the Casino du Lac Leamy. 

	Gy is a prettier restaurant than it was in L’Argöat’s days. They’ve smartened it up a bit with red accents, taupe walls and wainscotting. Red pads the black chairs, white linen the tables and young birch trunks decorate the corners. Daisies float in water baths and pepper mills grace every table. As in most restaurants, there are better tables than others. If you can snag one by the windows that look over the street, there’s light pouring in and good people watching to be had. 

	A large blackboard announces the featured dishes, which complement a one-page daily menu. 

	A lunch special struck me as a crackerjack deal. Green soup (a spinach purée, perfumed with lime leaves and piqued with paprika oil) or a cucumber salad, followed with impeccably fresh pickerel, the pan-fried fillet resting on a buttery bed of spiced orzo, crowned with a delicious mound of caramelized leeks and served with a nice little salad. This, for $11.95 

	Dinner began admirably well with a trio of raw things. A tartare of steak, salmon and scallops was lovely, the beast and fish hand-chopped, lightly seasoned, and polished with good green oil. 

	Shallots, Sambuca and cream elevate a big-hearted serving of fresh shrimp, and if you like shrimp in Sambuca and cream you will like this. 

	I have three things to say about the third starter (foie gras, seared, crusted, the flesh soft, pink, served with sautéed strawberries): It was far too generous a serving, it was something of a steal at $15, and we gobbled up all of it, grinning throughout. 

	Of the main dishes, the tuna, crusted, rare, served with a salad of oranges and capers was better than the duck, which was too lean, the fat removed, the meat a bit overcooked and dry. We liked better the stuff that surrounded it—a well-peppered polenta cake that boasted a gooey heart, a celery root purée, roasted carrots and asparagus, and a polished sauce sweetened with figs. 

	Chèvre cheesecake was light and creamy, served with fresh raspberries, and crème brûlée with strawberries suffered only from being brûléed a tad too long. But once the burnt bits of sugar were flicked off, the custard was luscious. 

	The wine list is short, with limited choice by the glass, and there would be room for improvement. 

	Chef Gy tours his dining room at dinner, introducing himself. His wife seems much more shy, almost uncomfortable with her guests. She appears to defer to her staff for table service and, fortunately, both servers who have cared for us have been delightful. 

	Originally published Aug. 5, 2010

	
	
	ODILE


	
	47A Montclair St.    819-205-4425    odile.ca

	
	Open: Wednesday to Friday, 5:30 to 9:30 p.m., Saturday, 9:30 a.m. to 2 p.m., 5:30 to 9:30 p.m., Sunday, 9:30 a.m. to 2 p.m., closed Monday and Tuesday

	Prices: Mains, $26 to $33 

	Access: One small step at entrance; otherwise fully accessible


	By Peter Hum

	That Odile, she’s such a charmer. 

	She’s tiny, minimally adorned and quite new at her game—open for business in the evenings only since the second weekend in August. But she knows very well how to treat you right. 

	At her place in Gatineau’s Hull sector, she admits visitors casually to her stark, yet-appealing room—no reservations are taken for this no-frills, come-as-you-are space that might feel a bit like your very own dining space, only less cluttered. 

	But once you are there, she is playful and friendly as she dispenses savoury and sweet indulgences, the best of which might floor you if you already weren’t sitting down. 

	The second restaurant opened in the last two years by Marysol Foucault, Odile is a 20-seater that serves well-crafted, thoughtful and delicious food with understated yet upbeat flair. 

	Like Chez Edgar, the lunch-and-takeout joint that Foucault opened in 2010 in Hull, Odile brims with youthful, likable personality—much like Foucault’s, one might assume. 

	Indeed, the menu’s chatty, familiar tone recalls the breezy, mouth-watering She Eats Bears blog that Foucault maintained before she opened Chez Edgar. More proof of Odile/Foucault’s un-stuffy approach: she declines to call herself “executive chef,” preferring to say that she simply cooks at Odile in a very egalitarian fashion with fellow cooks Michael Lasalle and Justin Tse. 

	“Everyone does everything,” she told me sometime after I ate at Odile. 

	“We’re all cooks who are super-inspired and just go with anything that’s thrown at them.” 

	Foucault said Odile’s com-pact, French-language menu changes “radically every day” and would soon be reflecting autumn. 

	Typically, its single page includes not just three or four each of appetizers, mains and desserts, but also aperitifs paired with snacks. Similarly, with each appetizer and main, the menu lists at least one wine-by-the-glass pairing. 

	At an August dinner, we found that Odile’s food was a succession of treats—dishes that, upon arrival, left us swooning a little, sighing and wanting to ingest every flavourful speck and drop. 

	Skipping the aperitif-snack combos, we began with two top-notch starters. Shrimp escabèche—several plump specimens “cooked” in herbed lemon juice—were served stylishly in a squat tumbler, mingled with pickled carrots and red peppers, chaperoned by grilled bread and an aioli spiked with Aleppo pep-per. Better still was a pork cheek appetizer with two slices of crisped but unctuous meat sitting pretty on celeriac-apple remoulade piled in a Boston lettuce leaf. Adding flavour and further crunch atop the pork were slivers of green onion and fried sage leaves. 

	That dish, along with the mains, demonstrated a flair for showcasing elements that tasted delicious separately and then could combine in smart and even captivating ways. 

	The duck-based main was an elaborate creation, a ballotine in which pancetta-wrapped breast was stuffed with leg confit flavoured with fresh cherries. The meaty mound was decorated with microgreens and served with swiss chard and superior fingerling potatoes in a pool of rich, ducky reduction. My dining companion wanted to lick her plate. 

	Meanwhile, I grew giddy about the scallops and pork belly combo. Odile is small enough that I could smell the scallops sizzling in the open kitchen before they hit our table, and my anticipation grew when I saw two of the moist, meaty mollusks flanking a beautifully braised square of pork. More of those delectable potatoes, a few cherry tomatoes, and an intriguing gremolata made with edamame beans gave the dish all kinds of dimension, but Odile’s cooks had not stopped there. The scallops tasted of a chili kick thanks to a dusting of tog-arashi, a Japanese condiment. There was even a table-side flourish. Before I could tuck in, our server inverted a cup of corn chowder on the plate for a sudden, sweet, rich sauce. The bang-on com-position of taste, texture and colour ate like a three-ring circus on a plate. 

	One of two desserts—both artfully designed to hit sweets fans where they live—was presented with a similar gesture. The bowl contained vanilla and praline ice cream, roasted almonds and clusters of frozen wild blueberries swaddled in dark chocolate. “Nappé d’ un espresso,” the menu said, which meant that the server emptied a small cup of coffee goodness into the bowl, affoga-to-style, after setting it down. The result was a deluxe, melting, caffeinated, nutty mud pie that recalled those delicious slurries of childhood. 

	A banana tart arrived with less tableside fun but no less pleasure. This more adult confection winningly tasted of not just bananas but caramel, salt, whipped cream and intense chocolate-and-hazel-nut ice cream. 

	We felt practically spoiled after a dinner, just as we had weeks earlier, when we enjoyed a Sunday brunch on Odile’s tiny patio. 

	The Dutch baby, a crisp yet chewy pancake/crepe/soufflé that created much buzz at Chez Edgar, was available, topped with Swiss cheese, ham, a poached egg, micro-greens and a scattering of red currants. More savoury was the “Forestier” plate, thick with potatoes, mushrooms and poached eggs and bits of pork and bison sausage. 

	Not to be ignored at brunch were Odile’s desserts, winkingly listed at the top of the skinny menu under the heading “ti-bedon tout round.” (“Little round tummy,” mes amis anglophones.) 

	Lime cheesecake with raspberry coulis and goose-berry jam, and banana beignets with butterscotch and whipped cream were small, potent and memorable—very much like Odile herself. 

	Originally published Sept. 20, 2012

	
	

	
	

	GLEBE AND OTTAWA SOUTH

	
	TAYLOR’S GENUINE FOOD AND WINE BAR


	
	1091 Bank St.    613-730-5672    taylorsgenuine.ca

	
	Open: Lunch, 11:30 a.m. to 2 p.m., dinner 5 p.m. to 9 p.m. Mon; 5 p.m. to 10 p.m. Tues to Sat.

	Prices: Starters, $7 to $12; main dishes, $24 to $29 

	Access: Small ledge at entrance, patio accessible 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	Taylor’s calls itself a food and wine bar, but the first thing that caught my attention was a mojito. It was the featured drink, listed on the blackboard above the bar, and described with such affection by our server that I put down the wine list (temporarily) and ordered the thing. A cucumber mojito, with basil standing in for mint and a pink skewer of imbibed watermelon perched over the tall green concoction. Fantastic. 

	You won’t find a Shirley Temple as featured drink here. When Taylor’s opened in June, it generated a bit of a teacup tempest with its no-baby policy. I won’t step into that controversy, but will only say that based on the difficulty I had in securing a table and on the full house at both meals, the kerfuffle hasn’t appeared to have hurt business. 

	Taylor’s Genuine Food and Wine Bar is a second venture for the husband-and-wife team of John and Sylvia Taylor. Their first is the long-running Domus Café on Murray Street. This one is smaller, more breezy, with more affordable prices. 

	Housed in a converted coffee shop, Taylor’s tucks into the topography of Old Ottawa South and, as much of it was built by Taylor himself (plus some buddies), it feels like a personal space. Here the honesty of an open kitchen, here the shades of wine on walls, there a rack of antlers above our head. And as this is a Taylor restaurant, there is strong patriotic content on both the food and drinks menus. 

	The wine list is half Canadian, mostly Prince Edward County and Niagara bottles, with a decent selection by the glass. Wines are backed up with a menu of bar snacks—locally sourced charcuterie, housemade terrines and pâtés, artisanal cheeses in first-class condition, smoked and cured fish—along with soups that run hot and cold and a short field of main dishes that touch all the bases—steak, halibut, quail, pork, tofu. Chef Jon Svazas—who started at Domus, moved to Farbs on Beechwood and has returned to John Taylor—is in charge of the kitchen. 

	Your first decision is crucial. Do you focus on page one (sharing platters of meats, cheese, fish, with chutneys, fresh and toasted bread) or do you choose page two (soup, salad, mains)? If it were my neighbourhood wine bar, I’d come for soup (cold yellow bean with patty pan squash and basil, roasted eggplant and tomato bisque with sherry—both delicious) plus terrine and gravlax. And then perhaps a steak. And I’d come often. Taylor’s food is fresh, well cooked and well presented and if there were a lighter hand with the salt shaker I wouldn’t have a single tut-tut. (Not sure what went wrong with the red rice beneath the fabulous Berkshire pork chop, but it was wildly salty.) My other quibble is with the head-achingly sweet onion jam that came with the quail, leaching uncomfortably into its jus. 

	But that is the limit of my troubles here. 

	The first page is all terrific. Nirvana for carnivores. Beautifully crafted meats, terrines, cheeses and cool slabs of delicious fish. Items are well displayed on wooden boards, and garnished with house pickles, chutneys, and crostini (replenished when they notice the pile is low.) 

	From page two, the hanger steak was so good it halted all conversation. Halibut came on a jiggly bed of smoky polenta spiked with chorizo and roasted corn. Yellow chanterelle mushrooms and a corn and smoked tomato chutney garnished the thick hunk of Ontario Berkshire pork, perfectly pink. Vegetables are glorious on these plates. 

	For dessert, a tart filled with apricot curd and matching sorbet, and a goat cheese panna cotta infused with thyme, served with a blueberry compote and with Pascale’s magnificent blueberry ice cream chunked with cheesecake. 

	Service is friendly and charming rather than super-slick, but it’s pretty easy to prefer it that way. 

	Originally published Sept. 20, 2010

	
		
	

	
	

	HINTONBURG AND WESTBORO

		
	ABSINTHE


	
	1208 Wellington St. W.    613-761-1138    absinthecafe.ca

	
	Open: Lunch, Monday to Friday; dinner daily

	Prices: Starters, $7 to $14; main dishes, $23 to $29; three-course table d’hôte, $36 to $48 

	Access: Fully accessible

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	I would not have said “no” to one more slice of duck. Four thin slabs didn’t seem quite enough. Especially when the bird is so good. This was duck (from Mariposa Farm) on a lunch salad at Absinthe. It came with other good things—crisp spears of asparagus in a lemon-thyme vinaigrette, soft marbles of superior goat cheese, heirloom tomatoes of wait-all-year-for-it flavour, a hillock of dressed up baby arugula. It was a deeply satisfying plate of good things. My itch for more of those slices came from pure greed, and from knowing that duck is rarely done so well—the skin crisp and well seasoned, the fat rendered to a thin layer for flavour and textural balance, and the flesh itself rosy pink and succulent. I longed for more. 

	Absinthe chef Patrick Garland is the man behind the duck. His restaurant is now in its fourth year, feet firmly planted in its “new” location on Wellington Street, still offering a bistro formula of ever-changing market cuisine. 

	I had reviewed this place when the paint was still fresh, the Absinthe-green wall behind the bar barely dry. That was in 2007. This July, a driving rain forced me inside one afternoon around lunchtime, and duck seemed about right for a soggy day. 

	I returned for a very good dinner. It began well with an amuse-bouche shot of gazpacho, perfumed with basil, further chilled with a wee ball of cucumber sorbet, zinged with balsamic and sweetened with honey. A delightful gift on a hot summer night. And then a couple of prettily presented “trios” wherein the only missteps of the evening were sighted. The first was asparagus three ways—a little grilled goat cheese and asparagus sandwich (fine), a cold asparagus soup (very fine) and then a ho-hum asparagus salad in a somewhat soggy cheddar cheese “bowl.” In the seafood sampler, a bass “pogo” was tasty but far too greasy. Better was the crab cake served with a chipotle relish and plopped on a refreshing mango salsa. Best of all, the albacore tuna taco, which was fresh, light and full of flavour. 

	With the three-course table d’hôte came a middle course of soup or salad. But not just any tossed-off soup or salad course. Here was a delightful chilled soup of carrot and fresh pea, heady with five-spice powder, and the romaine salad (a Caesar of sorts) was first-rate—bouncy leaves in a commanding lemon garlic dressing, the good house bread fashioned into crisps, and on top of the mound, excellent pancetta bacon. 

	On a daily menu, the steak frites appears to be the one constant. A hanger (or skirt) steak, marinated in something that darkens and tenderizes it, then grilled to medium rare, arrived in thick ruby slabs that delivered crunch and juice and chew in pleasing balance. The steak came with excellent fries, a horseradish mayonnaise and summer-fresh snap peas. It takes a bit of courage to offer a still little-known cut of meat as your house steak, and insist it be ordered no more cooked than medium rare, but Absinthe shows us how it’s done, and it’s little wonder this is a signature dish. 

	Micro greens were more than a pretty topping on the ravioli stuffed with ricotta and goat cheese. They added peppery, bitter notes—a pleasing, contrasting chomp to the tender pasta pockets with their soft, mild filling and the sweet vegetable ragout beneath. 

	In keeping with the trio theme, we ordered a sample of the house-made ice creams. They were all good, the dark chocolate divine. Kudos too for the lemon tart with lemon and raspberry sorbets, and the classic crème brûlée. 

	Service has been a lovely balance of friendliness and professionalism. 

	Absinthe is maturing very well. 

	Originally published July 29, 2010



	ALLIUM


	
	87 Holland Ave.    613-792-1313    www.alliumrestaurant.com

	
	Open: Monday for evening tapas; Tuesday to Friday for lunch and dinner; Saturday, dinner only. Closed Sunday

	Prices: Starters, $8 to $16; main dishes, $23 to $32 

	Access: Steps to entrance and to washrooms 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	Much to celebrate this summer, but chilled air at Allium restaurant is top of list. 

	They’ve installed an air conditioner—brand new, reportedly—and Allium, on many levels, is cooler than ever. 

	Entering its eighth year of service to the Holland Avenue neighbourhood—interrupted for a few months by a fire in 2007—Allium is firing on all cylinders these days. It has been a few years since I last took it for a spin, and I’m very glad to be back. What was once an often good little restaurant has become a reliably great one. 

	A bit of post-fire redecoration has given a bunker-like space a more modish look. Lighting has improved, and a plethora of evening candles bolsters the atmosphere. 

	And what was in 2007 a new thing in the Allium repertoire has, four years later, become a popular fixture. Monday tapas nights were a clever concept when they were first introduced—a way to get bums in seats on a traditionally slow night—but with our affection for smallplate dining showing no sign of lagging (and these such winning little dishes), Allium is now packed on Mondays. 

	There aren’t many restaurants in this city for which reservations are required on a Monday. Allium is an exception. 

	We booked last-minute but lucked out with the last table at 8: 30 p.m. A parade of delicious plates was our reward. Chef Arup Jana bothers with details of product, and the goodness of the raw materials is obvious, their implementation splendid. 

	The best of the bunch? Tough to say—foie gras on grilled, oiled toast, perhaps, with an apple compote and a sprinkling of Maldon salt: simple and superb. A pretty plate of Mariposa heirloom tomatoes of various shapes and colours—some sliced, some halved, some left whole, all bursting with sunny flavour—came with a scattering of garlic chips, a lemoned fingerling potato salad and some creamy-tart goat cheese drizzled with a honey vinaigrette. 

	Shrimp lollipops were crunchy treats, the sweet meat wrapped in tempura. On the side, a purple carrot salad spiked with jalapeño and drizzled with truffled honey. 

	Still more good stuff: steak tartare accented with minced chives and pickled garlic scapes; flat iron steak with pickled carrots and a chipotle aioli; and the seriously diverting picnic food of truffled macaroni and cheese with a crunchy roof of buttery breadcrumbs. Oh yes, and frites. Well worth the indulgence. 

	Lunch at Allium was less unequivocally terrific, though it began with a first-class soup—a creamy purée of cauliflower and onion, a flourish of purple basil microgreens and a drizzle of chive oil its pretty accents—and ended with a marvellous lemon tart. But the salads in between were only OK. Thickish slices of albacore tuna were displayed on a wooden board and looked lovely with a scattering of marigold petals, cubes of watermelon, dobs of goat cheese, slivers of radish, but—here was the trouble—there was nothing to unite the dish. A hint-of-lime and honey sticky drizzle wasn’t enough. It was all pleasant, but the marriage wasn’t solid. 

	As well, my vision for the mushroom salad was a pile of mixed mushrooms. What arrived was a pile of greens with a scattering of mushroom (enoki mostly) buried in lettuce. The vinaigrette was too strong for the delicate ‘shrooms. 

	Again, it wasn’t a bad dish, just not up to Allium standards. But the banoffee pie, on the menu for all of Allium’s eight years, is. 

	Originally published July 28, 2011

	
	
	BACK LANE CAFÉ


	
	1087 Wellington St. W.    613-695-2999    backlanecafe.com


	Open: Mon.: 5:30 to 9 p.m.; Tues. to Sat.: 5:30 to 10 p.m.; Sat. brunch: 11 a.m. to 3 p.m. Sun. Brunch: 10 a.m. to 2 p.m.; Sun.: 5 p.m. yo 9 p.m.

	Prices: Starters, $6 to $8; pizzas, $16 to $18; mains, $18 to $ 

	Access: Steps to entrance, washrooms downstairs 

	By Anne DesBrisay

	When I was new to Ottawa, getting acquainted with the restaurant scene, George Monsour was a big name. He was Monsieur Ritz. He owned a bunch of Ritz restaurants scattered around the core of the city. They were solid on bread and good on sweets and decent on most stuff in between—some locations more decent than others. Monsour left that business a bunch of years ago. He did other things, lived other places, and now he’s back in Ottawa, and in the noble business of feeding folk once again. 

	Back Lane Café is Monsour’s new restaurant, recently opened in the Hintonburg space where the Ethiopian restaurant Habesha used to be. We were perched at the bar on our first visit, at the very back of Back Lane, sheltered somewhat from the noise that bounces around this happy place. 

	I am told that Monsieur Monsour is aware that noise is an issue in his restaurant. (I overheard as much as he assured a neighbouring couple complaining about the din, telling them his original design team—Rusty Nail from Merrickville—is coming back to help him deal with it.) I won’t go on about the decibel level. What can be done about it, I have no idea. It’s a tall, open space filled in with wood after all—dark, reclaimed timber and beams, complete with whimsical wooden archway into the bar and a panel of cast off windows at the far end. But what makes it loud, also makes it look wonderful. The hand-crafted tables are round and bare, the chairs deep press back, the pale walls rough with a Tom Sawyer whitewash. They’ve used vintage porcelain knobs from early electrical wiring to hang the art. There are touches of brass, wrought iron, and a bit of red brick. I like the line of lamps on the wide concrete bar, a new surface that somehow manages to look worn down by a million thirsty elbows. 

	In fact the whole place has a comfortably tucked-in feel, a reclaimed second-hand-store European glamour about it. 

	Monsour is in the house, welcoming the crowds, contributing to the buzz and bustle with hospitality that is enthusiastic and genuine. Helping him are solid servers who know their stuff. 

	Evan Pritchard, late of Stella in the Byward Market, leads the kitchen. His one-page menu—five apps, a few salads, six main dishes, plus pizzas (from his two wood-burning ovens)—is confidently concise. I’ve eaten a good chunk of it and find the food pretty impressive in a straightforward, flavourful, and not-too-fussy sort of way. Food prices prompt return visits. So does the list of wines and craft beer. All of which is exactly what you want in a neighbourhood restaurant. 

	The food is broadly Mediterranean with dishes like grilled shrimp and radicchio with chickpeas, lamb shank tajine with almonds and figs, a garlicky fisherman’s stew, orecchiette pasta with Bolognese, plus a short list of those wood-fired pizzas. 

	There’s a surprisingly robust flavour to the veggie paté—almond, garlic, mushroom, served with a pretty display of mustards and aoili, house pickles and good crostini. Ordering tomato salad is a no-brainer in September, but a tomato tart is a rare and welcome sight on a fall menu. This one sports a lovely pastry, concentrated tomato flavour, perked with chive oil, and the textural crackle of a parmesan crisp that boosts the salt and savour of the ripe fruit. Soups—white bean and bacon one visit, borscht another—have been delicious. Mint and citrus zest feature in a generous salad topped with a sea of tender squid. 

	Perhaps most impressive among the main dishes has been the Fisherman’s Stew, brimming with bouncy market fish, vegetables and fingerlings, while the classic side of saffron rouille on garlic toastie is mellowed with sweet potato. More bread is delivered—great campfire bread—to finish the sop-up-worthy broth. 

	The hearth oven imparts a welcome flavour and crisp, fire-kissed colour to ruby slabs of rare duck, served over a mound of fruited bulgur with a side of braised endive. 

	Lamb shank is an ample plate, the soft meat sweetened with figs and almonds. The pizzas have improved, I would say. My first one had a paucity of toppings, the assembly on the dry side. My second stab at them a few weeks later was better—particularly good the musa, which features lamb and pine nuts on a wildly rich base of cauliflower cream and fresh mozzarella. 

	Doughnuts with salted vanilla ice cream makes a fun finish. The wine and beer lists are thoughtfully selected and kindly priced. 

	Monsour will have his hands full quieting the place down. Particularly with all the people sensibly clambering to get in. 

	Originally published Oct. 13 2011

	
	
	
	
	TRIO



	307-D Richmond Rd.    613-722-3887     


	Open: Daily, from 4 p.m. to 2 a.m. 

	Prices: Small plates, $3 to $15

	Access: No steps, but space is cramped and tables are all high-top. 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	Trio is a high-octane Westboro favourite, tricky to find if you don’t know the neighbourhood well. It’s small, for one, and its black awning—which has ‘trio’ written in petite letters—is eclipsed at the moment by a sidewalk tree in June bloom. That tree shades a little patio of perhaps four tables, which tends to be filled on evenings when patios should be filled. So this time of year, I suppose, you could look for sidewalk action as a clue for finding this place. 

	My last look at Trio was in 2006, not long after it opened. It remains unique in the neighbourhood (and in a good many others) in that it stays open until 2 a.m. every day of the week, making it a perfect spot for after-the-late-shift or some postshow noshing. If you use Trio as the lounge it declares itself to be, asking only for an intimate space in which to hang with friends, listen to some listenable music played at “lounge level,” have a few drinks and some nibbles, Trio totally fits the bill. Every neighbourhood should have a Trio-like place. 

	(Indeed Little Italy has The Moonroom on Preston Street—Trio’s younger sister, also open daily until early morn.) 

	It’s taken a few years, but Trio appears now to have the formula for grazing ‘n’ sharing food produced in a tiny one-man kitchen down pat. 

	Gone are those wheat flour tortilla pizzas, flailing beneath a load of toppings and expensive for what they were. Gone are the à la minute shrimp dishes that took forever to arrive. The food now is an assembly of artisanal cheeses and cured meats, fancied-up nuts and homemade pickles, rare steak and tuna, served cold and tarted up with yummy house-made relishes and jams. 

	There are cold pâtés and terrines and duck rillettes. There are spreads that improve when made earlier in the day—hummus, say—and items that are always best when made ahead and reheated—the meatballs, say, or a mushroom ragoût. 

	The way I tend to begin things at Trio is to go directly to the ‘Adventure’ section at the bottom of the menu and order the chef’s choice sharing plate. It usually includes a ripe wedge of some good gooey cheese—one from a lengthy list on the blackboard. I’ve also received a mound of what the menu calls “eggplant caviar”—essentially a smoky eggplant spread enhanced with chopped onion, olive oil and dill. 

	Plus, a dollop of that thick, nubbly hummus sweetened with chopped apricots; slices of cool, rare steak on a mound of fantastic caramelized onion (this they call ‘floufet’ for some reason); pungent olives, some house pickles, local strawberries and two lamb and mint meatballs served with a hot and sour pineapple sauce. This comes with a basket of crostini and bread (Art-is-in, and a bit stale, sadly) and goes pretty far in filling us up for $15. 

	Other nights, we tuck into a Mason jar of chicken liver mousse, iced with a fig jelly—rich, lively food, served with grainy mustard, cornichons, almonds and roasted garlic. The holy-fsck (sic) cheese sandwich is gooey and tasty enough, but also punishingly rich, and the cheese doesn’t have enough edge to make it worthwhile. Spicy potato wedges taste a bit old at one visit, though they’re yummy at another, served with a curried mayonnaise. 

	The tuna tataki is defeated with too much of that too sweet-and-sour pineapple sauce we encountered earlier on the lamb meatballs. 

	Mushrooms on toast is quintessential comfort food and here they’re enhanced (gently, thank you) with a bit of truffle oil, and mounded on Art-is-in grilled bread rubbed down with garlic. Pears, brie and a walnut pesto are great company piled on top of their slice of thick toast. 

	There’s a couple of chocolate things on offer for dessert—one night the chocolate pot is wonderful, another night it’s too thick, a bit grainy. 

	As for the booze on offer, the local craft beer and a solid wine list available in various pours, are good draws. 

	Though the new menu is filled with more manageable food, and most of it is very tasty stuff, the document is ripe with what I guess are in-jokes. Our server calls them ‘cheeky’ as she answers our questions: “what’s a floufet?” 

	“What’s the holy-fsck sandwich?” “The dink on a raft?” the nature of the “ . sour (insert favourite noun here) compote.” (Huh?) 

	I suppose if she’s willing—despite managing a room and patio on her own—to take the time to interpret the document, who am I to suggest Trio might give her (and us) a break, de-cute the language and let the food speak louder than the menu? 

	Originally published June 20, 2011


	
	THE WELLINGTON GASTROPUB


	
	1325 Wellington St.    613-729-1315    thewellingtongastropub.com

	
	Open: Monday to Friday for lunch, Monday to Saturday for dinner

	Prices: Starters $7 to $15; main dishes, $19 to $34 

	Access: Flight of stairs—restaurant on second floor 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	They were meatballs. Yes, that’s right, meatballs. But my God, they were good. 

	Fashioned out of duck—and if meatballs can be light, these were splendidly that. Seasoned just right, paired with soft strips of smoked pork hock and späetzle piqued with mustard. Also, wilted spinach, roasted shallots, roasted corn, gently oven-roasted tomatoes, shards of Grana Padano cheese. A full-bodied veal jus finished the dish. Paired with a Beau’s beer, and my husband declared it the best dinner he’d had in years. 

	It’s been four years since I did a proper review of The Wellington Gastropub. I wrote a happy discovery piece about it in 2006, when it was pretty new and terribly good, and when the general hue and cry from Ottawa diners was ‘a what pub?’ 

	I mentioned it again in my end-of-the-decade muse. Not a review, just a mention. But I suggested The Wellington Gastropub—along with Atelier restaurant and the new ZenKitchen—was one of the region’s pivotal restaurants of the double-naught decade. 

	My prediction of Dec. 31, 2009 was that this city would start to see more of these sorts of places, so popular in London and New York. These come-as-ye-be neighbourhood drinking establishments (that would be the pub part) where the quality of the food is paramount, and complements the booze proffered (that’s where ‘gastro’ from ‘gastronomy’ enters the name). I suggested that the example of the now four-year-old, packed-every-night Wellington Gastropub would become irresistible. 

	And, by golly, by the time you read this Ottawa’s second gastropub, Town, will be open. (Do stay tuned.) 

	So this is the Canada Day Ode to Ale issue. My assignment is to find the best pub in the city and this one, for now, is it. Yes, you’ll pay restauranty prices for dishes at this ‘pub,’ but for the pleasure they give the value is sound. 

	Chef Chris Deraiche and his open kitchen brigade offer a short, daily list of sturdy, exuberant dishes that speak clearly of the quality of the provisioning. Steak tartare is the best in the city. Tuna tataki (seared, flesh raw) is fantastic, the cool fish littered with crunchy bits of spicy tempura, a restrained sprinkle of sea salt, served with rounds of pickled radish and fat little bok choy lightly doused in sesame oil. 

	A parfait of goat cheese whipped with honey served in cool, luscious slices is paired with the season’s first spears of asparagus, drizzled with a lemon-truffle oil vinaigrette and served with house-pickled ramps. Mushroom dumplings are devourable. 

	Scallops are deeply bronzed and still trembling. One night they arrive bedded on a silken purée of celery root and pear and scattered with Nagano bacon, crunchy shallots and crowns of roasted cauliflower, the plate edged with an emerald green river of arugula pesto. 

	Nagano pork medallions are cider brined and fantastically moist. A rough mash of rutabaga sweetened with maple syrup is their bed and lardons of crisp pork belly, roasted carrots and beets their mates. A grainy mustard jus piques them up. 

	A chocolate terrine with peanut butter sauce is worth whatever dietary agony it might cost. Ice creams are made in-house and arrive in a trio sandwiched with shortbread cookies, which keep the flavours from fighting too much. Espresso is thick and dark and very good. 

	The beer and wine list is obviously put together by somebody who likes to drink well. 

	Be warned, it can be very loud. And the noise level is what turns some friends of mine away. Don’t know what’s to be done about it—the kitchen is open, the neighbourhood brings their kids, the food is so good that the mood tends to be pretty jolly and the place fills up every night. 

	But it is the Wellington’s only issue. For food this tasty in an atmosphere as convivial, I’m prepared to have to shout a bit. 

	Originally published July 1, 2010

		
	

	
	

	LITTLE ITALY

	
	BLACK CAT BISTRO


	
	428 Preston St.    613-569-9998    blackcatbistro.ca

	
	Open: Dinner only, Tuesday to Saturday

	Prices: Starters/small plates, $9 to $16; mains, $20 to $35

	Access: Fully accessible 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	When it arrived on the table we both noticed. It was just so pretty. Not in a contrived sort of way. Not architecturally awesome, and certainly not a prissy plate, but thoughtful, delicate. 

	My husband—who has had his share of good-looking dishes dropped in front of him over the years—commented on its comeliness when our server delivered it to him. “Well, we’ve got a girl in the kitchen,” she explained, “and she likes things pretty.” 

	I’d been a bit nervous about reviewing Patricia Larkin’s food at the Black Cat Bistro. She has been invited to compete at Gold Medal Plates on Nov. 14—the Canadian Olympic Foundation charity event that features a culinary competition among 10 of the city’s top chefs—and I hadn’t wanted to run the risk of having a lousy meal just weeks before the event I have the pleasure of judging. Would I then question her right to be a contender? Didn’t want to risk it. But I found myself at BCB anyway—a guest at a birthday party for a friend—and the food was so charming, I damned the torpedoes and returned for a proper review. I was certainly due: my last review of Black Cat was during the tenure of Steve Vardy, now in Newfoundland. Back then, Larkin was his sous chef. Trained at Domus and Beckta before her move here, she has been in charge of the BCB kitchen for more than a year. 

	The Black Cat has reinvented itself a few times in its 30-year history—changing locations, surname, even trying out a period of studied eccentricity when it became, for a time, an Asian noodle soup sort of place—and chefs have certainly come and gone, their stamp imprinted on a restaurant whose cooking has always been sure-handed and creative. Under Larkin, the Black Cat purrs contentedly on a French bistro track, the menu a nice, short balance between comfort food specials and traditional French faves. 

	Possibly, arguably, and if I had more confidence in the sharpness of my brain’s recall, I’d say the best starter of the year goes to this dark trumpet of octopus, smoked, then charred, surrounded with things that crunched, and things that were soft and fruity—delicate slivers of fennel, olives, croutons, a dollop of smoked paprika mayo and a cup of spicy yuzu vinaigrette. Good, too, a corn bisque with sweet roasted flavours and a lovely spread of bison carpaccio, more flavourful than its cow cousin, the raw meat moistened and adorned with all the right stuff. 

	Sweetbreads were featured one night. With the demise of French restaurants in this region, you see them less and less, so must nab them when they’re offered. These were good—seared and soft, paired with grilled Eryngii mushrooms and beet greens. 

	A vegetarian dish, house-made pasta with “local, seasonal vegetables,” sounded like it could be rather dull, but this was a terrific plate of flavour, the wide noodles on a bed of squash purée, with Le Coprin’s marvellous mushrooms, roasted corn and the gently bitter threads of arugula each lending a smack to the dish. 

	Is it the quality of the steakfrites or the roast chicken that separates the decent bistro from the great one? I lean more toward the fowl, believing any idiot can slap a hunk of meat on a grill for a few minutes. But you can tell more, I think, about a chef’s standards and artistry by the care that she or he takes with the humble, boring bird. Larkin lemons hers, that’s obvious, and there’s a delicate truffle aroma and a more assertive garlic smell; and certainly the bird tastes like it comes from a loving home, but whatever it is she does to keep this flesh so moist, this skin so crisp, I do not know. I only know she does, and then she puts around the bird exactly what you want around a bird—potatoes, mushrooms, corn, carrots, green beans. 

	Desserts include a vanilla-mint crème brûlée, with no discernible minty-ness, but otherwise lovely; a totally first-class lemon tart; and a hazelnut financier with brown sugar ice cream that ended up being the lump most fought over. And that’s saying a lot. 

	Originally published Oct. 20, 2011


	
	TWO SIX {ATE}


	
	268 Preston St.    613-695-8200    twosixate.com

	
	Open: Wednesday to Monday, 4 p.m. to 2 a.m., closed Tuesday

	Prices: small plates from $5 to 18

	Access: Steps to entrance, washrooms in basement 

	
	By Peter Hum

	
	The property at 268 Preston St. has been home to several restaurants in the last dozen or so years. In 2000, it was Gusti, a traditional Italian eatery. In 2006, Thai, French, Italian and Canadian food was served on the premises at Four Cuisines Bistro. Until recently, it was the final address for the venerable Lindenhof restaurant, which served meaty, starchy and even gut-busting dishes for more than 30 years in Ottawa until it shut its doors.

	Now, a most un-Lindenhof new restaurant has sprung up. Open since late September, the punningly named two six {ate} serves small plates rather than the mammoth meals of its predecessor. Goodbye schweinshaxe and sauerbraten, hello house-made charcuterie and shrimp pogos.

	With items such as arancini (fried risotto balls) and tiramisu, two six {ate} nods to the time-honoured Italian neighbourhood that surrounds its. But with no-reservations policy and hours—it’s open from 4 p.m. till 2 a.m. every day except Tuesday—two six {ate} caters as much to casual, young, late-night munchers as to famished people’s seeking their third meal of the day. A few of its dishes—the chicken confit poutine and the fried peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich—might be best consumed after a drink or three.

	Here’s a comparison that the folks who run two six {ate} would undoubtedly love: It’s a bit like a Little Italy, more hipstery Play Food & Wine. Like Stephen Beckta’s sleek and celebrated small-plates restaurant in the ByWard Market, two six {ate} woos smaller appetites with local, fresh and sustainable ingredients and almost everything on the menu sits between $10 and $16. 

	But the comparison cracks on two counts. First, there is the difference in decor and vibe. While Play is cool, sleek and spacious, two six {ate} is louder with rock and chatter and more cramped when it’s busy. (I’m referring to the ground-floor level space, which seats about 24, since I’ve not visited the upstairs space.) Second and more important, while Play’s food consistently sparkles, two six {ate}’s cooking—perhaps because it’s early days for the restaurant—is, while admirable, more hit-and-miss.

	I’ve sampled about a dozen of items on a recent two six {ate} menu, which is to say about half of them. There were certainly some fun and memorable items worth returning for, as well as some dishes that I think needed some small tweaks.

	The cheese and meat board ($18) was a fine, fully loaded, shareable starter. Arrayed were duck prosciutto, porky terrine and mildly spicy, fatty capicolla, three local cheeses (mild, house-made ricotta, a superior blue, and something semi-soft), pickled fennel, cranberry-apple jam, dabs of honey and plenty of well-toasted bread. 

	Two winners made very good use of O’Brien Farm beef. A serving of striploin steak ($16) was perfectly medium rare and full of flavour, and the side bits of tomato and fingerling potatoes were easily and eagerly devoured. It’s hard to say whether that steak or the foie burger ($12), which crowned a medium-sized beef patty with a smear of duck liver terrine, was better. The burger’s other advertised toppings (caramelized onions, bacon jam) didn’t register, but the better-than-average fries dipped in chili aioli made a great impression.

	The fries also starred in the heavy-but-good chicken confit poutine ($11), a spin on the Québécois favourite that included chicken gravy and some confit chicken leg, as well as crisp, most-definitely-bad-for-you skin (a.k.a. the best part of the dish).

	The $5 arancino couldn’t have been better. Its exterior was crisp and its interior was melting and savoury, studded with house-made ham. It came with plenty of well-dressed arugula.

	More of those fresh greens were mounded next to the Italian-style banh mi ($12), which mixed the Vietnamese sub’s flavour and texture template with Italian ingredients for a meaty, salty, sour, crunchy, soft success. 

	With the remaining dishes, there were small to medium niggles.

	Brussels sprouts and pork belly ($11) made for a nice pairing—except that garlicky, nutty sprouts were, on two occasions, better than the pork. Once, the meat was a bit dry and sadly short of the transcendent unctuousness we hoped for. On Saturday night, when the place was packed, the meat was either roasted or reheated so that the exterior was almost burnt.

	Another case of imprecise cooking: smoked chicken wings ($12) were moist but too smokey. At least the potent hot sauce on the side helped to cover that up.

	Tuna sashimi ($12) arrived atop white beans, black olives and marinated kohlrabi and a creamy dressing, but the accompaniments seemed jumbled and didn’t enhance the fish.

	Three shrimp pogos ($10) were pleasant, with saltiness and even some sweetness to them. But the too-small shrimp were overwhelmed by the corn-dog component.

	Vegetarian options—eggplant and parmesan fritters ($10) and some mini calzones ($10)—were fine but lacked punch. Blame the bias of carnivores if you must.

	Of the menu’s two desserts—more choices, please!—one was a letdown while the other was better. We just didn’t get the $6 “fried p b and j.” That stands for what happens when a peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich gets a French-toast treatment, with a slick of jam and a scoop of vanilla ice cream on the side. For our table’s samplers, it appeased curiosity but needed more jammy sweetness to qualify as dessert.

	Better was the tiramisu ($8). Although its mascarpone topping was on the heavy side, the guts of the dessert were tasty and even amply boozy.

	Speaking of booze, two six {ate} features a small bar on each of its levels, where more than two dozen cocktails that can include house-squeezed juices are assembled. The wine list is 14 bottles long, with glasses of each in the $9-to-$12 range.

	Even if some snacks could use a bit of tightening up, I like the address’s latest resident for its spirit, intentions, friendly service and more than a few of its accomplishments. Let’s hope that 268 can make a good, long go as two six {ate}.


	Originally published November 8, 2012 

		
	

	
	

	NEW EDINBURGH

		
	FRASER CAFÉ


	
	7 Springfield Rd.    613-749-1444    frasercafe.ca

	
	Open: Lunch Tuesday to Friday; Dinner Tuesday to Sunday

	Prices: Starters, $8 to $18; main dishes, $27 to $28 

	Access: Two steps at entrance, washrooms down a narrow hall 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	The Fraser brothers, Ross and Simon, were doing just fine in their diminutive ex-burger-joint-location on Putman Avenue on the fringes of Ottawa’s wealthiest neighbourhood. Neighbours packed the place nightly. (Though the diplomat sedans with their snoozy chauffeurs did look silly parked outside the shack.) 

	But when opportunity knocked with the closing of the New Edinburgh Fratelli (which, kismetically, means ‘brothers’ in Italian), the boys jumped. Here was their chance to triple their workspace and move to a denser part of the ‘hood. The new Springfield Avenue Fraser Café opened in early September. The kitchen meets you as you enter. There have been other, more subtle tweaks to the Fratelli space—the signature wall of wine has gone—but the open kitchen is the most striking change, from both a visual and olfactory sense. 

	Used to be the work of cooking—the frenetic, flaming, tolling, boiling business of getting food on plates—was meant to be tucked away from the serene temple of the dining room. No longer. The reasons for knocking down the walls are many—some chefs crave the oohs and aahs—but my sense of the Fraser chefs is they were seeking an informal, buzzy and sizzle feeling (they’ve succeeded) and probably just wanted to meet their neighbours face to face. 

	One benefit of an open kitchen from the public’s perspective is that when your meal is running an hour behind schedule, you can at least take comfort from the certain knowledge that those chefs in that kitchen right there are working bloody hard to correct that, and not just out behind the dumpster having a smoke, while you nibble the linen. 

	That was a first dinner at Fraser: an hour-long wait for our starters, another for our mains. But it’s not the lousy pacing I want to emphasize—Fraser Café was only six weeks into its new digs and we’ll cut them some slack. Let me tell you instead how it was addressed. Bread was replenished, two glasses of wine were delivered on the house, and when the bill arrived, our appetizers had been comped. They clearly wanted our business back. 

	They just as clearly want to accommodate. The Frasers have continued their tradition of “surprise” dishes—which I suspect tax this kitchen (and may be the cause of the occasional one-hour wait)—one appetizer, one main dish, every evening a chef’s choice (promising that they will be different from each other if both at the table order blindly, and will be tailored around your allergies and, as they put it, “food particulars.”) Think of that challenge when a table of four all want surprises, each one different, one a vegetarian, the other with a nut allergy. Surprise! 

	From a sensibly short menu—always a soup, Whalesbone’s oysters, a plate of cheese and charcuterie, there are five starters and five mains, including the “surprise” dishes. When they come, they are deeply pleasurable, though no dish will rock your world. Fraser food is robust, honest and driven by the seasons, designed more for satisfaction than sensation. 

	They’ve nailed soup and bread—a good thing to get right this time of year. A silky purée of tomato and eggplant with a welcome belt of chili, one visit. A muscular mushroom soup another, scented gently with tarragon. 

	Bread is made in house and very good. 

	The best of the starters has been the beet salad: perfectly cooked golden and ruby beets, teamed with paper-thin slices of radish, toasted pecans, a pile of wild rice, another of flavourful greens, a blob of full fat and herby cottage cheese. A topper of excellent bacon adds smokiness and crunch to the cast of characters. 

	During one visit, duck was slightly chewier than ideal, on a rough mash of white bean, with roasted corn, bacon, perfect green beans, pickled beets and baby bok choy. Quail was my surprise starter—juicy and crisp skinned, gently seasoned, on a bed of soba noodles threaded with edamame. Scallops were ordered for the promised polenta, but were delivered with the same mash of bean and corn. A grilled Cornish hen was succulent, infused with lemon. 

	They make a first-class cheeseburger at lunch, served with salad and fries, and some wicked comfort desserts—lemon pound cake with blueberry preserves, chocolate brownies with ice cream, fresh cinnamon doughnuts. 

	This is a really good place to eat. And don’t the locals know it. Booking is essential. 

	Originally published Nov 12, 2009

	
	
	TABLE 40 AT FRASER CAFÉ


	
	11 Springfield Rd.    613-749-1444    frasercafe.ca


	Open: Monday evenings only for these dinners

	Prices: About $35 

	Access: Two steps at front entrance and two doors 

	
	By Laura Robin

	
	The cute little guy in overalls is taking a break on the couch with his grandma—he has left his toy yellow school bus and fluffy red Elmo doll back at the dinner table. When my friend can’t remember the name of one of the stars in the new Les Misérables movie, the 20ish woman sitting across the table helpfully supplies it (Amanda Seyfried). Earlier, I’d passed the jug of cutlery down the table so the folks sitting next to me could start eating. 

	A big family dinner? Not exactly, but certainly a fun, urban interpretation of one. 

	In late March, Fraser Café in New Edinburgh opened a sister space right next door called Table 40. The former convenience store has been transformed into a small, funky space with dark blue walls, orange and lime-green accents, a constellation of filament light bulbs hanging from the ceiling and impressive long tables made from shiny slabs of reclaimed B.C. tree trunks. 

	It’s also one of Ottawa’s first forays into communal dining, a concept that has spread from Europe (with places like London’s Belgo, popular for modules et frites), to big American cities (Chicago’s avec, for ex-ample) and Vancouver (the Irish Heather has been offering its “Long Table” series for several years now). 

	Table 40 is now Fraser Café’s party place—you can rent it out for a meeting, brunch or a cock-tail reception—except on Monday nights, when Fraser Café is closed and the chefs move next door to cook up a set menu, served family style. 

	I’ve attended two of these Monday dinners and feel a bit guilty about saying it, but they surpass anything I ever ate at home with my family. 

	My mother and grandmother turned out fabulous roast beef dinners with Yorkshire pudding, but the one I had at Table 40 in early May was simply astounding. It started, as these dinners often do, with a soup—some ingredients in your bowl, the broth in a communal copper pot that you ladle out. On this day it was a dashi broth with tofu, with wonton crisps to sprinkle on top. Fresh, just salty enough to whet your tastebuds, and delicious. 

	The main course arrives on another slab of wood, a two-inch thick cross-section of a considerable-sized tree. You just have to gasp: the wooden platter is laden with a pile of juicy, tender roast beef slices, perfect popovers, a jug of horseradish jus, large baked potatoes cut almost through into thin crispy slices, little juicy tomatoes with a chimi churri sauce and the best mushrooms I have ever tasted. 

	And we haven’t even got into the side dishes, served in separate bowls: delicious creamy leeks and a refreshing green salad with radishes, pickled carrot and a light caper-anchovy dressing. 

	Dessert is a creamy rice pudding with fresh raspberries, roasted hazelnuts and shaved chocolate. 

	A ridiculous amount of food? No worries, just like the mom of a college-aged kid, the waitress pack-ages up leftovers in brown card-board cartons and sends them home with us. I had another lunch and dinner from them. 

	A month later we return, with our husbands, and two remarkable things happen. First, the waitress—young, friendly, one of the best we’ve met—recognizes us and welcomes us back. Just like a family dinner. And, two, the meal is, if anything, even better. And the room is more full and even more fun. 

	My friend Paul says as we leave, more leftovers in hand, “Cathy raved about her meal here so much, I thought it couldn’t possibly live up to hype. But it did.” 

	You don’t want to hear all about more wonderful tastes you missed—I’ll just say that ling cod makes melt-in-your-mouth fish and chips in the hands of the Fraser brothers, and that I didn’t know a chocolate espresso torte could be made so not-at-all sweet but rich and dense that I could not stop eating even though I was totally full. 

	What you do want to know is what’s on the menu next. Menus are posted a month in advance so you can choose your tastes. 

	On Monday, for example, they’ll be serving asparagus-and-pea soup with garlic croutons, barbecue beef ribs and brisket and fresh strawberry crisp with ice cream. Check the website for later dates. 

	Oh, and all this is served for $35 a person. Wine matches are suggested, reasonably priced and served by the glass. 

	It’s easy. It’s fun. It’s a good deal and it’s delicious. Go before every-one else discovers it. 

	Originally published June 14, 2012

		
	

	
	

	OUT OF TOWN

	
	MAIN STREET CELLAR


	
	5561 Manotick Main St., Manotick, Ont.    613-692-2675    mainstreetcellar.ca


	Open: Tuesday to Saturday, 5 p.m. to 11 p.m.; Sunday, 5 p.m. to 9 p.m. 

	Prices: Mains, $21 to $29 

	Access: Steps; Patio 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	The charming brick, gingerbread-style home in Manotick evokes times past, with a wooden slat ceiling, deep window sills and wobbly pine floors. Yet at Main Street Cellar you’ll also find plush leather armchairs, a modern gas fireplace, and—for about a year now—a full service menu. 

	Along with a bunch of well chosen, reasonably priced wines. Beer too—Mill Street on tap and some interesting choice in bottles. 

	Since they opened the venue in June 2009, owners Paul Paton and Kim Burns have succeeded in converting a former dress shop into something pretty cosy, and packed with neighbours at both my visits. Two principal rooms of this old house offer seating and perching at and around the bar and hearth, and then beyond the bar is an intimate dining room that seats about 40. 

	They’ve sponged the walls a sort of coarse grey, suggesting a cavelike setting. Which of course makes some sense, but on this bright May evening, I found the effect a bit gloomy. Part of the trouble may be that the windows in this room are frosted, and don’t let in an outlook, or much light. And the room could use some more of that. 

	Service warms it. We are treated very well at our visits. 

	In the kitchen is chef Amos Jarbeau. I don’t know if he is responsible for the bread, but it’s fantastic stuff. Squares of crumbly cornbread have great flavour (though a bit dry) and share the basket with slabs of country bread, which have a thick, crackling crust and a fabulous sourdough flavour. By the time we’ve used this stuff to sop up the last dribs of the soup du jour, a very good cream of celery with crumblings of blue cheese, we wish we’d shown a modicum of restraint. 

	Jarbeau has a way with soup. In fact, the soups here have been my favourite parts of the meal. A French onion has a splendid broth, perfectly seasoned, flavoured with tarragon, and furnished with an aged cheddar (from Prince Edward Island, we are told). Cheese is a feature. There’s a full page of artisanal options, mostly regional, served with bread and preserves. 

	You can use Main Street Cellar as a place to drink and nibble, or you can go for a full meal. I’ve gone the latter route, and the results have been mixed. Some dishes were terrific, and others less so. 

	From a list of a dozen starters, we like best the ostrich tartare. Yes, I said ostrich. Treated in much the same way as a classic beef tartare—the red meat chopped, flavoured with shallots, capers, moulded into a disc, with a quail egg nestled in a declivity, and served with cornichons, Dijon mustard and crostini. We also like the sautéed mushrooms splashed with port and grilled on house-made flatbread with a rich layer of brie. 

	The smoked salmon stack is a generous puck of the fish, layered with an avocado and tomato salsa and what we were told was a rösti pancake, but turned out to be plain grated potato, still somewhat raw. 

	Garlic is far too bossy in the shrimp appetizer—though the shrimp are large and crunchy. And scallops are flavourless, in a mango sauce that’s unpleasantly acerbic. 

	Best of the main dishes is the fivespice duck paired with a salsa featuring papaya, and a pile of gingery basmati rice. The roast chicken could use a crisper skin, but the flesh is juicy thanks to a roasted red pepper and artichoke stuffing. It comes with fragrant jasmine rice and perfect green beans. The vegetarian chickpea pancake is nothing to look at, but the flavours and textures (including a nice pile of Israeli couscous) work pretty well. 

	Less enjoyable is the bison ribeye, which lacks a good sear and is a decidedly mixed chew. Some bites are melt-in-the-mouth, but others are riddled with sinew and chewforever fat. It comes covered indelicately with a very potent blue cheese, which contributes to the general saltiness of the meat. Too much salt on the rapini and too much grainy mustard in the potato salad make for too many domineering flavours that duke it out rather unsuccessfully. And the salmon is overcooked, a bit dry, beneath a crushed black sesame coat that lends texture, but not much else. 

	A brownie is dark and moist, but lacks chocolate flavour and the ice cream blob on top is pretty ordinary stuff. We like the strawberry cheesecake better. And the cheese plate. 

	Lovely too, though not quite ready for us, is the backyard patio. Maybe in June. 

	Originally published May 26, 2011

	
	
	THE VILLAGE HOUSE


	
	759 Riverside Dr., Wakefield, Ont.    819-459-1445    thevillagehouse759.com

	
	Open: Wednesday and Thursday 5 to 9 p.m., Friday and Saturday 5 to 9:30 p.m., Sunday 2 to 9 p.m.

	Prices:  Mains, $21 to 24; appetizers, $8 to 14

	Access: No steps

	
	By Peter Hum

	
	The days were growing shorter. Grey skies too often banished the sun. Worst of all, about 200 kilograms of leaves blanketed my front lawn, waiting to be bagged. 

	Not even a month into autumn, I would have come down with an early case of seasonal affective disorder were it not for the restorative powers of one thing: gravy. My late October spirits are high, thanks to a place that nailed the cleanly flavoured and concentrated puddles on its plates, which were almost as much of a treat as the succulent, slow-cooked meats that received top billing.

	I’m talking about the Village House, a small, warm and homey restaurant in Wakefield owned and run by a young and impressively credentialed husband-and-wife team. Getting there is a bit of trek from Ottawa, but the drive is worth it, thanks to chef Mike Houle (former chef de cuisine at Murray Street and Bistro 115) and front-of-house boss/amiable server Sarah Swan (former manager of the Wakefield Mill and Navarra).

	Since April, they have dedicated themselves to serving elevated and reasonably priced comfort food in their 26-seater (the former Soupcon Bistro on Wakefield’s main drag). 

	There, diners immediately spy an open kitchen before settling into one of two cosy rooms lit by tea candles and faux-old chandeliers. The surroundings include blond wood, brick walls, tree-themed art and music that has some twang to it. Especially in autumn, the Village House seems rustic, spare and discerning—quintessentially Wakefield.

	We went last Friday, nudged by some good word of mouth. Those words included “pig cheek” and “gnocchi.” From the Village House’s most recent and compact menu, we can add to the honour roll “beef short rib,” “pan-roasted chicken breast,” “lamb poutine” and “apple pecan butter tart.” The best dishes at our table prompted raves and helped induce food comas.

	The most disappointed diner was he who elected to go vegetarian. He found the squash soup too simple and underwhelming and thought the smoked tomato jam that accompanied his lentil and chickpea tourtiere” too sweet. 

	Second opinion: For the Quécoise at our table, the jam was fine and the vegetarian entree registered as laudably meaty, although tasted too much of cloves.

	But as you would expect from a Murray Street vet, Houle makes animal protein shine.

	The pig cheek appetizer featured three slices of crispy-fatty meat, each paired with one of Houle’s gnocchi concoctions (this one was boosted with cheese and parsley), braised cabbage and an apple-infused demi-glace.

	Heartier was the kitchen’s version of poutine, which subbed in pleasantly crisp-and-then-yielding roesti for the usual fries, and added toothsome braised lamb leg, meaty shards of mushrooms, curds (of course) and a generous pour of gravy. It turned out that you can dress up poutine without losing its essence—the gravy was to be sopped and devoured with more of Houle’s pillowy bread.

	Houle’s beef short rib was a bigger version of the same experience. The gigantic cube of meat was fall-apart tender and delicious. It sat on a mound of carrots, sautéed kale, more mushrooms and more gnocchi. The dish’s components were nestled in a jus of winning complexity—beefy, or course, but also seasoned, herbed and even sweetened (but not cloyingly so) with maple syrup.

	Lighter was a cut-above, expertly pan-roasted chicken breast from Ferme aux Saveurs des Monts in Ripon farm. Fancying the bird were more kale and carrots, a cranberry, raisin and sour cherry compote and a potato dauphinoise that even contained a layer of chicken confit.

	Lightest of all—but far from unsubstantial—was a pasta and seafood dish that united pickerel, two whole Quebec crayfish and some clams with wide noodles, a spicy tomato sauce and the bracing hit of an olive, onion and pickled eggplant tapenade. 

	The two attractive desserts that we tried were less about delivering sweetness and more about presenting multiple flavours through personalized classics.

	The fruit and pastry of the apple pecan butter tart received high marks, as did Houle’s caramel ice cream. The bacon lardons on the plate struck us as gratuitous. But nothing jarred alongside the fine chocolate fondant, which came with a brandy and espresso crème anglaise, candied nuts and a berry reduction.

	The restaurant satisfies the kid-sized appetites with chicken fingers and fries or more of Houle’s gnocchi. 

	On Sundays, the house bets on small plates, serving its appetizers and less massive specials from 2 till 9 p.m.

	I don’t know if Houle’s downsized dishes will be as effective against the November blues as his more robust and amply sauced items, but the vividness and finesse of his food makes me optimistic. 

	When the giant maple tree in my backyard lets loose its leaves next month, I might just have to make another trip to the Village House.

	
	

	
	

	
	
	INDIAN CUISINE
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	Ishina takes north Indian cooking standards in Ottawa up a sizable notch. Its chicken curry is shown above. Photo by Bruno Schlumberger, Ottawa Citizen.

	


	
	

	
	

	WEST

	

	AAHAR


	
	727 Churchill Ave. N.    613-688-4444    www.aahar.ca


	Open: Buffet lunch, Monday to Friday; daily for dinner

	Prices: $3.50 to $10.50; main dishes, $8 to $19 

	Access: Four steps 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	If this is your local curry house, you’re lucky. You might also know about it. 

	For those from away, it has a challenging location—just off Carling Avenue in a converted corner store beside an empty and endlessly for-lease lot. From street-view, you’d almost expect an eatery that’s a bit grubby, the proverbial hole-in-the-wall. 

	Not at all. Instead, you’re greeted by a smart-looking place, with no sense of its shop-front beginnings, with rich colours and solid furniture, fresh flowers and dark wood, and by a darling girl in a long white tunic, wearing an exuberant smile. Aahar owner Rupinder Pal is ever-present, his wife in the kitchen, and he is a benevolent host. 

	Rupinder and his family used to run the convenience store, which used to sell a few edible Indian treats by the cash. They now offer a full menu of mostly Punjabi-style dishes and they are very good. 

	There’s a nice selection of breads—roti, paratha, kulcha and naan. They have flavoured breads and stuffed breads, and breads that eat like complete meals. I’m more a fan of straight-up naan. It goes so well with everything. Though the missi roti—tandoori flat bread made with a mix of flours, flavoured with onion, cilantro and cumin—is lovely. 

	The menu is long. There are the usual favourites: samosa, daal and mulligatawny soup, butter chicken, shrimp tandoori, biryanis, and there is an impressive list of vegetarian dishes. 

	We sample a wide variety at the daily lunch buffet. Beginning with fresh and ungreasy spinach and coriander pakoras, the greens battered in seasoned gram flour, deep fried, and delicious. 

	And then vegetarian curries—perhaps a dal curry, aloo mattar (peas and potatoes) and mattar paneer, soft chunks of homemade cheese and peas cooked in a creamy, rich tomato sauce studded with Indian spices. 

	There is tandoori chicken (red-dyed, yogurt-drenched and tandoor-grilled) and a lamb vindaloo (on the mild side of incendiary). 

	Cumined basmati rice makes the soft bed for all these things and hot naan is delivered to the table. There is raita to cool things down and chutneys—mango, and hot pickles—to sweeten or sour or fire things up. 

	Most people are in and out in 20 minutes. 

	We discover a more leisurely pace at dinner. Perhaps my favourite starter is the paneer pakora, cheese squares dredged in fiery-seasoned chick pea flour, fried to brown and settled in a yogurt, onion and mint sauce, studded with chick peas and sprinkled with cilantro. 

	Lamb madras is very tender meat in a brooding sauce, filled in with tomato, and menacing red chilies, which can be mistaken for the dark fenugreek leaves that also hang about. 

	The baigan bartha is heaving with mysterious spices, and with eggplant, onion and tomato. Lamb palak is tender chunks of good muttony lamb, cooked with spinach and spices. It’s top-notch. 

	There is a bit of wine, a better list of beer, and drinks like mango lassi, topped with ground pistachio. It can be dessert if you’re not a fan of Indian sweets. 

	I love the sweetened cheese in cardamom-scented milk topped with nuts. 

	Aahar is a pleasant, friendly, family-run place offering good, fresh cooking at prices that deliver good value. If you can find it, I’d suggest you book a table. 

	Originally published May 13, 2010 
	
	ISHINA


	
	14 Bexley Place, Unit 100-101    613-721-1067    ishina.ca

	
	Open: Monday to Friday, 11:30 a.m. to 2 p.m. (Buffet lunch only)

	Prices: Combination meals: $5.50 to $8.50, takeout mains: $6 to $13

	Access: Fully accessible

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	Ishina, the original, run by the Chhatwal family, is a somewhat Idolled-up utilitarian room in an industrial park in Bells Corners. I stumbled upon its daily lunch buffet (offered weekdays) two years ago and became an instant fan. 

	Since then, I’ve been noticing jars of Ishina curry sauces in select stores around the region. And then last year, shortly after the Geeland Supermarket closed on Carling Avenue at Broadview, a notice went up that this space would be a second location for Ishina. I passed that “Coming Soon” sign for months, even going so far as noticing to find a small opening in the brown paper that boarded up the windows and peering in for clues of news. This was, you understand, a restaurant more in my ‘hood, and having Ishina closer to home seemed to me a very good thing. 

	Finally, finally, in March, Ishina opened. Not the restaurant I was expecting, but a large kitchen for its catering operation, and a store, selling containers of curries, appetizers, pastries, along with a weekday lunch buffet. If you want to eat in, there are five stools and a high-top counter overlooking Carling. 

	So not a restaurant proper, but I thought it still worthy of a column. Ishina takes north Indian cooking standards in this city up a sizable notch. Its curries are well-made, rich and intense, the spices properly drawn out by slow cooking, the sauces layered with flavours. 

	The weakness—and the only one I’ve found—is with the bread and deep-fried appetizers. Naan is never as good as when it’s fresh from the tandoor, and at this location, the bread is baked and blistered on the tandoor in Bells Corners, trucked over and reheated in a toaster oven. Doesn’t work for me. The samosas I’ve sampled, and the bhaji too, have been left in the warming oven and suffer from that. But I’ve had nothing but good things from both the limited buffet and the takeaway curries. 

	There’s lots to please the vegetarian. The best of the best: a rough mash of tandoor-smoked eggplant with tomato and onion, the campfire flavours seriously fantastic. 

	Chickpeas bob in a dark brown, lightly fired and slightly sour gravy, sprinkled with garam masala in the pindi channa. Creamy soft squares of homemade cheese in the saag paneer are buried in a thick green spinach goo that kicks the tastebuds along happily. 

	Slow-cooked lamb is beautifully balanced in the rogan josh, with top notes of cardamom. Butter chicken is luscious, the chunks of chicken soft, the sauce not overly sweet, and the beef vindaloo has layers of tart flavour beneath the initial intensity of chili-spice heat. 

	Ishina’s “Curry in a Hurry” seems to cater more to its catering side than to the customers who drop in for the buffet. Twice they’ve run out of food, and I’ve been directed to the shelves of containers. On Saturday, the website indicates there will be tandoori chicken, but they haven’t any when I arrive. 

	They do have the tasty chaat papri, crispy fried-dough wafers with chick peas and onion, served with chutney, smothered in sweetened yogurt, tartened up with a tamarind sauce, sprinkled with cumin, chili powder and cilantro, and I find myself not missing the tandoor so much. 

	If you like the ultrasweet Indian dessert gulab jamun, you’ll like the milky balls of dough and pistachios, drenched in a sugar syrup flavoured with rosewater. 

	Originally published May 12, 2011

	
	
	LITTLE INDIA CAFÉ


	
	22 Wylie Ave.    613-828-2696    littleindiacafe.com

	
	Open: Brunch/lunch, Sunday to Friday, dinner daily

	Prices: Starters, $3 to $10; mains, $10 to $16. Lunch buffet $12 

	Access: easy access, but restaurant and washrooms are very small 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	The Little India Café is an Ottawa West institution. 

	For nearly two decades, chef Ram Chander and his family have been running this snug, always-bustling 30-seater, serving delicious and familiar Indian food. The office crowd has long flocked to its noon buffet, the Britannia neighbourhood pops in for takeout, and the movie-bound wolf down curries and rice before heading across to the Coliseum Theatre to doze through a blockbuster. 

	The room is plain and pink—pink in curtains, tablecloths, chairs and candles. It’s also cramped—at lunch with the buffet queue, at dinner with a steady stream of those waiting for a table, and still others waiting to pick up a meal. (If ever there were a restaurant that could use a separate take-away counter, this would be it.) 

	But no matter. The Little India Café remains a very satisfying little restaurant, somewhat a happy victim of its own popularity. The service may be a bit distracted, but prices are fair and the standard of cooking is well above average. 

	When I first wrote about the café, back in 1997, it served dishes almost exclusively from South India—dosas and idlis, vada and bowls of sambhar. But the cooking from the southern provinces is less familiar to us in Ottawa, and the Little India Café felt forced to refocus. Today, dosas and its like are restricted to the Sunday lunch buffet, and the main menu offers the proverbial dishes of the north—tandoori chicken, biryanis, and thick, moderately spicy curries, with rice and naan. (For good south Indian food, your best bets now are Ceylonta and Coconut Lagoon.) 

	Enough background. Begin with deep-fried things. They are fresh and fragrant. Papadum arrive on the house with house-made chutneys. Samosas are filled with soft vegetables. The pakoras are a tangled jumble of yummy. Seek kebabs have a welcome belt of fresh chili and green herbs. Naan comes hot from the walls of the tandoor, brown and puffed and teardrop-shaped, painted with salted butter and sprinkled with chopped coriander. 

	If you don’t want to make a meal out of starters and bread—because you sure could—pace yourself. The curries are very good, simple dishes full of complex flavours, served in small copper karahi. 

	Spiced saag prawns are cooked to firm and retain some bite, while the spinach has melted down to make a thick, rich sauce. The daily fish curry features chunks of moist salmon, coated with a strong, gingery sauce plumped with peppers, tomato and onion. The lamb bhuna is tender muttony meat in a dark, broody sauce, with warm spices. Beef is remarkably tender in a searing beef vindaloo. For those for whom butter chicken is a must component of any Indian meal, LIC’s is a delicious version, rich but not sickly-so, and with a welcome pop of heat. Tandoori chicken, reddened and marinated in yogurt before roasting, is moist and fragrant dark meat. 

	Should all this meat leave you craving the green stuff, Little India Café delivers on vegetarian dishes in good measure: the best is the baigan bharta, showcasing slow-roasted eggplant, but tasty too is aloo gobi—a masala of potato, cauliflower and tomato—and one that features mushrooms and milky, fresh cheese. 

	You won’t find much chili pow in much of the lunch buffet, but there are chutneys and pickles that will fire up what you may want fired. On it—for the sum of $11.99—are a kachumbar salad and deep fried pastries, six curries, tandoori chicken, rice, chutneys, pickles, pappadum and raita. Fresh naan is delivered to your table. 

	The rice pudding crowned with pistachios is a fine end to a fine meal. 

	Originally published Sept. 16, 2010


	
	SHAAN CURRY HOUSE


	
	1489-E Merivale Road    613-228-9759    shaancurryhouse.ca

	
	Open: Monday to Friday, 11 a.m. to 7 p.m. and Saturday, noon to 7 p.m.

	Prices:  Main dishes, $7.50 to $12 

	Access: Fully accessible

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	I credit my discovery of Shaan curry house to a noon-hour punctured tire on Merivale Road. 

	It’s rare that one celebrates a flat, but my lunch at Shaan gave me such a lift that the 40-minute wait for a guy called Don with a jack and a truck turned out to be a columnworthy pleasure. (Although returning with my family for a second taste the next evening was disappointing. Please note that Shaan closes every night at 7 p.m.) 

	Shaan is not an expensive place. Nor is it in an expensive part of town. And the atmosphere—there are perhaps a dozen tables for those who wish to eat in—though clean, bright and carefully decorated, is plain. Plates are foam, forks plastic, but the plants are real and the hospitality genuine. This is clearly a family eager to please. But Shaan, I would suggest, is mostly used for takeout. 

	I’m in a line behind four guys in ties—men who clearly plan to take their curries to their desks. These are regulars. Shaan owner Pal Shandhu knows them all. “Say hello to your mother,” he tells one young man. They leave in a group with brown paper bags smelling sweetly of aromatic Indian spices. 

	I get to the front, examine the menu and, aware of those behind me who know it better than I, ask for help. Pal suggests a “Quick Meal.” He points to the lunch specials bulletin, to Wednesday’s deal, which is dollar-off day for any Quick Meal—plates of rice with curry and salad. You can substitute naan for rice if you wish. The curry options are chicken, beef, fish, shrimp, lamb, vegetable, chickpea or daal. 

	I order my curry, take a seat (I am the only seated person in the room—others are in the queue) and my plate is delivered on a red plastic tray. It was good. Thick, soft chunks of fresh-tasting tilapia in a slightly sour, saffron-coloured curry of moderate heat and major fragrance, piled on a bed of good, plain basmati rice, greened with a bit of chopped cilantro. I rejoin the queue and order the chicken curry to go, sampling it while Don worked his magic with a jack and my spare. It was moist, tender meat, real chicken off the bone (none of the usual squeaky chicken product at some other Indian restaurants) in a ginger-garlic-spice stew good enough to convince me this was more than just a stopgap curry house in a non descript strip mall for a deflated girl. 

	What hit the table at my next visit was hardly transporting, but it was certainly very satisfying, from the shrimp curry to the lamb chawal (with rice), the daal curry with lentils and kidney beans to good old butter chicken, which proved more complex and less sweet than the usual spicedup Campbell’s tomato soup taste of other places. Shaan offers a few vegetarian snack dishes you don’t often see, such as papdi chaat, which consists of chopped onion, soft potato and chick peas on a bed of puffed-up fried dough, drizzled with a yogurt sauce, fortified with green and sweet tamarind chutneys, and topped with coriander leaves. 

	With the exception of the naan and samosas, which are not Shaan’s forte (I suspect they’re reheated), we liked all we sampled and have started using Shaan for takeout curries ever since. The price is right, the food is good and the family is kind. 

	Originally published Sept. 1, 2011

	
	

	
	

	
	ITALIAN CUISINE & PIZZA
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	Tennessy Willems churns out pizza pies that are slender-crusted with a smoky, sourdough tang, puffy-edged, burbled and sooted from a supremely hot brick oven. Photo by Pat McGrath, Ottawa Citizen.

	

	
	

	
	

	GATINEAU

	
	PIZ’ZA-ZA 


	
	36, rue Laval, Gatineau (Hull district)    819-771-0565    pizzaza.ca

	

	Open: Lunch through dinner, Monday to Friday; dinner, Saturday and Sunday 

	Prices:  Mains, $9 to $15 

	Access: Steps to entrance and washrooms 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	Pizza in these parts has taken a significant turn for the better since last I sank my teeth, quite happily, into a Piz’za-za pie. So I wondered, as I headed to this 17-year-old Hull institution after an eight-year gap, if my fondness for its flatbreads would remain constant. 

	I suppose it was The Grand on York Street that sparked our local, thin-crust, wood-fired pizza passion. Others have arrived since with their big fancy fires and stash of fresh herbs, notably Tennessy Willems and, most recently, Back Lane Café. So, for those who favour this style of upmarket pizza over thick, gloppy, after-the-game pies, there are now options. 

	One thing that is constant about Piz’za-za is its popularity. It doesn’t accept reservations, and you can almost always expect a wait. So we do just that, and I don’t know if it was the waiting that made the pizza taste so fine, or if the pizza truly remains a find. I only know that, notwithstanding the lack of woodburning smokiness, these pies have wonderful crust appeal and an intelligence about their toppings that makes them continue to stand out. 

	Besides, the wine list is superb, the salads have a real French flair with gutsy vinaigrettes, and the house lemon tart on its own is still reason to come. 

	All the famous pizzas are here, including the sacred trio of tomato, mozzarella and—oregano? Piz’zaza breaks the rule a bit, replacing the usual fresh basil with oregano, but still, this pie is a simple pleasure. Less simple, but also good, the pizza with moist chunks of smoked chicken (from the Boucanerie Chelsea Smokehouse) and with buttery cooked-down leeks, tomato and Emmental cheese. 

	Don’t overlook the daily specials. They represent good value. One night, we start with a light but very satisfying vegetable soup, followed with a rich pizza spread not with a tomato base, but a béchamel sauce, garlic, mushrooms, arugula and olives. 

	At my last visit I noticed, in tiny font at the bottom of the menu “Les Extras.” In a Puttanesca sort of mood, I ordered a Calabrese pizza with extra punch—that other famous trio of anchovies, capers and olives. 

	I don’t suggest you desert the pizzas for the pasta dishes. Granted, I’ve tried only one (there are four on offer) but the linguine with shrimp was weakened not with a lack of solid content, but because the noodles were dry, and lacked seasoning. The spiked oil on the table helped, as did the saltiness of fresh Parmesan. 

	Panna cotta with a strawberry coulis and preserved peaches and the house lemon tart were both excellent. 

	In addition to the solid wine list and the help available to navigate it, there’s a good selection of craft beer from Montreal, and the delicious Mystique apple cider from Hemmingford, Que. 

	Come early. 

	Originally published Nov. 7, 2011

	
		
	

	
	

	HINTONBURG AND WESTBORO


	CAFFÉ MIO 


	
	1379 Wellington St. W.    613-761-5510    caffemio.ca

	
	Open: Mondays and Tuesdays, 11: 30 a.m. to 9 p.m.; Wednesday to Saturday, 11: 30 a.m. to 10 p.m.; closed Sunday 

	Prices: Starters, $6 to $13; pizza/pasta/main dishes, $13 to $32

	Access: Easy access onto patio and into restaurant, but washrooms are downstairs 

	
	By Peter Hum

	
	The people I know who live near Caffé Mio on Wellington Street West say somewhat sheepishly that they frequent the Italian-style bistro all too often. It’s not fancy, they shrug, but it’s the default option when dirtying one’s pans and doing one’s dishes don’t appeal. 

	A recent Monday night dinner—during which the restaurant was busy, despite it being so early in the week—showed why Caffé Mio has earned its following of regulars from the neighbourhood. 

	Our server was warm, enthusiastic and knowledge-able, able to recite not only minute details about the evening’s specials but also share the backstory behind menu dishes (One example: the fried calamari were so tender because they were soaked in milk, she said.) 

	For the most part, the dishes—a soup, a salad, a pasta, a pizza, two meaty plates—were satisfying and then some. The menu items that we tried were not only solidly made, robustly flavoured and comforting, but also demonstrative of a little extra care in the kitchen—the human touch. Specials tended to display more ambition and complexity and were just as strong as the long-standing standbys. The prices seemed reasonable, especially when portions, as we were warned, were more than generous. Some of us vividly relived our dinners the next day at lunch. 

	The restaurant’s wine list seemed like a smart compilation of choices not available at the LCBO. While it emphasizes Italian bottles, we bowed to the desires of our party’s Malbec fan, abetted by our knowledgeable servers’ two cents, and were not disappointed. 

	We could have brought our own wine, for that matter. Sunday through Wednesday, Caffé Mio even donates the corkage fee to cancer re-search. 

	Two of three starters got us off on the right foot. 

	A chowder offered as a special was a hearty, potently spiced concoction that pulled together a thick purée of sweet potato, black beans and pulled pork. (Pulled pork in an Italian bistro? Don’t for-get that Caffé Mio’s owner Robert Fata is also one of the principals behind the Trailer Pork Boys food trucks, which has become a foodie fave this summer thanks to succulent pulled pork sandwiches and other porcine treats.) 

	The aforementioned fried calamari were not only tender and light, but also absurdly plentiful. A lemon aioli added acid and richness. 

	Only the Caprese salad disappointed. It was pretty and substantial, but its components—the usual tomato, bocconcini and basil, the less-usual roasted red peppers, mixed greens and balsamic vinaigrette—simply seemed ordinary. Perhaps the only extraordinary Caprese salads are found closer to Capri. 

	Our table’s gnocchi buff swooned at Caffé Mio’s rendition with its fresh, meltingly soft potato dump-lings swathed in a creamy Gorgonzola sauce, studded with prosciutto and a scattering of toasted walnuts. The “Al Modo Nostro” pizza, one of seven thin-crust pies, achieved a balance between two kinds of pestos (arugula and basil), button mush-rooms, caramelized onions, mozzarella and Gorgonzola. 

	Ravenous carnivores at our table were well cared for. One opted for the beef tenderloin, which was a bigger and better example of that marquee cut of meat, cooked as requested to a perfect medium rare, bolstered by a slices of portobello mushrooms and a big pool of red wine reduction. At $31, the beef dish is one of the restaurant’s priciest items, but for the satisfactions it delivered, there was no question of its worth. 

	A little more cluttered visually was the pork chop special, but its meat, which had been panko-crusted, was juicy, and the extra touches—pears piled on the pork, bits of duck prosciutto and pancetta embedded in the well-whipped mashed potatoes—were appreciated. 

	In 2006, a previous Citizen review of Caffé Mio, while generally keen on its food, derided “dreadful desserts . . . super-sweet confections of cafeteria quality.” Something must have changed. Tiramisu was light and nuanced. Closer to a sugar bomb was a dessert that encased sever-al scoops of sorbet in white chocolate—but it was far from dreadful. 

	Food aside, the only quibble we had with the other-wise cosy, 34-seat restaurant was that it could grow loud at times, thanks to not only the chatter of regulars but also the volume chosen for Diana Krall and Harry Connick Jr. Had we felt more strongly about it, we could have asked to move outside, to the restaurant’s patio facing Richmond Road. 

	Originally published Sept. 6, 2012


	
	ANTHONY’S PIZZA 


	
	1218 Wellington St. W.    613-695-8669     

	
	Open: 11: 30 a.m. to around 10 p.m. Monday to Saturday, and 5 p.m. to close Sundays. 

	Prices: Pizza and calzones, $9 to 14 per dish 

	Access: Wheelchair accessible. 

	
	By Bruce Deachman

	
	With the closing a few months back of the Cash Advantage pawnshop at the corner of Hinton Avenue North and Wellington Street West, the task of finding a used Epiphone guitar or slightly scuffed and tearstained engagement ring in the Hintonburg/Tunney’s Pasture area just became that much more difficult. 

	That said, those with a dietary bent to thin-crust pizzas and oven-fresh calzones will no doubt be chuffed to find in its place Anthony’s Pizza, where spare but welcoming surroundings, friendly service and a simple menu provide an excellent base on which to build a loyal following. 

	That, at least, should be the case. Two months after opening, Anthony’s may be trying to be too many things for too many people. In some instances, it’s keeping things a little too simple. 

	FIRST IMPRESSION 

	You may not immediately see the wood-burning oven in the middle of Anthony’s open kitchen, but it certainly smacks the olfactories when you enter. Customers are quickly enveloped in one of the most comforting of aromas. The large westand north-facing windows let in the hues of an early-evening sunset one recent Thursday, complementing the reds and ochres of the largely unadorned restaurant. Despite the bright spareness, though, dotted here and there with nods to Italy, the room does not feel cold. 

	Pop music was in the air—via satellite radio perhaps—but only loud enough to fill any voids in the conversation. It was otherwise unobtrusive. 

	There’s seating here for three dozen or more, including six at the bar overlooking the kitchen where Anthony Balestra shapes his pizza dough by tossing it in the air. A few more customers can sit on the soft bench running the length of one wall, allowing various configurations of the six or seven tables placed alongside. 

	On this particular night, the restaurant was only about one-quarter filled, so the atmosphere was easy and relaxed, the service friendly, attentive and prompt, the washrooms clean, the oven warm, the beer (Birra Moretti on tap) cold. Even before trying the food I wanted to return. 

	SECOND IMPRESSION 

	A return visit (we’ll get to the food shortly) the following evening found a very different vibe. 

	The room was full, and two large gatherings of diners served as reminders that Anthony’s is a familyfriendly place—who, after all, doesn’t like pizza? While waiting for a table, the sparseness that was so enjoyable only a day earlier now seemed to call for a few plants or heavy tapestries to absorb the wails and coughs of the handful of youngsters who had turned the room into something reminiscent of a London bomb shelter circa 1940. The music was louder, for not only did it have to compete with the 35 or 40 people in the room, but there was a TV at the bar tuned in to the hockey playoffs. 

	THE MENU 

	Anthony’s menu is short and simple. One soup (minestrone), two salads (Anthony’s chopped salad and Caprese), two appetizers (Nonna’s meatballs and spicy sausage), 10 pizzas and calzones, two pasta dishes (cannelloni and fussili al tegamino) and one dessert. 

	The chopped salad was a light, fresh combination of lettuce, green and red pepper, onion, olives, carrot, celery and chick peas in a clean vinaigrette, while the Caprese—three larges slices each of mozzarella and tomato in balsamic vinegar and fresh basil—was nice and flavourful without being overpowering. 

	The pizzas—each large enough for a light dinner for two or to send solo diners home with leftovers, and ranging in price from $11 to $14—were, for the most part, excellent. The crust of the carciofi pizza (artichokes and mozzarella) was the only disappointment, served a little burnt on the busier of the two nights. The salsiccia (spicy sausage) pizza that my companion ordered a night earlier, on the other hand, with pepperoni added for $3 more, was proclaimed the best pizza he’d had in all his seven years. 

	The Quattro Stagione (Four Seasons) one I chose that evening arrived with each of its four ingredients—black olives, artichokes, sundried tomatoes and prosciutto—segregated to its own quarter of the pie—a visual treat, to be sure, but an odd presentation for my money ($14), especially if you’re sharing with a friend. That said, you could still manage to get two ingredients on each slice, and it was very tasty. 

	Perhaps not the best I’ve tasted in my 51 years, but certainly worthy. 

	The Calzone Super, meanwhile, with ricotta, mozzarella, peppers and sausage, was perfectly cooked and filling. Again, leftovers were in order. 

	A small but solid offering of wines is available for about $10 a glass (try the Masi Campofiorin), while the “pizza wine”—a frizzante red served chilled for $7 a glass, was the perfect accompaniment. 

	The dessert menu could certainly use a little variety. While the Nutellino—a calzone filled with Nutella and drizzled with chocolate—was excellent, sometimes you want something other than a calzone after eating a calzone. Do I hear gelato? An after-dinner espresso is highly recommended. 

	THE SERVICE 

	Attentive, knowledgeable and friendly. Understandably a bit slower on Cacophony Night. Also, I could do without being asked whether I want fresh, clean cutlery or plate after each course. Just bring a new knife and fork and make customers feel a little special. 

	THE BILL 

	Quite reasonable. A salad to split, a glass of wine or beer, a soft drink, two mains and a dessert and espresso came to $60, plus tip. 

	Originally published April 19, 2012

	
	
	TENNESSY WILLEMS


	
	1082 Wellington St. W.    613-722-0000    twpizza.com


	Open: Monday to Saturday 

	Prices: Pizzas, $10 to $18; mains, $15 to $18 

	Access: Steps

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	Most pizza in this town is a bland Frisbee covered with a smear of red, some lap-staining sludge and a rubbery roofing of something masquerading as cheese. 

	My boys love it. Pizza seems to be more than just a food option. It is quintessential real-guy fare—the fuel after the game, the fill-up on the way to the game, the treat while watching the game. 

	I don’t share their pizza passion, but I do make it. Often, actually, and mostly to buy their affection (food inspires it, and from teenage boys it is in short supply). And I tend to believe that my pizza—gas-fired at 525 F—is pretty much up there with the best ever. 

	When I do sample pizzas that emerge from wood-burning ovens set to glassblowing temperatures, I recognize the added smack of a charred crust. But campfire flavour notwithstanding, the bottoms never seem as good as mine. 

	Until now. This new Tennessy Willems (named after the owners’ children I am told) churns out pizza pies that may not be heaven on toast to the 10-year-old boy, but they will be for his parents. This is slender-crusted with a smoky, sourdough tang, puffy-edged, burbled and sooted from a supremely hot brick oven. They char their tomatoes to make a seriously good onion-sweetened sauce, they don’t skimp on the fresh herbs, and the toppings—deeply caramelized onion, pear, apple, wild boar sausage, duck confit, local goat cheese, imported mozzarella—are sensible delights. 

	There are 10 on offer. My favourite so far is the wild boar sausage, with apples, sage pesto and old Cheddar, though the duck confit with Riopelle is right up there too. Even the simple Margherita—covered in that sacred trio of tomato, cheese (left in big oozy globs) and basil (whole leaves and lots of them) is delicious. 

	Pizzas are served in a simple-smart room. There’s a short bar that affords a view of the kitchen and brick oven, and a dozen closely spaced tables, fashioned with glossy boards discovered during the renovation. The white walls are hung with local talent, and the big front window floods the place with light—though it also struggles to keep out the January chill. 

	There are a few other things this new Hintonburg restaurant does well, and some things fall short. In the first column goes the Caesar salad—a terrific rendition—and the smoked mackerel starter, buoyed up with a beet slaw sweetened with apple. The charcuterie plate can be a success—it rather depends on the day’s terrine. One evening, an excess of cloves mars it. A second round is more successful, the coarse duck meat laced with a bright hit of orange. The cornichons are tired, however, and the bread (which is fresh, but bland) would be improved with a little toasting. 

	B.C. spot prawns come with a nice buttery sauce piqued with capers, but the shrimp—both times I’ve tried them—have been unpleasantly mushy. A beet salad looks pretty, but the beets are pretty tasteless. 

	In addition to the 10 pizzas, there are three main dishes. The star is the flat iron steak with its side of roasted fingerling potato wedges flecked with coarse salt and fresh thyme. The two pasta dishes fall short, however. The spaghetti tastes cooked a while ago—it fails to bind with the sauce, and the meatballs are dry and bland. There is lasagna, which you should be warned is vegetarian (the menu doesn’t) and we found the bitterness of the arugula too much in the bechamel, which is, in turn, too thickly doled out. 

	I’d stick with the pizzas, and save room for dessert, particularly for the superb lemon tart with vanilla poached pears. 

	Service is often the weak link in a new place. It’s very friendly and familiar, but a bit scattered and not particularly acquainted with the food or wine. (Too much “I don’t know, I’ll have to ask” sorts of answers to our questions.) 

	Good microbrews are on tap, and the wine list, though short, is smartly chosen to match the food, with bottles more interesting than the usual stuff. 

	Originally published Feb. 10, 2011

		
	

	
	

	LITTLE ITALY

		
	GIOVANNI’S


	
	362 Preston St.    613-234-3156    giovannis-restaurant.com

	
	Open: Monday to Thursday: 11 a.m to 10 p.m.; Friday: 11 to 11 p.m.; Saturday: 5 to 11 p.m.; Sunday: 5 to 10 p.m.

	Prices: Starters, $7 to $15; pasta dishes, $14 to $27; main dishes, $17 to $41 

	Access: Two steps into restaurant

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	Novelty is the critic’s best pal. What fun checking out the latest glossy restaurant with that crackerjack chef. Examining—or re-examining in this case—a restaurant like Giovanni’s seems dreary in comparison. 

	At a restaurant well into its third decade, on a street that’s seen great changes, I found myself at a corner table in the cosy upper nook at the back of Giovanni’s, crunching top-notch fried zucchini sticks while probing a menu that never seems to change. 

	There is reassurance in the familiar. And though there isn’t much dazzle in this kitchen, there is integrity. When my dinner date questioned how a place like Giovanni’s, with its dated look and static menu, could possibly compete with the flashier restaurants at its price point, the answer became pretty clear as our evening progressed. 

	When we arrived, Giovanni’s was pretty much empty. By the time we were paying the bill, there was a boisterous crowd, every table filled and a queue had formed in the foyer. None of these people, I would suggest, was looking for a flashy menu. They were seeking the comfort of familiar faces and favourite dishes. Zucchini sticks, crispy smelts, a plate of linguine with clams, cannelloni, veal parmigiano, a fat chop, a wedge of boozy cake. 

	It isn’t that Giovanni’s can’t compete in a city of more dazzling options. It simpily chooses not to. Instead, it focuses on doing what it’s always done—and doing it consistently well. 

	And every few years I get to go back and make sure all is as it’s always been. So today’s review is brought to you by the word “steady.” 

	If you like breaded and browned zucchini sticks, these may be the best in town. Excellent too is the house gnocchi, in a basil tomato sauce. Order the day’s soup—something as pedestrian sounding as chicken and rice—and you get an honest broth, filled in with a neat brunoise of vegetables, a bit of chopped parsley, white rice and moist chicken. A bowl of this every day and you’d never be sick. Excellent too is the tortellini in brodo, the pasta pouches yielding, the amber liquid delicious. 

	I like the roasted pinenuts in the eggplant starter and I like the strips of roasted eggplant, rolled around cheese and herbs, set in a solid tomato sauce. You want something a bit more sophisticated; opt for the scallops, “cooked” in citrus and anointed with oil, surrounded by an arugula salad. 

	Veal parmigiano comes with a side of spaghetti Bolognese. It’s not a pretty plate, but it’s tasty food. The manicotti, cannelloni and lasagna are all fine. 

	Halibut comes with asparagus, roasted red pepper and grilled zucchini. The starch is a wiggly polenta cake, rich and creamy, with an appealing crust. The fish, however, is a bit overdone. It’s the one so-so dish of my visits. 

	The best dessert may be the house cake—an inch and a half of very moist sponge cake, generously imbibed with booze, a thin layer of chocolate mousse, an inch of custard, a dusting of quality cocoa. Good espresso to go with it. Maybe a grappa? Cin cin! 

	Originally published May 27, 2010

		
	

	
	

	WEST

	
	TAVOLA


	
	1465 Merivale Rd.    613-224-4442    tavolarestaurant.ca

	
	Open: Lunch, Monday to Friday; dinner daily

	Prices: Starters, $6 to $11; pasta/main dishes, $16 to $28

	Access: Fully accessible 


	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	You could stumble upon this four-month-old restaurant, as I did, if it were lunchtime, you were hungry and you had business at the Bulk Barn on Merivale Road. Otherwise, you might never lay eyes on the place. 

	Tavola is in the furthest, quietest corner of what is known as the Merivale Market Mall, quite hidden behind a whopping Shoppers Drug Mart and beside this Bulk Barn. (The Market Mall is on the south side of the section of Merivale that runs diagonally between Clyde and Baseline; look for the Shoppers, then venture behind it.) 

	To say that Tavola is “tucked away” puts a romantic spin on what is this restaurant’s biggest problem. 

	I would say that Tavola, which is owned by chef Ferdi Ozkul (formerly of Cyrano’s, Paesano’s and Zola’s), has a few other problems, but only a very few, and all of them pretty repairable. 

	It needs to season the cooking water before dropping in its fresh pasta, and it could be a bit more generous with some dishes and a bit less with others. But once the salt has been located and the portions jimmied, I would say this tricky-to-find restaurant is a find. Tavola has tasty food, a sensible menu, keen service, and a clever, mall-busting design. 

	An open kitchen draws the eye in to the room and away from the parking lot. The colours—shades of green with bolts of sangria red—are striking, and the lighting is soft and flattering. The servers—who don’t seem to see many patrons—are delighted you’ve arrived and make you feel quite fussed over. 

	If you want diversion while you consider the menu, order the antipasti for two (or make a meal of it yourself). You will get a simple, clean plate of good things: Italian prosciutto, wedges of parmigiano, marinated olives, a warm grilled vegetable salad, a zippy white bean dip drizzled with olive oil and topped with a chiffonade of basil and big, fat delicious shrimp. The good house bread arrives with it, toasted, and there are bottles of infused olive oil on the table if you want to moisten or liven things. 

	The house Caesar has a solid dressing (lemon, anchovies, garlic) and good crunch (more of the heart of the Romaine is used, and less of the green leaf, as it should be). A sweet potato and squash soup has Italian-mamma rustic charm, the sweetness of the potato nicely balanced with the all-savoury squash. 

	Onwards to pasta, where there are tasty choices. Order the lasagna and you receive a generous wedge of spinach pasta, thin sheets, layered with a nubbly Bolognese, a creamy béchamel and enough fresh basil to give the moist wedge great flavour. Fettucine noodles need salt, yes they do, but they are firm, slick with basil oil and tossed with roasted red pepper, toasted pine nuts and more of those fine shrimp. 

	A salad of meaty fava beans, with arugula, mushrooms and lengths of grilled Italian sausage is treated with a warm mustard vinaigrette. It and the bowl of orange soup made for a happy lunch. 

	Of the secondi, I like the stuffed chicken (and I never like the stuffed chicken). Tavola has cheated a bit, and the results are much better. The breast meat has been halved, each piece pounded, seasoned and grilled to juicy, sandwiched with basil and goat cheese then roasted until the cheese is mostly melted and the herbs wilted. The old favourites are done well—veal marsala and parmigiana—and these come with a collection of crisp vegetables—asparagus, carrots, haricots verts. 

	At my very first visit here there was roasted salt cod on offer. By the time I returned, a few weeks later, it had been replaced with salmon. 

	I asked about it. No one ordered it, the server told me. “We had to keep throwing it out. People expect salmon.” Surely we can change this. If enough of us ask for it, Ozkul might put it back on the menu. 

	You could say apple crisp is hardly Italian and you’d be right, but who cares. Put a scoop of gelato on top (from Pure Gelato on Bank Street) and don’t argue with me. This is the apple crisp your mother made for Thanksgiving and it’s good stuff. More-Italian desserts include a first-class lemon cake, and gelato—mixed berry, chocolate—delicious. 

	As for portions. Order the linguine with clams and you’ll be wishing for one more tong-full of pasta. Order the apple crisp and you could pass it around the restaurant. It would still come back to you for a few final bites. Which you want. 

	To wash down the tasty food, there is a pretty predictable wine list, more international than strictly Italian, but it’s a good length and bottles are fairly priced. 

	Originally published April 8, 2010
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	Included on The Courtyard Restaurant’s menu is 48-hour braised beef Chuck flats. Photo by Bruno Schlumberger, Ottawa Citizen.

	


	

	
	

	BYWARD MARKET

	
	THE COURTYARD RESTAURANT


	
	21 George St.    613-241-1516    courtyardrestaurant.com

	
	Open: Daily, for lunch/Saturday and Sunday brunch and dinner 

	Prices: Starters $9 to $18; main dishes, $12 to $39 

	Access: Restaurant upstairs; private room and washrooms on main level 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	Hey! He’s made it look like a caterpillar today!” 

	I might not have put it quite that way. Generally best to avoid bug-like evocations when describing food. But our server’s enthusiasm was endearing, and the curved and lumpy line of beets made fuzzy with frisée and oozing an intense lime gelée could well be construed as caterpillar-like. The smeared green bits made me think of encounters with summer bikes. 

	The plate was delicious, though—the roasted beets competing with the sharpness of pickled ones, the citrus concentration of the lime vibrating against the fresh tang of earthy goat cheese, the crunch provided by sweetly toasted nuts. 

	I’ve had a couple of terrific meals at The Courtyard since it reopened after a summer fire took out its kitchen. Michael Hay has been in charge since late 2007, and in this historic building with its shiny new kitchen, chef Hay and his talented team are plating adventurous food, imbued with striking flavours and textures, arranged in satisfying combinations and with tremendous visual appeal. 

	The wintry dishes I’ve happily forked into have been brightened with such flights of fancy, such intense bursts of taste and smack, they’ve made my heart sing. 

	But I’ve been singing in an empty room these past few weeks. Where are the warm bodies? Perhaps I picked a couple of cold days in traditionally quiet months to visit. Or it could be the 30-year-old Courtyard Restaurant is still trying to shake off the chicken Kyiv image of its “continental cuisine” past. 

	But I will also say this: without the benefit of a vibrant patio life and tucked away from the street, The Courtyard in winter seems comatose. The downstairs entry is uninvitingly lifeless. One is “greeted” at the door with a plasma screen, arrowing you to the left (private dining room) or up the stairs (restaurant). Once you’ve reached the upstairs room you may wait a bit before you’re noticed. (Once you’re noticed, service is smooth and sharp and very kind. Fully briefed and fully enthused—full marks.) 

	I understand it’s expensive to keep a warm body in the cold foyer. But a screen greeting is hardly hospitable; nor does it say “fine dining.” And this is indeed that—as fine as I’ve had all year. 

	A starter of foie gras was a brilliant performance. Slow poached at low temperature, the buttery chunks of pale pink liver were artfully arranged on a plate-canvas with buttery croutons of toasted brioche, crumbled candied walnuts, crowned with crisped leaves of dark sage. The fruit-with-foie theme came in the form of juicy melon balls of “compressed” green apple infused with a suggestion of vanilla and cider. Fish cakes of ling cod, smoked salmon and scallops were stunningly good, served with a bacon mayonnaise, delicate celery leaves and fronds of dill. A sweet potato soup was a smooth, piquant pleasure. 

	Of the main dishes I’ve ordered, there was only one mild disappointment. Scallops were meaty and flavourful, but a bit dry, their texture too dense. Still, we love the sunchokes with them—a smear of purée and some left in knobby chunks—the wrinkled maitake mushrooms and good, chewy lardons of bacon. The crisped leaves of brussels sprouts, roasted golden beets and parsnips were the perfectly turned out mates for perfectly roasted Pacific ling cod. But the dish I can’t stop thinking about began with a thick teardrop of roasted cauliflower purée painting the plate, making a creamy bed for many good things: ribbons of spaetzle infused with coffee, meaty King Eryngii mushrooms and soft oysters, and dark-edged slabs of short rib. Boneless, pinkfleshed and gorgeously tender, the meat was finished with a Madeiraspiked jus and flavourful cranberry and basil jelly. 

	There are none of the usual suspects on pastry chef Quinn Davis’s dessert list—no chocolate brownie, lemon tart, crème brûlée. Instead, we tuck into a dark log of panna cotta, milky-light and yet deeply chocolate, served with a ball of praline ice cream and a pretty mess of smashed bits of this and that. (Brownie? Cookie? Whatever. It was all delicious.) And then something called “citrus soda pop,” which turned out to be a rather rude-looking plate of pastel-coloured tubes and noodles, pebbles and smears, each bursting with the intense citrus flavours of Japanese lemons, mandarin oranges, pale green pomelo, in curd and mousse and jelly, with chewy tapioca pearls, coconut and vanilla ice creams, and some cunningly concealed explosion of pop and fizz. 

	With the bill came a few fingers of Ovation chocolates in factory-wrapped paper; one final echo of the Courtyard’s banquet-cooking days. Chef Hay has put those days behind this new, old Ottawa restaurant. You really should go. 

	Originally published March 3, 2011


	
	NAVARRA


	
	93 Murray St.    613-241-5500    navarrarestaurant.com

	
	Open: For dinner seven nights a week from 5: 30 to 9: 30 p.m., for brunch Saturday and Sunday from 10: 30 a.m. to 2: 30 p.m.

	Prices: Dinner dishes $14 to $29; brunch plates $14 to $19 

	Access: One step from street level 


	By Peter Hum

	
	At a recent visit to Navarra, chef Rene Rodriguez’s Murray Street restaurant that is as imaginative and dazzling with its food as it is low-key and intimate in its setting, I came as close as I ever have to stealing an uneaten morsel from a neighbouring table. 

	We had just finished dinner, a parade of vibrant, visually alluring, precisely calibrated dishes that had our taste buds doing cartwheels. We were all smiles thanks to deftly finessed scallops, foie gras, lamb shank, pork cheeks and crab. 

	And yet, I felt practically hypnotized by an apparently pristine, too-tempting chi-charron going to waste an arm’s-length away. That crispy bit of fried pork rind was all that remained of Rodriguez’s lamb belly dish, and as sated as I was, I almost filched it. I blame such gluttonous, thieving thoughts on the Rodriguez’s gift for ennobling and interpreting the ingredients and flavours of Mexico and Spain. 

	For roughly a decade-and-a-half, Rodriguez has been at the helm of some of Ottawa’s most intriguing and satisfying kitchens. But in 2012, with four years of running Navarra behind him, the chef is at the peak of his powers. 

	The restaurant has shifted from the Basque-food theme of its early days. Since last January, its main culinary inspiration has been Mexico, where the Ott awa-born Rodriguez spent much of his youth. “I just want to connect to my heritage and my roots,” Rodriguez later told me. 

	His restaurant now favours the sharing of plates rather than the usual app-main-dessert three-step. What’s remained constant is Rodriguez’s ability to meld contrasting and even contradictory flavours to create vivid, memorable dishes. If anything, the sharing format is better, allowing a table to experience a wider range of the restaurant’s offerings. 

	The cosy restaurant of 30 seats is laid out like an up-side-down U and feels smaller than it is. Some diners have a front-row view of its small, open kitchen. But for the restaurant’s bull logo on view, you might not guess its His-panic roots. Navarra feels casual and contemporary rather than ethnic, with paintings of sunsets—not Mayan ruins—in sight, and Bruce Springsteen or the Beatles—not mariachi music—on the sound system. 

	On a recent Sunday night, Rodriguez was absent, but his staff executed and delivered his food with casual panache. From 17 dishes and two snacks, we three ordered seven items. While Navarra was almost packed, the dishes landed at our table briskly and in a pleasing order. 

	We began with a tray of plump, meaty Cerignola olives. The Italian beauties were boosted with a paste that was nutty (from pistachios), heated (from ancho chilies) and sweet (from piquillo peppers), and adorned with mint leaves and lemon slices. Here was an initial sign that Rodriguez de-lights in complexity. 

	And so it went. A crab salad mounded the sweet crustacean’s meat with not just avocado but, intriguingly, dried mango. The mound sat in a puddle of “aguachile,” a beautifully sour, spicy and mellow creation uniting grapefruit, serrano chili and vanilla. On top was sesame “ash”—a Rodriguez condiment that takes black sesame seeds to a new level. Chef, you had us at crab salad. 

	Navarra’s foes GRAS terrine was sinfully fatty-good, slathered on small but satisfying slices of brioche, napped with a vanilla-mango “butter” and spiked with espelette pep-per and thin-but-wicked rings of jalapeno. A bowl of scallop ceviche was understated but nonetheless daring—the meat mellow and almost raw, dressed with a lime-shallow “aguachile,” two fruity accents (bits of cherries and lychee) and some bracing lemon oil adding hints of acidity and slickness. 

	Heavier eating ensued. De-boned lamb shank was blanketed in a potent mole sauce that Navarra’s menu suggests is based on an 80-year-old recipe involving almonds, raisins, dates, Mexican chocolate, lard, cloves and more. In-deed the sauce seemed like the star of the dish. 

	A rabbit confit dish, studded with mushrooms, topped with feta and marjoram also had the ring of Mexican truth—although if any dish seemed closer to ordinary during this extraordinary meal, it was this one. 

	The show-stopper was Rodriguez’s pig cheek. The slab of slow-roasted meat was meltingly tender at its core, which was enveloped with unctuous fat and then a crisp exterior. A black bean sofrito, some perky onion relish and a smear of guacamole prettied up the manna for carnivores. 

	More than two years ago, Rodriguez used to serve a pig cheek burger as a giddy indulgence. The new dish out-does it considerably by scrap-ping the bun and getting to the oh-so-tasty point. 

	We had room for desserts, which should not be missed. Rodriguez elevated the familiar, whether it was a classy passion fruit crème brûlée, a panna cotta that relied on Mexican chocolate, pistachios, dried fruits, espelette pepper and blueberries to produce an altered state, or a miniature chocolate fondant that ended a meal with a bang, thanks to small cubes of Campari gelee and compressed beets, mascarpone-spiked whipped cream and a slick of saffron-infused creme Anglaise. 

	Navarra serves brunch on weekends. The menu includes a few dishes from the dinner menu—chimichurri mushrooms, a carbonara pasta garnished with pig cheek bacon, Rodriguez’s beef tartare—along with French toast, scrambled eggs and the like. 

	No doubt they’re tasty. But how could your meal be as good as the extravaganza of dinner at Navarra? Indeed, you could pose the same question to all of Rodriguez’s competition. 

	Originally published Sept. 13, 2012 


	
	
	RESTAURANT E18HTEEN


	
	18 York St.    613-244-1188    restaurant18.com

	
	Open:  Daily for dinner only, from 5 p.m. to 10:30 p.m.; bar open 4:30 p.m. to 2 a.m. 

	Prices: Mains, $32 to $49 

	Access: Steps to dining rooms and washrooms 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	Once you’ve opened the big front door that rises majestically from the street, it’s pretty clear E18hteen is the city’s most beautiful restaurant. Entering its 10th year, it has also become, after some years of finding its stride, a first-class eating place, complete with service that delivers the goods with considerable grace. 

	It began in 2001, a striking new restaurant, but with food that didn’t manage to match the room and service that was uneven in delivery. Today, Restaurant E18hteen is a solidly reliable choice for fine dining in Ottawa, up there with the best of the best. 

	It can play the timelessly elegant cliche pretty well. It helps, of course, that the bones of this place are so compelling, that the ceiling soars, but within the frame of solid stone wall and grand height is a modern design that has stood the test of time. It continues to impress. The use of curtains—some wispy, some heavy—to create private spaces, block sound and create texture, is new (at least to me) and inspired. They notch up the drama. 

	Helmed for four years now by Matthew Carmichael, E18hteen’s kitchen is very strong. His autumn menu is a nice length and the food I’ve been served tastes of delicate flavours, sharp contrasts of texture, and top-quality ingredients. 

	A late September tomato salad is elevated by its heirloom varieties. The knobs of rich goat cheese from Floralpe Farm make an intensely creamy condiment, and the black olive tapenade lends a bright, salty balance to this striking arrangement of greens, cheese and fruit. 

	In October, every restaurant I visited had a beet salad on its menu, and I guess I’ve pretty much sampled a dozen, being a beet freak, but none was as compelling as this one. A plate of striking textural contrast, the beet varieties—Bull’s blood, golden and the candy cane chioggia beets (all perfectly cooked)—were paired with bursts of sweet juiciness in pink cubes of sous vide melon, the line of beet and fruit threaded with crunchy pine nuts and finished with a sharp cheddar foam. 

	Chicken isn’t something I tend to order unless I’m pretty sure the bland clucker will taste of more than whatever happens to be on top of it. But we order E18hteen’s (from Mariposa Farms) mostly to get its side of perfect gnocchi, and are rewarded with a handsomely browned, juicy fleshed, and full flavoured bird. Tasting of a contented life and of the rosemary with which it is roasted, the chicken and gnocchi were enhanced with Le Coprin’s meatiest mushrooms. This was hefty, vibrant autumn food. 

	There’s much focus on sustainable seafood on the menu, along with dishes that have become signatures for Carmichael. B.C. black cod has a delicate but clear marine flavour, lacquered with honey, lemon and ginger, paired with a coconut-carrot puree and snappy green sugar peas. Spot prawns from B.C. are as meaty and fresh-tasting as though plucked from the waters in season and on this plate you find them prepared two ways—raw and anointed with oil, and coaxed into delicately steamed dumplings. 

	The creme brulee is impeccable. A chocolate dessert called “broken truffle” a wonder. 

	E18hteen’s wine list is long and strong. 

	Yes, you will pay a price for this food. Most main dishes are $30 and up. But when every element of a good dinner out works as well as it does here, I don’t begrudge the bill. 

	Originally published Dec. 2, 2010

		
	

	
	

	DOWNTOWN

	
	ARC LOUNGE AND RESTAURANT


	
	ARC The.Hotel, 140 Slater Street    613-238-2888    www.arcthehotel.com


	Open: Daily for breakfast, Monday to Friday for lunch, Monday to Saturday for dinner

	Prices: Starters, $8 to $16; main dishes, $34 to $38; table d’hôte $45 

	Access: Lounge is upstairs, no wheelchair access

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	Some of Ottawa’s better chefs passed through the Arc Lounge and Restaurant kitchen in its first decade. 

	Let’s see, there was Steve Mitton (now at Murray Street), René Rodriguez (Navarra), Paul Stewart (moved to B.C.), Jean-Pierre Bourghart (Sterling in Gatineau) and finally, since 2006, Jason Duffy. I guess he gets the medal for staying power. 

	My first review of Arc under Duffy, in 2007, was mixed. I found the food swung from good to overwrought to surprisingly pedestrian. But a soup and burger lunch last week was pretty perfect. The soup was a robust purée of sweet potato with a short glug of coconut milk, a crunch from roasted peanuts and a hit of smoky heat from espelette pepper powder. Then came a delicious burger, perfectly moist and tasting of quality cow, smothered with caramelized onion, ripe tomato, pickles, greenery, and a spiced-up cream cheese tucked inside a soft, homemade bun. It came with a tower of salad dressed in a fruity vinaigrette designed to let the superior greens speak mostly for themselves. 

	Dinner also began with soup. A consommé of Le Coprin mushrooms with a swirl of pistachio oil was delicate but far from weak. A clever little nod to the soup-’n’-sandwich deal was played out with a mini mushroom-scented gougere served alongside, stuffed with duck confit, Serrano ham and arugula. This could almost have made a light supper. Especially as we’d eaten an embarrassing amount of Art-is-in fennel-seed bread, mostly in order to scoop up the friendly side of red-wine-and-apple-infused butter. 

	But we pressed on. A filet of red deer, crusted with rosemary, was perched on a shiny bed of beluga lentils scented with juniper. The fruit-with-game card was cleverly executed with a flan of parsnip, covered with roasted grapes. Whisky in the maple jus saved the sauce from being too sweet. This was a lovely dish. 

	Good too, the Arctic char, bathed in brown butter and served with a purée of sweet potato lightened with mascarpone cheese and sweetened with vanilla. 

	And the beef tenderloin was gorgeous meat. It came with wonderful mushrooms and leeks. Which is just what you want gorgeous meat to come with. More of those Le Coprin mushrooms, a buttery bed of leek purée, plus green beans, heirloom carrots and fingerling potatoes, fashioned into a thyme-scented croquette. 

	Another dinner began with a superior take on that classic, beef carpaccio. The petals of raw filet had lovely flavour, came drizzled with leek oil, served with a beet-fig jam and, in place of the traditional Parmigiano, buttery slices of Upper Canada’s Niagara Gold cheese. 

	A few things didn’t work as well. A trio of oddly disconnected things in the seared tuna starter (rare fish, sandwiched with arugula served with roasted sweet potato logs and cloves of roasted garlic—two elements too indelicate for the tuna). 

	Between courses at one dinner, we were served a sorbet of what we were told was sour peach and maple. This was not an interesting failure. 

	But here’s something I hadn’t seen before (and with my new reading glasses, it virtually leaped off the page). “Prefer a wine by the glass from the master list? Ask your server to open—minimum two glasses required.” 

	How very civilized is that? 

	The wine list is much improved since 2007. The dinner music choice is not. We beg for the volume of the techno-thumpy stuff to be turned down, feeling a bit like old ladies. 

	The Arc Lounge and Restaurant is still a pretty sleek spot—though the red and black can feel a bit oppressive on a dreary evening. I wonder why the fire isn’t on to cheer the room? 

	It seems to work better at lunch, when the one window allows in a little daylight, and the tables—which are pretty empty at dinner—fill up with men, all men at my lunch, deep in powerful conversations, impossibly un-hushed, about Rahim Jaffer and Rhone wines. 

	Munching my burger, this old lady was perfectly happy. 

	Originally published May 6, 2010


	
	BECKTA DINING AND WINE


	
	226 Nepean St.    613-238-7063    beckta.com

	

	Open: Dinner only, daily

	Prices: Mains, $28 to $41 

	Access: Steps to entrance 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	I have celebrated this restaurant, in columns and in books, a few times over its eight years. You might think that (surely) the charms of Beckta aren’t exactly unknown. You might also ask what purpose a fresh look? 

	This is a review of a city’s signature restaurant well past its initial hype. But mostly it’s a taste of Beckta post-Play. 

	I have not returned here since Stephen Beckta and executive chef Michael Moffatt birthed a sibling restaurant—Play Food and Wine, a much bigger Byward Market small plates operation—in 2009. I haven’t been back, in fact, since 2007, shortly after Moffatt was promoted to head chef. 

	But I’m chiefly here for two reasons: to sample how Beckta chef de cuisine Dirk McCabe cooks in Moffatt’s style, and to sniff around for any signs, any wee cracks, that would suggest Play has siphoned off some of its big brother’s energy. 

	To discover, you might say, if Play’s now the thing. 

	Eight years ago, when Beckta Dining and Wine opened, there were other worthy restaurants in this region. But it pretty much instantly rocketed to the top of the heap. It managed this largely on the merits of opening chef Steve Vardy’s serious chops, combined with a well-crafted wine list, superior service, and the compelling story of “Hometown Sommelier-Boy Beckta Returns from Big Apple to Win Girl and Open Restaurant.” The press loves that stuff. 

	In the years since Beckta became a favourite, the fine dining scene in Ottawa has exploded. There are now many more solidly good choices, such that proclaiming with any confidence “the best in the city” is deliciously problematic. 

	But I’ve been eating like a maniac these past months, and I’ve hit up every top restaurant in Ottawa, across the river, down the Valley, in preparation to launch a third edition of my guidebook, Capital Dining. And what seems quite clear to me is that Stephen Beckta understands profoundly well the art (and work) of providing hospitality; and he hires better than anyone else in the city. 

	A dinner here this fall confirmed that this trailblazing restaurant’s ability to please and prosper endures. And if it edges out other worthy places where the food is just as wonderful—and there are those—it’s because Beckta is staffed with reliably good people. You are served here by nice kids who not only have the answers to your questions, but those answers seem neither rehearsed nor off the cuff. They know the line between attentive and overbearing, and they skate around the room with professional warmth. 

	In other words, you like them. But not so much that you want them to join you. Which, for me, is about perfect. 

	But good grief, how about a word on the food? 

	McCabe’s chilled pumpkin custard was ethereal—delicately scented, tied with a belt of green onion. The grease smudges on my notes indicate I really liked the starter of spot prawns, all soft and crunch in their panko coats, paired with a poached pear and puddle of pear gastrique. The strength of a trio of lamb was the pink loin, though we liked too the delectable roulade, the duck fat spuds, the smoked tomato relish and lovely fall vegetables. Sockeye salmon was beautifully cooked, set on a white bean purée with yellowfoot chanterelles and a tart, pungent lemon caper vinaigrette. 

	Some itsy mistakes. The intermezzo of elderflower sparkling water poured over a tomato granitée seemed oddly contrived. And though we’re mad about the clear flavour of the duck consommé poured over slow cooked goose and delicate squash flan (with roasted pistachios lending welcome crunch) the failure here is with temperature—the soup is quickly tepid once it hits the cool custard. 

	For dessert, a refreshing tart of Saskatoon berries, with yogourt-lightened pastry cream and lacey almond cookies. More mignardises come with the bill. 

	Beckta’s good looking enough, but it’s not what you’d call a great beauty, and it’s sure not in a happening ‘hood. 

	But you can absolutely count on it to provide the full-package deal, and in that, this food- and wine-lover’s restaurant remains tops. 

	Originally published Oct. 21, 2010

	
	
	LE CAFÉ


	
	National Arts Centre, 53 Elgin Street    613-594-5127    lecafe.ca

	
	Open: Lunch: Monday to Friday, plus Sunday brunch (from 10 a.m.); dinner: Monday to Saturday (until 8 p.m. (Weekdays until 11 p.m. and from 5 p.m. to 9 p.m. on Sundays, when Southam Hall is active.)

	Prices: Starters, $14 to $24; main dishes, $15 to $38

	Access: Fully accessible 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay
 
	
	For as many years as I’ve been writing about Ottawa restaurants, I have found the food at the National Arts Centre’s dining room pretty so-what-ish, hobbled by a pre-performance menu apparently set in aspic. It seemed to me a restaurant stubbornly determined not to outshine the shows going on above its head. 

	Then, a year ago, the Centre hired Michael Blackie to run the kitchen. And shortly thereafter, MB Cuisine was launched with some hoopla at Le Café. 

	Like the NAC, Blackie is something of an institution in this town (though a little newer to the scene). If you knew his menu at Perspectives in the Brookstreet Hotel, you know he is fond of flights of lexical fancy. His menus tend to be dashing documents, with lots of slashes and gimmicky exponential notations. His headings can be baffling: ‘Fluid’ means soup; ‘Excite’ means appetizers, and ‘Plénitude’ is the French word used for a main dish, though it was a head-scratcher for a number of my francophone friends. A ‘lick’ is a dressing. Or is it a glaze? Whatever. 

	Producing dinner before a show imposes greater demands on a theatre restaurant than merely dishing up a good meal. Large numbers of guests tend to arrive and leave at the same time, all wanting to be fed well and quickly. A restaurant needs to be creative and highly organized, but not so “creative” that the patrons spend too much time trying to decipher a menu full of babblespeak, and your servers waste it further trying to put things into plain words. (If I find Le Café’s menu intimidating, imagine how my elderly dining neighbours felt on symphony night, trying to make sense out of “B.A. beef tartare / jasmine and shiso rice bomb / ume plum paint / crystallized ginger.”) 

	But if the new menu reads oddly, it doesn’t eat that way. The food hasn’t been entirely without disappointment, but mostly it’s been terrific. 

	Dinner begins with a small gift from the kitchen, a trio of spread options for a trio of buns—unsalted butter with a side of sea salt, a pumpkin-seed pesto, a roasted red pepper spread. A lobster bisque soup is luxurious. The mushroom “macchiato” (soup with a toupé of cheesy foam) has a wet-woodsy flavour and a quiet pepper-heat. Blackie’s steak salad at lunch is a simple triumph, while the tuna salad is an artful play on the classic Niçoise. 

	The beef tartare is a pretty dish: a log of raw meat, juicy and generously seasoned, dressed with three buttons of something like arancini (rice balls) next to a salad topped with paper thin rounds of radish. The rice was all but impossible to detect inside the deep fried tempura batter, and tasted a bit too much of the oil in which it was browned, but still, the combination of the soft raw meat below and the crunch above was quite fine. 

	A main dish of scallops is slightly overcooked, missing a rare heart, and arrives only vaguely warm. But connecting the scallops is a well-dressed spinach and wild mushroom salad crowned with a confetti of deep-fried carrot shavings for chomp. 

	Blackie “squared” turns out to be a layered presentation of roasted black cod and a triumph of textures. The juicy fish is crusted with crumbled cotecchino (a fairly mild Italian sausage) and dried mushrooms, then topped with a crusty jumble of leek strands. Beneath the fish is a gritty mound of white bean “hash,” and lapping the edges of fish, hash and braised bok choy is a low moat of a deep-flavoured liquid. Scattered edamame (soy beans) are the green pebbles in the dark pond. This is a lovely dish. So is the rib-eye, its delicious meat expertly grilled. And though it could be argued a trio of shrimp is doused too exuberantly with a fiery rub for the shy veal served with it, still we devour them happily. We devour the asparagus too, white and green with May flavour. 

	Desserts disappoint. The profiteroles fail—a fine chocolate sauce, but pastries that were shockingly soggy and still frozen. A bread pudding is stodgy, and crème brûlée would have been perfectly fine if whoever decided to add a tablespoon of raw sugar crystals to the caramelized surface had been apprehended before the crime. 

	The wine list is a great length, has admirable Canadian content, and is obviously expertly assembled, though priced for profit. 

	Service is adept. It can even be charming, but it needs to be much better disciplined and more consistent. I have yet to get the sense of anyone in charge of this room, and it could use that strong presence. Case in point: my first taste of MB Cuisine on a non-event evening in a resoundingly empty dining room of perhaps five tables. We had a reservation and had left a contact number. We had been greeted, seated and allowed to order $250 worth of food and wine before politely, but firmly, and despite our spirited objections, being told we had an hour and 15 minutes in which to enjoy it before “scheduled maintenance.” I am, several months and three meals later, still reeling. (There are times I fantasize about abandoning my anonymity in some dramatic fashion. That night was one of them.) 

	My final word is about the room itself. It has certainly been refreshed, but—despite the new colours and elegant touches like white orchids on every white linen table—it remains a long-limbed, bunker-like room with low ceilings and a goofy labyrinthine entrance. (It’s the curse of the NAC: navigating its endless twisted corridors reminds me of the last time I was sent to X-ray.) 

	Granted, much of this is out of Michael Blackie’s control. His first job is the food, and he has significantly raised the bar. But if the dining room of Canada’s National Arts Centre is to be more than incidental, if it ever seeks to be the performance, rather than just a convenient place to eat before the main event upstairs, it will need more than just good food. It needs to be a great room, with everyone in it singing from the same sheet, in harmony, under the guidance of a strong conductor. And some of those elements are still missing. It will take time. 

	That it’s tastier than ever is a very good start. 

	Originally published March 25, 2010

		
	

	
	

	GLEBE AND OTTAWA SOUTH

	
	THE URBAN PEAR


	
	151 Second Ave.    613-569-9305    theurbanpear.com


	Open: Lunch, Wednesday to Friday and Sunday brunch; dinner, Tuesday to Sunday

	Prices: Starters, $9 to $16; main dishes, $26 to $37 

	Access: Fully accessible 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	For the first restaurant review of 2012, I visit an old place newly freed from the fetters of roadwork. 

	The Urban Pear was not the only restaurant on Bank Street to feel the pain of months of heavy machinery occupation, but it is the finest one. And I thought deserving of re-examination as it enters its 11th year of service to its Glebe neighbours. 

	Open in 2002, under the direction of chef/owner Ben Baird, the Pear is tucked just off the main artery on the edge of residential Second Avenue. Yes, it’s still an expensive little place. My last visits were three years ago. I suggested then, given the dearth of bums in seats at my stopovers, that Baird consider lowering his prices to draw in a more regular crowd. 

	He clearly ignored me. Which is exactly as it should be. My job is to be descriptive not prescriptive, and Baird knows his business. The Pear perseveres, laying on local ingredients and dishing out delicious food, in the same long and narrow, bright and art-filled space. Its only drawback is that it looks over a parking lot. Though I must say, that lot came in handy during the torn-up road days. 

	If you’re looking for surprises here, you look to the menu. It changes every day, and is one of only a handful of Ottawa menus that does that. We are a city that produces far too many leather-bound tomes and plastic-coated posters filled with dishes that move on and off them at the rate of revisions to the King James. The left column is apparently carved in stone, while the right adjusts with inflation. 

	The Urban Pear is a farm-to-table restaurant that has always offered a short, daily menu. These are mixed blessings. The chef gains the freedom to buy what’s brightest and freshest and most readily available, can cut down on waste, and set a fair price for a dish. But the continual novelties also demand constant creativity and a front-of-house staff with an extraordinary memory bank. 

	Two things you tend to be able to count on at an Urban Pear dinner is somewhere, at some point, a pear will feature very nicely, and scallops are a bastion item. 

	Baird is a sea-scallop master—nailing their cooking (dark crusty surface, soft milky guts) every time. 

	At a December dinner, he plopped them on a silky purée of sweet potato perked with chipotle, and paired them with crisp fritters of sweet potato and leek drizzled with an apple syrup, and a mound of fennel and green apple slaw finished with toasted fennel seed. It was a plate of many flavours and textures, but they all worked as a tasty team. 

	Other first dishes included a distinguished bowl of clam chowder, tomato-based, with a classic saffron-garlic rouille and a tangled thatch of crispy leeks; and an excellent green salad with pepitas, apples, bacon lardons, sharpened with a grainy mustard vinaigrette. 

	Trout and pork came next. The latter was superb. Baird brines the loin, which seriously kicks up its juiciness, and it comes in thick, pink, well-seasoned slices with caramelized grill stripes. These are not your mother’s pork chops. Around the meat are meaty good mushrooms, braised turnips and shallots, and soft gnocchi of sweet potato perfumed with sage, crisped in a pan with a bit of smoky ham. And beneath it, a pile of wilted kale and a dark, sweet, porky jus. A perfect wintry dish. 

	Unlike the monochrome pork, a plate of rainbow trout was bright with colour. Beneath the perfectly cooked fish were ribbons of spaetzle greened with peas and mint, some roasted ruby beets, a jumble of leek, bacon, Brussels sprout leaves and pears, and at the very bottom a rough purée of corn sweetened with maple syrup. 

	These are generous plates. You could skip the starter and feel quite satisfied with a main dish. And then there would be reason to order dessert—pear, cranberry and apple crumble scented with rosemary, with a scoop of old cheddar ice cream, or a chocolate tart infused with hibiscus and summer raspberries. 

	Here’s to another decade! 

	Originally published Jan. 5, 2012

		
	

	
	

	HINTONBURG AND WESTBORO

	
	JUNIPER KITCHEN AND WINE


	
	745 Richmond Rd.    613-728-0220    juniperdining.ca

	
	Open: Lunch, Tuesday to Friday; Dinner daily. (Picnic menu available Monday to Friday 11:30am to 1:30pm)

	Prices: Starters, $10 to $17; mains, $26 to $41 

	Access: Fully accessible

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	Next time there’s a severe thunderstorm warning, book a table at Juniper. There we were, tucked into a booth in a mostly all-window room, safe from the booms and the bolts and the odd flying branch, comforted—as only raw meat can—with a mound of steak tartare. 

	This was a luscious knoll of finely chopped beef, held together with capers, shallots, pepper, drizzled with ramp oil, and served shabby-chic style with sweet potato chips. 

	Regrettably, the human contact that night wasn’t as comforting as the food. The welcome was muted. The service, a bit too pleased with itself, had an off-putting arrogant edge. The dinner music was more Market than Westboro. 

	Yet another night, there was much less drama all round. Our server was royal. We felt comforted, warm and welcome. The room was busy, buzzy. Brian Browne, the dean of Ottawa’s jazz pianists, was playing sultry music. 

	It felt like a different restaurant. 

	The one constant was the food. At all three of my visits, it was outstanding—flavourful, well executed, playful. 

	The house salad was a triumph of textures and flavours—greens with guts, plucked from four local farms, the menu tells us, with goat cheese wrapped in hazelnuts, pink rings of pickled red onion, and Concord grapes, both whole and fashioned into a ripe vinaigrette. A duo of monkfish was a winner for two reasons. One, because half the dish involved batter and a deep fryer, and the results were crunchy-good; the other introduced a gorgeous ratatouille bed for the piece of monkfish that had been poached in a low-temperature olive-oil bath. Same fish, two wildly different treatments. 

	Why do just one thing with an ingredient, when you can do two? Or three? Here are oysters, one beer-battered, a second left raw with pickled pecans, a third spiced with jalapeno in a lime sorbet. Scallops came two ways—sliced and marinated, ceviche style, with ripe melon for company, and a second beauty smoked, then seared off, paired with a spicy cucumber relish. 

	Now occupied by two principals—chefs Norm Aitken and new-to-me Peter Roblee—this is a kitchen that excels at the yin-yang thing. Hot and cold, heavy and light, cooked and raw, each dish carefully calibrated for balance in mouth and on plate. 

	Duck is offered as a roasted breast, peach glazed and perfect. A confit has been made with the leg of the duck, pulled and wrapped with shredded vegetables in a phyllo bundle. Lamb is soft and fragrant of lemon and rosemary. Slices of the leg are balanced on a bed of crispy spaetzle, scattered with toasted hazelnuts and sided with a puddle of blueberry sauce. Beef tenderloin is blood-juicy and rare, served in thick hunks with a mushroom-corn-basil salsa on garlic mashed potatoes. Fall vegetables—patty pan squash, roast cauliflower, heirloom carrots, green beans—are nestled alongside. 

	Dessert? A chocolate trio, of course. Baked into an Alaska, with piped meringue and chocolate shavings, a serving of chocolate bark, white and dark, studded with fruit. Also, a beet carrot cake served with candied beets, and a Lobo apple crisp. 

	Lunch to go is a delicious bargain. Sandwiches—smoked chicken breast with a spicy corn relish, or a Moroccan spiced beef—on perfect little buns with a side of well-dressed, bouncy greens. For dessert, a fat finger of chocolate ganache on coconut shortbread with a hazelnut crisp. All this for $10. (Call ahead.) 

	Juniper’s wine list begins with a full page of sparkling options (four available by the glass.) Fourteen pages later, it closes with “Juniper’s Great Value Options” (wines that they’ve marked down.) It is among the city’s most accomplished lists. 

	This is a restaurant that can soar, that can feel vital and exciting. The food is solidly good. But the atmosphere can sometimes be puzzling. I know how it will taste, but I’m not as certain how it’s going to make me feel. 

	Originally published Sept. 23, 2010

		
	

	
	

	SANDY HILL

	
	LE CORDON BLEU BISTRO @ SIGNATURES


	
	453 Laurier Ave. E.    613-236-2499    bistroatsignatures.com


	Open: Wednesday to Friday: 1:30 a.m. to 1:30 p.m., 5:30 to 9:30 p.m., Saturday: 5:30 to 9:30

	Prices: Starters, $10 to $16; main dishes, $27 to $33

	Access: Steps to front door, though a ramp is available. Call ahead. 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay
 
	
	First, a bit of background: Last June, the restaurant we knew since 2001 as “Signatures” (professionally staffed) and the lunch room we knew as “Bistro Cordon Bleu” (run by students of the culinary school) shut down to reorganize. In November, it reopened as a joint venture, staffed by both students and certified chefs, with Yannick Anton remaining as its executive chef. 

	So let’s start with a before-and-after comparison. 

	Gone from the dinner experience are the little cushioned stools for ladies’ handbags, the silver domes over monogrammed plates, the many pages of à la carte, high-priced, luxurious French food and the four table d’hôtes that accompanied. 

	What remains are the stately building, the elegant dining room and the very civilized service. 

	You can still dine in complete comfort here, but Signatures (sorry, Le Cordon Bleu Bistro @ Signatures) now feeds you more simply, with less fanfare, and at a price several affordable rungs below what it used to be. (The most costly dish on the new winter menu is $27. That dish used to be $47.) 

	They still greet you at the door, remove your coat, hold out your chair, and fill your water glass instantly and often. The sommelier continues to dispense dependable advice with considerable charm. And no one ever asks you to keep your fork. 

	The dinner menu is now a concise one-pager. On a January menu, there were six starters and seven mains, a seasonal roll call of Frenchy things I want to eat—oysters, beef tartare, onion soup, snails in garlic butter, roasted lamb shank, duck with green beans, gnocchi with mushrooms and bacon. 

	For the most part, it was the starters that caught our fancy. That onion soup boasted a much reduced duck consommé, rich and only slightly too salty, capped with Gruyèred toast. The salad of mixed lettuces, with radish and carrot, was unfussy, dressed as only the French can dress greens. A green spiral of parsley oil and a long loose line of black olive tapenade were the adornments for an assertively garlicky brandade of salt cod, a mashed-potato-looking purée of fish, cream and oil. 

	They make a fine steak tartare here. The raw, maroon-coloured mound of hand-chopped beef, mixed with shallots, capers, parsley and pepper, and sandwiched with wafers of gaufrette potatoes, rested next to a soft-boiled quail egg, wrapped in crumbs and deep-fried. Moved on top of the mound, it spilled its golden yolk over all. The dish was finished with piquant polkadots of mustard sauce sweetened with apple. This was a lovely plate. 

	The one starter that failed to impress was the snails in pesto, served in a hollow bun. The escargots were lukewarm and the bread basket felt gimmicky. 

	There were problems with some of the main dishes. A duck breast was terribly tough. I took three 50-chew bites and left the rest. The artichoke and green olive ravioli that accompanied the scallops arrived curling up, the pouches dried at the edges and chewy, as though they’d been languishing beneath the heat lamps too long, while the smoked tomato sauce overpowered the scallops. 

	Better was the gnocchi of spinach and ricotta, scattered with meaty King Eryngii mushrooms, thin slices of braised fennel, and thick chunks of prosciutto. And best of all was the lamb shank, the meat perfectly tumbling-off the bone, arranged as a raft on a gritty sea of Puy lentils with pearls of roasted garlic and one lean, well-flavoured lamb sausage. 

	With what else to end a French bistro meal but profiteroles au chocolat? Three school-made ice creams in very fresh choux puffs, slathered with a divine chocolate sauce. 

	Dinner here was not without some disappointment. The absolute confidence I had in this restaurant has been slightly rattled by my last two meals here. But still, I am dining in fine comfort in an educational facility where culinary students are part of my plate, where the price point is very reasonable, and in a dining room in which I feel utterly cared for. And these are rare and precious things. 

	Originally published January 28, 2010

	
	
	
	

	
	

	OUT OF TOWN


	
	THE ATHLONE INN


	
	250 King St. W., Gananoque, Ont.    613-382-3822 or 1-888-382-7122    athloneinn.ca


	
	Open: Thursday to Sunday from October to May; Tuesday to Sunday from Victoria Day to Thanksgiving.

	Prices: Starters, $9 to $14; main dishes, $21 to $32. 

	Access: Steps to front door. 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	I’ve been looking for a compelling reason to eat in this town again. 

	Casa Bella used to draw me off the highway pretty regularly, but since it closed in 2007 (its chef-owners Stev George and Deanna Harrington moved to Kingston, opening an Italian restaurant called Olivea in 2008) Gananoque’s gastronomy hasn’t really beckoned. 

	Yes, there’s good eating in Kingston and in Prince Edward County, but Gananoque has always appealed for practical reasons. It has the great advantage of being reachable in a matter of minutes. No great detour is required to pop off the fast food 401 and head south for a real meal. Indeed, take exit 645 off the highway and, if the lights are co-operating, you’re in Gananoque’s city centre in three minutes. Turn right at the water and seconds later, you’ll see the Athlone Inn, a Victorian mansion constructed in 1870, operated as an inn since the 1950s. 

	It sits pretty much across the street from the truly spectacular Victoria Rose Inn, which operates as a bed and breakfast. Though the smaller and less architecturally imposing Athlone Inn pales a bit in comparison, it has the great advantage of a top-notch dining room. 

	It had been my plan to explore the good eats in the Thousand Islands region this summer, when many restaurants come out of winter hibernation. But a chance e-mail from an Athlone fan had me veering off the highway on a homeward bound trip from Toronto, seeking sustenance on a 34-below evening. 

	Miranda McMillan’s welcome was warm. She and her husband, Jason, have done a splendid job of refurbishing the old house, highlighting the height and depth of its mature bones, while resisting the all-too-common urge to doily-up the old place or paint it all dusty rose with floral print trim. 

	The restaurant is spread over two rooms. Elegantly dressed and formally appointed, its tan walls display the address’s original architectural drawings, its tables are set with tulips. 

	Chef Jason McMillan, who trained at the Jasper Park Lodge and in restaurants and inns on Vancouver Island, shows equal restraint with the menu. French in focus, it relies on time-worn classic dishes, quality ingredients and beautiful presentations. 

	It was a night for French onion soup with a cap of crostini and Gruyère cheese. The onions were soft, but still had some bite, and the beef broth was deep, dark and boozy. A shell of puff pastry, buttery and fresh, supported an abundance of well-garlicked snails, in a stew of lardons, browned pearl onions and woodsy mushrooms. Its sauce had a voluptuous body. The first-rate house bread mopped it up nicely. 

	Two main dishes to report on—both meaty, both worthy. A filet mignon of rare beef on a bed of mashed potatoes and buttered green beans was escorted with a triumphant sauce bordelaise fragrant with tarragon. You may add a side of woodland mushrooms and I recommend you do that. You will receive a generous variety paddling happily in more of that anise-scented sauce. 

	A nubbly coating of hazelnuts, grated parmesan, and chopped mint clung to a hunk of lamb with a glue of grainy mustard. It was roasted to a desired medium rare, perched on minted fingerling potatoes and served with vine tomatoes of remarkable tomato flavour. 

	For dessert, house-made ice cream topping a lovely almond and rhubarb cake overlaid with a strawberry compote did the trick. 

	In the summer, my sources tell me, there is a patio for al fresco dining. Once the snow’s off it, I’d like to be on it. 

	Originally published Feb. 25, 2010



	HEIRLOOM CAFÉ


	
	7 Mill Street, Almonte, Ont.    613-256-9653    heirloomcafe.ca


	Open: Closed Monday, Open Tuesday to Saturday: 11 a.m. to 3 p.m. and 5 p.m. to 9 p.m., Sunday, 11 to 3

	Prices: Mains, $18 to $32

	Access: Fully accessible

	
	By Anne DesBrisay
 
	
	The year is young, so it’s somewhat brazen to declare the Heirloom Café the best meal of 2010. But it was good enough to guarantee our late-evening encounter with a Queensway-parking-lot of fan cars inching out of a Sens game did nothing to disturb the high spirits of well-fed women. 

	The Heirloom Café is owned by the husband-and-wife team of Richard Kletnieks and Brandy Nieto, both graduates of Le Cordon Bleu in Sandy Hill. The duo furthered their education at the catering company, A Culinary Conspiracy, and, briefly, at Savana Café. But when Nick Diak and Brent Pattee, chef-owners since 2001 of Fitzgerald’s Restaurant in Almonte, announced they were moving on, Kletnieks and Nieto jumped at the restaurant space housed in the splendid Victoria Woolen Mill by the falls of the Mississippi River. They renovated a bit and reopened in October 2009 as the Heirloom Café. 

	So they are rookies at this restaurant ownership business and new to this Valley town, but they’re starting in a sensible way with a short, seasonal menu of likable dishes at levelheaded prices. 

	The house-made gravlax is worth the trip all on its own. Scented with cumin and dill and set on greens, the spices build and reveal themselves as you munch. A slaw of green apples and radish cuts the richness of the oily fish, and gives the dish a bright crunch. 

	There are scallops to start, and they come with beets and bacon, as well they should. The sweetness of the beet, the milky softness of the scallop and the chew of the bacon make for endearing eating. A smooth chicken paté roofed with peppercorns is the highlight of the Heirloom charcuterie plate (built for two). 

	Foie gras comes with cranberry relish and gingersnaps. Sweetness with liver is always welcome, so long as it’s kept in check, and the choice of these spicy cookies, especially such delicate, wafery ones, is inspired. 

	The most seductive main dish turns out to be steak. The meat (from Kerr Farms, the menu reports) has a crisp crust, a supple texture and fine beefy flavour. It comes with soft shallots, sweet and pink from their slow roast in wine, and a dark jus sharpened with mustard. 

	Preserved lemon gives a fine zing to a butter-baked pickerel, while surrounding vegetables are all perfectly correct. Rabbit has less appeal. The dark meat is tender enough, paddling in a cream sauce with oyster mushrooms, but without much flavour beyond the cream. The long saddle is wrapped in proscuitto, sliced and served with a pesto of walnut and arugula. While the meat is moist, it isn’t dreamy. 

	Desserts, created by pastry chef Brandy, are uniformly good, none better than the spiced orange and sour cherry cheesecake with a snappy ginger crust. Though the pecan tart is wicked too. 

	If I had an itsy-bitsy criticism, it would be that the red wine is served either too warm or too cold. 

	Service is cheery. And so are we. 

	Originally published Feb. 4, 2010

	
	

	
	

	
	PUB FARE
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	The Manx Pub offers a daily burger, this one with a pile of Le Coprin mushrooms, bronzed onions, chipotle mayo and house-smoked cheddar. Photo by Chris Mikula, Ottawa Citizen.

	

	
		
	

	
	

	DOWNTOWN

	

	THE MANX PUB


	
	370 Elgin Street    613-231-2070     

	
	Open: Daily for lunch and dinner. Open until 1 a.m. (2 a.m. weekends)

	Prices: Starters, $7 to $14; sandwiches/mains, $14 to $18 

	Access: Stairs down to entrance 


	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	The Complete Works of William Shakespeare could be just one of many diversions if you were dining alone at The Manx. It looked like a nice, clean, unread copy. Fretting about slopping my burger over some soliloquy, I chose not to pull it off the back shelf for company at my solo Manx meal last week. 

	Besides, the burger required my full concentration. Was it the chipotle aioli that gave it such a sultry smokiness? Or was there something else? 

	After she caught me in the act of pulling the thing apart for closer inspection, my server poked her head out the bar pass (I was deep in the corner booth) to report that it was the cheddar that was smoked. 

	“We smoke it here. We smoke everything ourselves. In fact, we make everything from scratch.” 

	When I last wrote about this long-running underground pub, it had no competition. If you were on Elgin Street and wanted a tasty meal for a reasonable price in convivial surroundings, The Manx was it. 

	Today, there are good-bet choices on what seems to me an increasingly tastier street. Among those good bets, the funky Oz Kafe and the new Town Gastropub. So given what you might call neighbourly competition, I wondered if The Manx queues were quite as long as I remembered them. 

	Well they are. 

	I also wanted to check out the renovation job I had been told about. The room is essentially the same, I’m happy to report, but it is now rimmed with a padded red bench, and the floors seem to have been redone since my last visit. They’ve added more copper-topped tables, some high, some low, and perhaps that copy of The Bard’s best stuff is also new? But The Manx remains a loud, happy place with a gnarled-around-the-edges English alehouse feel, and here you may eat and drink well and fully and for not too much. Benches may have budged about in the four years since I last darkened The Manx doors, but not the prices. 

	Of the starters, the lentil soup with roasted corn and cumin warmth was lovely. Very good as well, the black bean quesadillas with smoked onion and a distinctive tomatillo salsa. Butter beans and roasted vegetables gave depth and body to a garlicky hummus, served with warm naan. 

	From the sandwiches section, the club with roasted chicken breast and peameal bacon was well done, but it was the daily burger with its pile of Le Coprin mushrooms, bronzed onions, chipotle mayo and smoked cheddar that I loved. The meat was juicy, herbed and perfectly seasoned, the portion of vegetables in balance with the thin patty, and the bun was fresh and yielding. 

	There are four main dishes on offer. The blackboard lists the day’s additions. Unfixed to any wall, it roams the room. From that board I encountered the first mild disappointment in the form of a flat iron steak, a bit overcooked and a bit tough, on a layer of avocado and a bed of rice. Better the fish, I thought, miso-glazed trout, gently cooked, with gorgeous fingerling spuds, roasted and lightly doused with sesame, soy and ginger. 

	The house tomato sauce is delicious, and it makes the naan pizza worth ordering, this one covered lightly with cheese and zucchini. 

	Warm brownies for dessert with ice cream. Great choice of beer on tap, strong local content on the list, plus an impressive selection of wines and whiskies. The long-running Manx charmingly runs on. 

	Originally published Aug. 26, 2010

	
	MILL ST. BREWPUB


	
	555 Wellington St.    613-567-2337    ottawa.millstreetbrewpub.ca

	
	Open: Mondays: 11 a.m. to 10 p.m.; Tuesdays: 11 a.m. to 11 p.m.; Wednesdays: 11 a.m. to 12 a.m.; Thursdays: 11 a.m. to 1 a.m.; Fridays: 11 a.m. to 2 a.m.; Saturdays: 10: 30 a.m. to 2 a.m.; Sundays: 10: 30 a.m. to 10 p.m. 

	Prices: Mains, $14 to $24 

	Access: Fully accessible (elevator to second level) 

	
	By Laura Robin

	
	I’ve visited Ottawa’s new Mill St. Brewpub three times and each time I’ve been struck by the same thought: Where did all these people come from? The staff numbers more than 100. The customers—they must be in the thousands every day. 

	The place opened in late January and it’s hopping, I can report to you, seven days a week. 

	My first foray was at 7 p.m. on a Sunday, and I thought it would surely be easy to get in. The place seats hundreds, but we were lucky to get two seats at the bar. It was loud and lively. On a Sunday night. In Ottawa. 

	Next, I wanted to try a Saturday night. They no longer take reservations for Friday or Saturday nights because the demand is so great. We arrived at 4: 25 p.m. as advised and got the last free table. By the time we left, at about 7 p.m., the wait to get in was 2½ hours. 

	Next, I tried to reserve on a weeknight. Every night last week was fully booked. 

	I settled for brunch on Saturday. Arriving at 10: 28 a.m. (the place opens at 10: 30 a.m.), we managed to snag one of the prime tables in the glass room that overhangs the river, but we weren’t the first. 

	Mill St., which started in Toronto’s Distillery District a decade ago, has much to entice people in. 

	Free brewery tours are offered every day at 5 and 5: 30 p.m. (but they fill up and if you don’t get there early, you’re out of luck.) Every day features something special (five appetizers for $5 on Mondays; roast beef dinner on Sundays; special theme events held regularly). TVs are mounted in every room for sports fans. The music is loud and catchy. Can’t decide which beer to try? Try a four-glass sampler. 

	Which brings us to the beer, and the food . . . but first the beer. 

	Mill St. was named Canadian Brewery of the Year three years in a row and the special Ottawa brews reflect not only brew master Joel Manning’s expertise, but Ottawa’s brewing heritage. The Portage Ale is light, crisp and refreshing. Valley Irish Red is a bit darker, mellow and with a creamy head. Ambre de la Chaudière is stronger, unfiltered and a little cloudy, and slightly spicy. And that’s just the start of the 14 beers on tap. 

	We find that the beers go down remarkably well with some of the appetizers. The Piggy Delight is a flatbread topped with pulled pork, smoked pork belly and chorizo sausage and laced with bubbling mozzarella cheese and barbecue sauce. It’s gooey, salty and delicious. 

	Likewise the hot Drunken Crab and Spinach Dip, which is like that oven-baked creamy artichoke dip so many people make at home, but with the addition of Mill St. Lemon Tea Beer. It’s served with “pretzel bread”—a dark-brown baguette topped with coarse salt that looks like a giant pretzel. 

	The menu—no doubt perfected over years in Toronto—isn’t subtle or terribly sophisticated, but it does pub food pretty well. Beer is added to many items. There’s lager in the fish ‘n’ chips batter, ale in the tourtière and even swirls of stout through the housemade vanilla-bean ice cream. 

	Of the 12 or so dishes sampled over three visits, I’d quibble with only a few: I found the house-smoked turkey and chicken a little too smoky, the pile of lettuce served with the huevos rancheros was dry and uninspired and couldn’t be helped by the squiggles of overly thick ranch dressing, and I would have liked the trio of ice creams better without the rosettes of whipped cream and fat, bland, cultured blueberries. 

	There’s much to return for. The sweet potato fries are addictively salty, spicy and crispy on the outside, meltingly tender inside. A roasted beet salad is delicious with loads of fresh spinach, dried cranberries, walnuts and goat cheese. A float made with not-too-sweet Mill St. root beer is easily the best thing I’ve sipped in 2012. 

	Service was uniformly friendly, if not uniformly expert, and Mill St. seems to be going out of its way to try to be welcoming. 

	The building—the oldest standing mill in the city—is stunning and the renovations make the most of the stone spaces and Ottawa’s best locale. Mill St. is a perfect place to take out-of-town guests or to cycle to on a summer day (the patios are due to open soon). 

	No wonder it’s so popular. But let’s hope it gets a little less so, as trying to get into this fun place is no fun at all. 

	Originally published March 22, 2012

		
	

	
	

	GATINEAU

	
	LES BRASSEURS DU TEMPS


	
	170 rue Montcalm, Gatineau    819-205-4999 ext. 1    brasseursdutemps.com


	Open: Open daily at 11:30 a.m.; closes at midnight Sunday to Tuesday, at 1 a.m. Wednesday, at 2 a.m. Thursday to Saturday

	Prices: Mains, $13 to $28

	Access: Fully accessible

	
	By Peter Hum

	
	We were at Les Brasseurs du Temps one night not too long ago, waiting to see whether two wrongs would make a culinary right. 

	At the Gatineau brew pub, which fittingly overlooks Brewery Creek in Hull, they make a dish that combines two items many people won’t let past their lips. Here, “chef’s poutine” takes the famous indelicacy of french fries, curds and brown sauce and tries to elevate it by adding foie gras. Nutritionistas eschew poutine for its artery-clogging properties; more principled eaters than me cry foul about the foie. 

	We were ready to give it a go, but not before trying what Les Brasseurs is best known for, which is its selection of micro-brews. Opened in 2009 in Hull’s former waterworks building, Les Brasseurs not only slakes thirsts on site in its dark, woody, no-frills, at-times boisterous dining hall, its beers appear on nearly a dozen other bar and restaurant menus in the Outaouais and are sold, bottled, at scores of Quebec retailers. 

	Over the course of the dinner, which began with poutine, we tried 12 different draught beers, and all were potent and full of flavour, from a honeyed pale ale to a stout tinged with coffee and chocolate. We could only manage a dozen beers because we had ordered what BdT calls “l’horloge” (or clock), which for $16 offers a dozen shareable samples in three-ounce glasses. 

	(“We,” by the way, did not include the eight-year-old at our table. A caution to parents wanting to bring children to Les Brasseurs—just a small part of the business is considered a restaurant, while the rest is a pub that’s off-limits to minors. So, reservations for families are a very good idea.) 

	By the time one or two of those beer samples had been downed, the poutine appetizer arrived. The $9 half-order turned out to be a tough slog, with so-so fries topped with a semi-cooked sphere of foie, heavily sauced and putatively perked with a cranberry chutney. There is such a thing as gourmet poutine with foie gras—famed Montreal chef Martin Picard serves it at Au Pied de Cochon—but this rendition just seemed wrong—leadenly so. 

	On the whole, the food and beverages at Les Brasseurs fall between the ambrosial highs of its beers and the low-point poutines (another poutine dressed with Cantonnier cheese, onions and double-smoked bacon was also a letdown, especially because of too-fatty bacon). They get many things right, but a few things wrong. If you avoid the poutines and some disappointing desserts (more about them later), you can eat, drink and be merry. 

	The dinner menu tends to the hearty and rustic, with house beers, naturally, frequently figuring in preparations. Game meats often star, as do some locally produced ingredients. Bison from Takwânaw farm in Petite Nation appears in a tartare, and wild mushrooms from Le Coprin show up in a baked appetizer. The pub’s breads come from La Balade des Douceurs Bakery in Gatineau. 

	Our main courses were just fine. The house-made smoked meat ($12) was of a good quality in a generous sandwich, served with a mountain of salad and a pot of house-made, beer-spiked mustard. The Tennessee Jack beef burger ($17) was juicy and flavourful, well-dressed with a beery onion confit, bacon, Monterey Jack cheese and Jack Daniel’s barbecue sauce. 

	Fancier plates also satisfied. Among the appetizers, the “buccaneers platter” ($17), with its mounded salmon, trout and a scallop that had been smoked in-house with blini and horseradish whipped cream, stirred appetites nicely. The wapiti (elk) stew ($22), flavoured with spicy Messe de Minuit Christmas beer and served over diced root vegetables, was tender and flavourful. My dining companion reported that it tasted better with every bite. Except for its flabby skin, the duck confit ($21) was very much devourable, with plump and well-seasoned meat. The veg accompaniments were plentiful—bok choy, purple cauliflower and more—although the “white chocolate” mashed potatoes tasted only of potatoes, which might have been a good thing. 

	Of the desserts, none was stellar. The dark chocolate fondant cake ($7) with a raspberry beer coulis was so-so, less dense and rich than it should have been. The tarte tatin of the day ($7) featured pears, which were fine, in a slightly undercooked, unbuttery dough, which was not fine. Perhaps we should have opted for the selection of beer-flavoured sorbets. 

	Les Brasseurs also offers a wine list that favours bottles over single glasses, many spirits and shots, and even mixed drinks that combine beer with liqueurs, spirits and syrups. But really, given the impeccable beers on tap, why would you? 

	Originally published April 12, 2012

	
	

	
	

	HINTONBURG AND WESTBORO


	
	THE HINTONBURG PUBLIC HOUSE


	
	1020 Wellington St. W.    613-421-5087    hintonburgpublichouse.ca


	Open: Open daily, 11: 30 a.m. (11 a.m. weekends) until 2 a.m. 

	Prices: Starters, $6 to $12; mains, $14 to $25 

	Access: Steps to front door 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	This Hintonburg newcomer will fit in fine with the mood of a ‘hood that’s flowering with new dining-out options of late. Most have a flop-into-them, linen-free, post-skating, long-johns-and-tuque-head-are-perfectly-fine feel. 

	My husband is delighted with these come-as-ye-be-and-wolf-down-some-macky-cheese sorts of places. I applaud too (the cheese tends to be local), but maybe with a bit less verve. The Le Metro/Chez Jean Pierres of Ottawa’s past are all being replaced with gastropubs or “soul” cafés, restos that give themselves “kitchen” as surname, put their bars front and centre and dish up endless plates of comfort food. 

	But I digress. This place isn’t trying to be anything but a(nother) neighbourhood watering hole with a focus on good food and drink, and in that it’s succeeding. 

	(Another trend I applaud is the lack of televisions in these new places. It’s a scourge that’s infected downtown and Westboro: no matter where you sit yourself there’s no escaping the flat screens. None of that for these Hintonburg trailblazers. Full marks.) 

	In its look, the HPH reminds me a bit of the new Back Lane Café—thoroughly modern in its garage sale fittings. The wide plank floor is progressively repurposed wood, the hodgepodge chairs and tables come similarly pre-loved. 

	Shades of brown and white dominate the long room, with one rogue bit of turquoise behind the bar. Crockery here has been borrowed from granny’s china cabinet; cutlery is church bazaar; candles are nestled in Mason jars; bills are dispatched on little silver trays. The bar is long and wide and looks like it’s been there forever. 

	There is good energy in the room, but it comes less from the staff than from the patrons. And there’s no shortage of those. 

	Most are eating fish and chips or burgers and chips. Both are good choices. The Hintonburg Public House’s chef is Kris Kshonze, late of the Whalesbone Oyster House, which likely explains why the seafood dishes are so solid. His rendition of the great British pub grub starts with fat hunks of fresh cod dunked in a bitter-beer batter and fried up brown and crunchy, served with fries and a curried mayo. Not a huge portion. Just right at $14. The burger is tasty, moist, and comes with a slick of old Cheddar, topped with house pickles and a perky onion mayo. The lamb sandwich is delicious. I thought the grilled flatbread was superb, mostly for its spread of white bean hummus, topped with soft mushrooms and kale, pickled onion, and dollops of thick tangy yogurt. It comes with a bouncy salad and for $14 seemed a perfect, light supper. 

	You get more mileage out of the potted whole chicken livers ($6), pink and pungent, sweetened with an onion jam and green apples, or from the sausage starter ($6, with homemade mustard and Art-is-in crostini) than you do out of a small wedge of le Noble cheese with sumac jelly—same price, cheese in nice condition, but there’s not much of it. 

	There were a few things amiss: the pastry was tough in the squash galette, though the flavours, enhanced with orange zest, were easy to like; and if the malt vinaigrette on the trout starter were drizzled with less enthusiasm, I would like it better. The fish itself was rich and delicious and its mates—briny beets, crushed capers, little bitter leaves of Brussels sprout—very nice. The only big letdowns were the flabby chicken wings—the skin in need of a trim and some serious crisping—and the pastry in the apple curd tart needing some serious de-crisping. The crust was completely impassable. 

	Until they get that bit right, better to order the gorgeous blood-orange cranberry frozen yogurt for dessert, or the luscious chocolate pudding cake with candied orange marmalade and cream. 

	For the beer drinker, there’s a solid craft lineup—including six locals on tap—and there’s a short, decent enough wine list here, with 12 options available by the glass/ half litre/bottle. 

	The loos are curiously in the middle of the room, unmarked and next to the office, also unmarked, the latter sometimes opened in error by those looking for the ladies room. 

	May I suggest a sign above these three doors so Hintonburg Pub owner Summer Baird (once co-chef/ owner of the Urban Pear) is less frequently disturbed? Including by me. Though one does wonder what she’s doing in her office, door closed, on a busy Thursday night. 

	Which brings me to what I think is my only problem with this new place. 

	I like the menu—lots of interesting, no-nonsense pub stuff on it, fairly priced—and the food is tasty and for the most part well prepared. But for a pub, the bit that seems missing is the cheer. “Sit where you like” is a lazy greeting, and the servers can be a preoccupied lot. The atmosphere of a neighbourhood local is created by the people who own it, and the folk behind the bar and on the floor. 

	At none of my visits did I feel embraced by this place. And I want that in my pub. 

	Originally published Jan. 26, 2012

		
	

	
	

	
	
	SANDWICHES & BURGERS
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	 Sanguiccio Italain Cafe on Preston Street’s—Beef Spezzatino. The sandwich features chunks of roast beef, cooked in wine and spices on a ciabatta bun. Photo by Julie Oliver, Ottawa Citizen.

	


		
	

	
	

	LITTLE ITALY

	
	SANGUICCIO DELI-CAFÉ


	
	183 Preston St.    613-569-0456    sanguiccio.ca

	
	Open: Monday to Friday:  8:30 a.m. to 6:30 p.m., Saturday: 8 a.m. to 5:30 p.m., Sunday: 10:30 a.m. to 2 p.m.


	Peter Hum

	
	It’s hard to pick a favourite at this modest but highly regarded sandwich shop in Little Italy. One contender would have to be Genio Ienzi’s slow-cooked beef spezzatino sandwich, which after all walked away with the prize for Ottawa’s best sandwich when the Citizen convened a panel to decide the matter in the spring of 2012. 

	The meat, which can come from O’Brien Farms in Manotick, is stewed in wine and spices for hours until it’s melt-in-the-mouth tender and flavourful, and it tastes of time and care when it’s done. The bread gets a hit of garlic-and-rosemary-infused olive oil. Chunks of tomatoes add some nice acidity to cut the rich meat, and you’re good to go. If you crave some heat, Ienzi can dispense a spicy homemade relish that means business. This is the sandwich to make an eater’s eyes go wide as it’s eaten. The small tomato side salad was a perfectly simple accompaniment.

	Ienzi takes his time making the spezzatino – 20 minutes or so to be cooked on his hotplate – but he’s courteous and engaging company throughout, and his shop feels like an old-world oasis.

	If Ienzi’s run out of the spezzatino, then one of the meatball, grilled steak, proscuitto or tuna options should not let you down. There’s also a cheesy (Melted provolone and bocconcini) kid’s sanguiccio for smaller appetites.

	Lunch could not have a better ending than one of Ienzi’s Italian coffees, which include various espressos or his milk with Nutella concoction. 

		
	

	
	

	MERIVALE

	
	
	LUIGI PANINI


	
	1482 Merivale Rd.    613-762-2280    luigipanini.com

	
	Open: Monday to Wednesday 11 a.m. to 8 p.m., Thursday to Saturday 11 a.m. to 9 p.m., Sunday 4 to p.m.

	Prices: Sandwiches from $5 to $14

	
	By Peter Hum


	Since I began this restaurant reviewing gig earlier in 2012, I’ve frequently been drawn to the lobster items on menus. I’m testing a hypothesis, solely my own, that you can tell a lot about a restaurant by how it serves that luxurious ingredient, about the generosity of its kitchen and the care that its cooks take. Plus, lobster is delicious.

	Over the past few months, I’ve experienced a lot of lobster letdown. There have been plates of ravioli where any crustacean seemed not to have made it out of the kitchen. A $45 dish in which the tail and claw looked lovely, but seemed a touch over-cooked. A lobster roll that seemed to have shrunk in the wash, made from scraps of meat rather than chunks you could sink your teeth into.

	My happiest lobster meal in many a moon has been the lobster melt at Luigi Panini, a newish sandwich shop that also has bare-minimum seating for a dozen or so people. At $14, the lobster melt is definitely a splurge of a sandwich, but it’s pleased me more than lunch items of the same price elsewhere, and even more than some lobster dishes at twice the price.

	It consists of a copious amount of lobster served on a nicely pressed Art-Is-In panini, intimately mingled with a blend of havarti, gruyère and mozzarella. Earlier this week, I split one of these with a co-worker, and he, a heat-head, thought it could have used a bit more zip—some chili-based condiment perhaps. I agree that something—maybe some peppery arugula or lemon aioli?—might have put the sandwich over the top. As it was, it was still hitting the spot.

	I shouldn’t have been surprised that Luigi Panini serves a superior lobster sandwich. Not only is it next to the Merivale Fish Market and Seafood Grill, but one of its co-owners, Anthony Epifano, is a second-generation member of the family that owns the fish market.  

	Meanwhile, back at our table, my colleague was very pleased with his rustic chicken panini ($9). It was piping hot, the grilled chicken was perfectly moist and the rapini was not at all bitter. 

	On a previous visit, I and several co-workers took a tour of Luigi Panini’s concise menu, with more mixed results. A colleague described the pulled pork sandwich ($8) as generously stuffed with meat that was meltingly tender and deliciously sauced, adding that he would be hard-pressed not to order it again on a later visit. Two others praised the mango chicken sandwich (grilled chicken, fresh mango, avocado, havarti and a balsamic glaze), although they wondered if there was even too much chicken in it.

	 The caprese sandwich ($8), which put buffalo mozzarella, fresh basil, tomatoes and balsamic glaze between bread, seemed fresh but a little drab to me, but I say the same thing about every caprese salad I’ve tried in Ottawa. 

	The only dud at our table was a serving of quinoa salad, marred by too-chewy, undercooked quinoa, and too-cooked, mushy cubes of sweet potato. 

	Fortunately, Luigi’s Panini’s coffee is good. So, too, is its selection of ice cream from Pure Gelato. You can combine the two, winningly so, in an affogato that floats a scoop of vanilla or bacio gelato in some espresso.

	
	
	ROBZ


	
	1679 Carling Ave.    613-792-1987    robzbistro.com

	
	Open: Monday to Friday 11 a.m. to 7 p.m., Saturday noon to 5 p.m.

	Prices: Sandwiches from $5 to $6.50

	
	By Peter Hum

	
	Inside a former Chinese-food franchise in the strip mall at Carling and Cole avenues, Robert Johnson, formerly the executive chef at the Crazy Horse steak house in Kanata, has been making takeout sandwiches for the last month. After sizing up the lunchtime choices nearby, Johnson decided to specialize in slow-roasted and smoked meats, free from processing and preservatives, served fresh.

	That took a bit of ingenuity. In an interview after I had tried his food a few times, he told me that he repurposed the woks from his property’s former occupant as smokers. For some of his sandwiches, he also reheats meats in one of the hand-me-down woks. He also has an oven that he uses for slow-roasting meats.

	Johnson’s variations on beef—barbecued beef with caramelized onions and green peppers, roast beef au jus, beef and peppercorn, beef and cheese—have been lean and tasty without fail.

	Once you’ve tried his slow-roasted back bacon sandwich, you might never go back to a quick fry-up of that Canadian staple. Johnson’s sandwich is a cold, tender treat, topped with fresh tomato and greens and spiked with a hit of hot mustard.

	His pulled pork sandwich is nicely smokey and toothsome with a homemade sauce that hits the spot between sweet and spicy. For heavier appetites, Johnson makes a poutine of hand-cut french fries topped with the same pulled pork.

	Somehow, the small sandwiches, which come with a container of coleslaw and a spear of pickle to seal the deal, are just $5, the large $6.50. Real food at fast food prices, several colleagues rightly say. If only Robz had some tables and seats so that we could dig in right away.


		
	

	
	

	
	VEGETARIAN FARE
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	Green Earth’s stuffed tomatoes swim in an intense tomato sauce, and are savoury and more complex. Photo by Peter Hum, Ottawa Citizen.

	
	

		
	

	
	

	LITTLE ITALY

	
	GREEN EARTH


	
	354A Preston St.    613-563-2784    greenearthvegan.com

	
	Open: Monday, Wednesday to Friday, 11 a.m. to 2: 30 p.m., 5 to 9 p.m.; Saturday 11 a.m. to 9 p.m., Sunday noon to 8 p.m., closed Tuesday

	Prices: Mains: $7.75 to $11.95. Buffets: Weekday lunch, $9.95; special buffet first Sunday of every month, $13.95. 

	Access: Fully accessible


	By Peter Hum

	
	It was time for this un-repentant carnivore to do some good. 

	“Be Veg. Go Green. Save the Planet,” said the poster outside the Green Earth restaurant. Flanked by Preston Street’s diverse mix of Italian and other eateries, some opulent and most definitely meaty, this vegan outpost seemed like an outlier and even an underdog. And yet, in its ascetic, sparely decorated way, Green Earth for the last three years has fought the good, flesh-free fight. 

	In terms of ambience, Green Earth didn’t square with what my mind’s eye en-visions as a “vegetarian restaurant.” While I imagine a bright, airy, cafeteria-like space, Green Earth is a modest, narrow place offset from the street, sadly short of natural light when we paid a dinner visit. Formerly, the property was home to Johnny Guido’s. I never ate there, but I can guess that Green Earth has retained some of the dark, woody trappings of its predecessor. 

	Also adding to the slight disconnect I felt was the fact that the background music at dinner was Céline Dion, not Yanni or a burbling fountain. 

	But the menu, which Green Earth shares with similarly named sister restaurants in Toronto and Pasadena, California, left no doubt of its vegan mission. 

	The restaurant offers soups, salads, pasta dishes, rice dishes and sandwiches spun from the cuisines of Italy, Mexico, China, Thai-land, India and Vietnam, but with meat removed and in some cases replaced by tofu, soy and other vegetable protein products. As well, Green Earth’s website states that it uses organic ingredients whenever possible and financially feasible. 

	I was too much of a duck-confit-loving, foie-gras-devouring reprobate to opt for Green Earth’s “Grilled Protein Patty.” But from the recipe’s many dishes, my group of diners and I were able to choose dishes with more enticing descriptions, and what’s more, we were generally pleased by them. We were unequivocally happy with the restaurant’s prices, which made the good-for-the-Earth food seem like good value. 

	Perhaps we could have chosen better from the list of appetizers that ranges from sushi to quesadillas to french fries. We enjoyed the hummus, with its sesame kick and warmed wheat pita bread, but the bruschetta was too homespun, consisting of a toasted bun and a too-salty tomato topping. Meanwhile, a bowl of edamame beans arrived under-salted and just a touch too firm. 

	Figuring in some dishes were soy “chicken” and “vegan prawns.” We ordered these products on their own as deep-fried, crispy nuggets and they were fine and even kid-friendly. They passed a discriminating boy’s test for taste and texture, and were served with a sweet chili sauce (that did seem store-bought). 

	Spicy lemongrass tofu was not much to look at, with firm cubes of the overly maligned bean curd sharing a plate with brown sauce, lettuce and a mound of brown rice. But the dish clearly delivered its hits of chili and citrus flavour. 

	The only vegetarian in our party enjoyed her sautéed medley of just-cooked broccoli, bell peppers, zucchini and tofu. Stuffed tomatoes, which swam in an intense tomato sauce, were surprisingly savoury and more complex thanks to some mush-rooms inside and a broiled topping. Least satisfying was the so-called “supreme burrito,” which, with its filling that felt nondescript, would have been better named “un-memorable burrito.” 

	You have to give Green Earth credit for trying to re-invent some of the world’s meat-eaters’ classics. Still, we could not bring ourselves to sample Green Earth’s pho—our skepticism remained about a vegan rendition of that great and beefy Vietnamese soup—or the Philly Star, in which vegetable proteins covered with mushrooms, bell peppers and onions sought to emulate the famed hoagie. 

	But we were glad to have tried a slice of dairy-free, egg-free chocolate almond cake. While it didn’t quite have the mouth feel of a non-vegan version, it was close, and it was sufficiently sweet, nutty and chocolatey. 

	This is meat-free cuisine without any haute aspirations. Zen Kitchen, the Somerset Street hot spot for vegan fine dining, has nothing to worry about. But neither is Green Earth’s food the culinary equivalent of a hair shirt. You can do much better than Woody Allen did in Annie Hall when he ordered the alfalfa sprouts and plate of mashed yeast. 

	And you can pat yourself on the back after dinner for having eaten so virtuously. 

	Originally published Sept. 27, 2012

		
	

	
	

	GATINEAU

	
	LA BELLE VERTE


	
	166 rue Eddy, Gatineau    819-778-6363     

	
	
	Open: Monday/Tuesday, 11 a.m to 6 p.m., Wednesday through Saturday, 11 a.m. to 9 p.m.

	Prices: Most items, $10 to $15 

	Access: Fully accessible 


	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	I’m a bit flummoxed, but there you have it. Dessert-of-the-year-thus-far must go to a mostly-organic-vegan-raw food restaurant, open since December just off the main drag in downtown Gatineau, for its strawberry-cream chocolate tart. 

	It’s raw food strawberry-cream chocolate tart, to be precise. 

	Given that it’s a vegan dish, there’s not really any cream. Or butter. And it sports a crust made of nuts. It’s also fashioned with raw chocolate—the very expensive pure stuff that keeps you wide awake and cursing raw food people all night. But once I’d weathered a couple of heavy-eyed days well enough to forgive them, I am now able to recognize its brilliance. 

	“The first few batches of this tart were decent enough,” explained raw foodist server, Tyler, when asked if that pink pie in the display fridge was any good. “But they didn’t really take our breath away, you know?” I nodded politely, thinking him endearingly dramatic. “This, though, this is her best batch ever. 

	“This is,” he said, his hand fluttering over his heart and his eyes receding into the back of his head, “truly amazing.” 

	I was full. And feeling like I could have used a couple of Tums to help with the house raw crackers I had been nibbling endlessly. But given that theatrical endorsement, it seemed a shame not to give the tart a whirl. Not that I was—hype notwithstanding—expecting to like it much. To me, refined sugar, cow’s milk butter and full-fat cream are integral to the making of a delectable dessert. This tart, apparently concocted with a mixed nut and seed crust, agave nectar, date juice, coconut cashew “butter,” strawberries and raw cacao nibs, didn’t scream, “Order me.” But it was shockingly good. The crust was nubbly enough to give the smooth, rich layers of strawberry “cream,” chocolate “ganache” and strawberry mousse a terrific textural balance, the guts with an adult whisper of sweetness and the layers altogether luscious. 

	I could really have used a double espresso to go with it. But no such luck. Not here. I washed it down with another mug of grassy tea. 

	La Belle Verte is run by the Lavoie sisters, Rafaele and Nina. Open since December, it’s a cheery, high-ceilinged room of many bright shades of green, energizing art and garage-sale furniture finds. No two tables match. Chairs have a similar curbside appeal. Plants grow in and around windows, and perch on an ornate piano that doesn’t look playable. On a shelf at the back of the restaurant are books extolling the benefits of going raw (“You’re very welcome to borrow them,” Tyler says.) and others filled with vegan recipes. At the front is a self-serve tea and water bar. 

	There’s a team of raw “cooks” in the open kitchen and the whirr and grind of the high-speed blender is the soundtrack for much of our lunch. About two-thirds of the dishes on the one-page menu sport sun signs, indicating raw/living food items—hence the sound of grating and grinding. 

	Salads are fresh and lively, though with an unremarkable sameness to them. We try the house salad, the Cleopatra (mostly for the “caramelized onions”) and the “From the Sea.” Forgetting about the sun sign attached to these salads, the so-called “caramelized” onions are in fact dehydrated onions sweetened with date juice, and the “dulse seaweed” is actually dulse powder sprinkled in the dressing. The latter is slightly saltier, but other than that, the salads are interchangeable. 

	We end up gravitating toward the cooked dishes and the vegan sandwiches. The Zorba is constructed with cashew “cheese” and black olives, roasted peppers, sprouts and a pile of grated vegetables, moistened with a sundried tomato tapenade, all on quality bread. The soup (leek and coconut, very good) and sandwich combo at $10 makes a nice lunch. 

	La Belle Verte Bowl is a mound of either brown rice or soba noodles, topped with steamed greens, carrots, onions, mushrooms and roasted tofu, drizzled with a choice of sauces. 

	There are pizzas (oven-baked) and soups (the dal is totally satisfying) and a number of other desserts worth a detour (try the lemon curd tart and the raw chocolate macaroon-like things.) 

	My visits were both over lunch, but La Belle Verte has recently extended its evening hours, staying open until 9 p.m. Wednesdays through Saturdays. Think I’ll try a pizza next time, if only to earn another slice of tart. 

	Originally published May 20, 2010

		
	

	
	
	
	GLEBE AND OTTAWA SOUTH


	CAFÉ MY HOUSE


	
	1729 Bank St.    613-733-0707    cafemyhouse.com

	
	Open: Tuesday, lunch only; Wednesday to Friday, lunch and dinner; Saturday, breakfast, lunch and dinner; Sunday, breakfast and lunch. 

	Prices: Main dishes, $7 to $21 

	Access: Fully accessible, washrooms not inside restaurant but on ground floor


	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	Café My House is a bright, homemade little place, with greenhued walls, white tables set with fresh flowers, and blackboards announcing things like “raw vegan shakes and juices” in neon pink chalk. 

	I came here the day after my carnivorous bender at Ekko de Brasil in Aylmer, mostly for curative reasons—to consider the benefits of downing their daily detox, and wolfing their vegan green rolls—but I left impressed with the quality of the food. 

	Anyone who seems baffled that someone can actually take pleasure in a diet of vegetables alone should try eating at My House. And for anyone who thinks vegetarian food is a muddle of murky brown and squidgy green on a weighty plate, the lush presentations here will quash that notion. And, furthermore, anyone who suspects she’ll leave a vegan restaurant starving, veering through the burger shack drive-through on the way home, needn’t fret: you won’t go hungry here. You might even ask for a doggie bag. 

	Located on Bank Street south, this Korean-run restaurant’s goal, according to its menu, is “to make vegan food appealing, approachable and available to both vegans and non-vegans alike.” Well, they succeeded with this non-vegan. 

	They aren’t puritan chemists at My House—not pushing colonic evacuation medicine, just trying to push balance. Bacon and eggs on the brunch menu, along with vegan tempeh Benedict with a side of kale. Both are available, though you will find more of the latter and its ilk. 

	There’s an Asian take (vegetarian sushi, Korean bibimbap without the grilled beef) on this mostly vegetarian and vegan menu. I’ve only grazed the surface of it, but I’ve been impressed, starting with a great soup. Tomato and lentil, with chunky goodness and cumin warmth. Edamame arrive salted and tossed in lime juice and, though a bit overcooked, kept us entertained while we waited for the rest. 

	On the meaty side, what came next was the superhero omelette—with ham, onion, mushroom, herbs and cheese, served with home fries (delicious), toast and fresh fruit. Then a smoked salmon sandwich with kale, curls of lemon zest, fresh dill, capers, onion, cucumber and cream cheese tucked in dark, seedy gluten-free bread and sided with a bouncy salad. 

	The Korean classic bibimbap tends to need the sweetly grilled meat for textural interest, but this vegan version uses bundles of deepfried nori sheets that crackle in the mouth, and nutty brown rice for contrast. It is a pretty dish, a pile of neatly sectioned colours, anchored with the black-green of nori and the stark white of daikon, along with julienned carrot and zucchini, green onions and bean sprouts, mushrooms, eggplant and greens. 

	You look at it for a little bit, as a sibling might admire a Lego creation of his sister’s, then you smash it to bits, muddling it all together and enjoying the sesame flavour that permeates the bowl. Good, too, the “spaghetti,” where long ringlets of herbed zucchini stand in for pasta, and the house-crushed walnut balls studded with vegan cheese replace the traditional meatballs. A tasty and spicy vodka cream sauce unites it all. 

	On the drinks side, My House offers French press organic coffee, well-chosen teas that promise everything but eternal life, and a full menu of freshly pressed juices and raw vegan shakes that are shockingly delicious. 

	Two words of caution: this is labour-intensive food, and the shakes and juices require a full-time commitment to the (loud) blender, so when the room is busy, as it often is, and the staff is stretched (as staff sometimes can be), be ready for a wait. Reservations are recommended, though there seems to be no voice mail, so be patient with this too. 

	Originally published June 9, 2011

	
	

	
	

	
	
	MISCELLANEOUS DELECTABLE EATERIES
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	Many  intriguing African dishes, can be had at the Gatineau’s Poulet DG, which serves dishes from West Africa (Senegal, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea, Mali) and Central Africa (Cameroon, Rwanda). Photo by Bruno Schlumberger, Ottawa Citizen.

	



	

	
	

	BYWARD MARKET

	
	MEXICAN:


	
	LOS TACOS DE MAURO


	
	349 Dalhousie St.    613-562-9756     

	

	Open: Tuesday to Saturday, 11 a.m. to 9 p.m., Sunday, 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. 

	Prices: Most dishes, $7.50 to $12.50 

	Access: Flight of stairs to second floor 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	The last time I climbed these stairs, the year was 2006 and the destination an Indian restaurant I quite liked called Jaipur Bistro. Before that, it was one of the Roses Café locations before the Roses Cafés all closed down. And before that, I really can’t recall—probably a shawarma joint, given the flood of them in this neighbourhood. 

	The second floor of 349 Dalhousie St. is now a homespun-looking nightclub. It plays tunes—according to its grand opening announcement of a couple of weeks ago—from the ‘70s, ‘80s, and ‘90s, plus Old School Latin, Brazilian and World Music. 

	But before the mirror balls start spinning, the little tables set around the perimeter of the shiny white dance floor are covered with jaunty vinyl cloths and from 11 a.m.through to about 9 p.m., they serve tacos here—Mauro Rosario’s tacos, and they’re pretty yummy. 

	Mauro is a caterer, I understand, who has worked at a number of embassies (though not always as a cook). 

	He used to make his tacos somewhere else, “close by,” I am told by his fans at neighbouring tables, but only for the public on Sundays. He was convinced by those who loved his Mexican dishes to move, to open six days a week and I guess to share space with the “Discoteka” nightspot. 

	From Tuesday to Friday, Mauro supplements his tacos with tostadas, quesadillos and tortas, plus soup, salad and desserts, and on weekends there are specials that come and go—mole con pollo, pozole rojo, chiles rellenos, tamales. No chimichangas, no sizzling fajitas, no deep-fried, cornflake-wrapped ice cream with chocolate syrup. This is as close as a restaurant can get to home cooking in a disco, and seems a home away from home for Mexicans yearning for familiar tastes. 

	We are the only English speakers one night. Everyone is very keen that we gringos like the food. And we do. 

	The made-to-order soft corn tacos come in threes, and range from slow-roasted pork (slightly sweet, very juicy) to pulled lamb, to chorizo and potato with onion. Add chopped cilantro, a squeeze of lime, a smear of the modestly hot smooth-green chilli sauce, or a dollop of the slightly zippier red one. You are invited to personalize these tacos with these sides, and the result, once you’ve folded them all together, are very tasty packages, easily wolfed down. 

	I’ve found a reason to climb these black stairs a few times to sample the range of tacos. My latest lunch discovery is tacos dorados de pollo—crunchy cigars filled with moist chicken, served with guacamole and tangy cheese. 

	At dinner, we begin with a delicate lamb consommé. A chicken leg is moist beneath its thick cover of startlingly black, grainy mole—a sauce that weaves a satisfying bitter ness and zippy heat in with the dark edge of chocolate sweetness. It comes with rice and inky, sludgy black beans (delicious) spotted with creamy Oaxaca cheese. 

	And don’t pass up the roast pork—carnitas Michoacan-style, cooked for hours and hours until the meat collapses into soft strings, stuffed in a bun with avocado and refried beans—or the steaming meal in a bowl called pozole. 

	There’s a nice corn cake dusted with cinnamon and served with a mango sauce, and a slightly overcooked vanilla flan for dessert, with a proper caramel. But I’m sold on the lightly frosted tres leches cake—a wildly moist vanilla cake imbibed with cream, condensed and evaporated milks. 

	You could be very happy with a Dos Equis here. I drink the Mexican red Jamaica (pronounced Hamike-ah) hibiscus tea, a cranberry coloured brew that goes well with that cake. 

	Originally published Oct. 6, 2011

		
	

	
	

	GATINEAU

	
	AFRICAN:


	
	POULET DG


	
	303 Saint-Joseph Blvd.    819-770-0999    pouletdg.ca

	
	Open: Tuesday to Thursday 11 a.m. to 9 p.m., Friday 11 a.m. to 11 p.m., Saturday 3 p.m. to 11 p.m., Sunday 3 p.m. to 9 p.m.; closed Monday 

	Prices: Lunch, $8.95 to $14.95; mains, $14.95 to $24.95 

	Access: Not wheelchair accessible 


	By Peter Hum

	
	If you saw a dish on a menu called “senior public servant’s chicken,” would you spring for it? 

	In Cameroon, poulet DG (standing for directeur-général), is practically the central African country’s national dish. And for foodies reading this review, ordering the big boss’s hearty fricasée of chicken, red pepper and leeks, served with fried plantain, is anything but hypothetical. It, along with many other intriguing African dishes, can be had at the Gatineau (Hull sector) restaurant called—wait for it—Poulet DG. 

	The eatery, which opened in February 2010, serves dishes from West Africa (Senegal, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea, Mali) and Central Africa (Cameroon, Rwanda)—items that may well be un-available on this side of the Ottawa River. Ottawa’s African cuisine offerings tend to be dishes from the Horn of Africa and Morocco. Poulet DG has one Moroccan dish on its menu, but couscous or tagine it’s not. Try Steamed Lamb’s Head with cumin-braised red onions. 

	Poulet DG’s owner and maitre d’, Expedit Dossou, is Senegalese, and he worked for a dozen years at Café Henry Burger and then at the Sterling Restaurant, the upscale Gatineau steak house, and then at the River-mead Golf Club. In the kitchen is chef Nour-Edine Abaissi, who is Moroccan, and he works—in some cases—from recipes taught to him by Dossou’s mother. (Formerly, the chef was Guy Dongué, a Cameroon native.) 

	Together, Dossou and Abaissi offer a gracious, memorable and reasonably priced experience for culinary explorers and African expats, serving flavourful meals that can seem, by turns, homestyle or a bit more formal. 

	Count on Dossou, who also teaches in La Cité collégiale’s hospitality program, to be warm and enthusiastic as he presides over a bright, hand-some, comfy room that seats about 30. Poulet DG is a welcoming yellow-walled space decorated with bronze statues, wooden masks, African paintings and other evocative touches. Only the flat-screen TV at the back of the restaurant, tuned to a French-language food channel, seems out of place. 

	For newcomers to his restaurant, Dossou is a helpful guide. That orange hot sauce he proffers? Look out, he warns, and my mouth’s throbbing disorientation after a single dab confirms it. Its mate on the platter? “Just tomatoes,” Dossou says, although we find that too modest, and wish that all ketch-up tasted of its slight, intriguing funk. That lamb dish? It’s tasty, but be forewarned that the meat’s on the bone. The special house marinade? It includes 24 ingredients, he says. He recommends the restaurant’s specialty charcoal-grilled dishes that make use of that marinade, and you’d do well to take him up on it. 

	Available at lunch, the mixed grill suits a palate seeking variety, with tasty, smoky, skewers of tender shrimp, chicken, beef and two links of merguez sausage. 

	More assertively spiced are the chicken brochettes, the meat from air-cooled, grain-fed birds having sat in the marinade for 24 hours. 

	Both plates come with simple but appealing and well-dressed salads of romaine, tomato, onions and corn, and better-than-usual french fries, not overly salted, with the crunchy exterior and yielding interior we want. 

	Adding zip to the meal is a bracing drink that combines ginger root, sugar, pineapple juice and water, which Dossou delivers in individual carafes. 

	Given the either-or dessert choice—chocolate fondant or pineapple charlotte—we picked the latter. The single-serving cake, topped with vanilla ice cream and hiding caramelized fruit inside, went down easy. 

	But as good or better was the accompanying Moroccan green tea, poured by Dossou with a bit of high-handed flourish. My dining companion said that the sweet, herbed beverage alone war-ranted a return trip to Poulet DG. 

	During our dinner visit, we began with another stick of grilled shrimps—even better than the lunch serving, with more flavour from the grill—and two less good appetizers. Cod cakes were just all right, while the fried calamari lacked snap and flavour, and the sauce was no improvement. 

	We ordered another tasty grilled dish (a half-chicken, which tastes even more of the complex marinade, like jerk chicken’s more subdued cousin) as well as some of the less “westernized” plates, including the Senegalese poulet yassa, a nicely acidic grilled chicken leg flavoured by lime juice and onions, and dibi d’agneau, also from Senegal, the previously mentioned lamb dish, joined by onions galore and Dijon mustard on the side. 

	There’s a bit more work involved in eating the lamb, both in the deboning and the chewing. 

	It, some dinnertime skewers of beef and the Côte d’Ivoire braised beef dish, sauce Djumblé, made us wonder how much forthright flavour comes ahead of melt-in-the-mouth texture for the West African palate. 

	We didn’t opt for any of the seafood dishes—such as mussels cooked with the leeks, ginger and coriander, the Gorée Island way, or catfish steamed in banana leaves as they do on the Con-go River. But we saw two diners digging into their char-coal-grilled whole tilapias with gusto. 

	Nor, alas, did we order the Poulet DG. It was above our pay grade. 

	Saucy dishes come with rice, but there are other side-dish options, including miondos and chikwangue, variants of boiled cassava cooked in banana leaves. We can vouch for the fried plantain, mouth-filling and almost sweet enough for desert. 

	For those wanting to eat more quickly and matter-of-factly at home, the restaurant does takeout. But to eat chezvous rather than chez Dossou would be to deprive yourself of his kind attention, which factors considerably into Poulet DG’s charm. 

	Originally published Aug. 23, 2012


	
	MOROCCAN:


	
	CHEZ FATIMA


	
	125 prom. du Portage, Gatineau    819-771-7568     


	Open: Lunch, Monday to Friday; dinner, Monday to Saturday 

	Prices: Mains, $12 to $18 

	Access: Fully accessible 


	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	I had been a bit worried about Fatima. The A in her name had been missing off the marquee for quite some time. Or was it the E in “Chez?” Can’t recall now. But no doubt about it, there was a letter gone and when you are positioned as Chez Fatima is now positioned, on the busy intersection of promenade du Portage and rue Laval, these omissions tend to jump out. 

	Not that the letter off would have stopped me from heading in. I have long enjoyed both the food and the mood at Fatima’s. The only thing stopping me from heading in were the crowds. By the time I got clever and made a reservation rather than just showing up, the sign was in complete working order again, and I didn’t have to mention it at all. 

	It was a profoundly disappointing meal at another Moroccan restaurant in Hull that left me unsatisfied and still longing, so I dropped in for lunch one day. Besides, I hadn’t returned to Chez Fatima since she had picked up her many tagines and moved a few doors east. My overdue return began at Fatima’s weekday lunch buffet. You can fill up well and for little—and many do. But I wanted pastilla, and that required a dinner reservation. 

	“Fatima’s Salad” is what we began with, while we waited for the pastilla to bake. It is a well-mounded plate of whatever chef/owner Fatima Semlali has on hand. What Fatima had on hand were all the various vegetable salads from the salad bar, plus some hummus, tabbouleh, olives and oranges. 

	The salads from the salad bar, while hardly exotic, are all solidly tasty and, with the exception of a soggy potato salad, well prepared. 

	The hand-made, house-baked bread is fragrant of anise, sports a lovely chewy crust and would give Art-isin a run for its money. 

	Then the pastilla. It’s a wacky thing, really—a sugar-cinnamon-dusted phyllo pastry package of chicken (traditionally, squab), a bit like eating a sweetish chicken pot pie or a savoury almond croissant. 

	But it’s a celebration dish in North Africa—a cuisine that enjoys a unique relationship with things sweet—and when done well, is a knockout. 

	Fatima’s version is that, mostly because the sweet and savoury are well-balanced in a plump package of wafer-thin layers of browned pastry, all crisp and crumbling. 

	The pulled meat inside is moist, the almonds crushed into a paste, the onions caramelized, the sea-soning bang-on and the cinnamon-sugar dusting restrained. I’ve had versions where the latter was so thickly laid on and the filling so meagre, the thing was only edible once I’d turned it on its side and burped the sugar dusting off. 

	Chef Fatima escapes the kitchen and delivers the pastilla herself. 

	With some ceremony she divides it into triangles and plops it on our plates, reserving the biggest wedge for the 17 year old. (“I have boys. They are always hungry—”) 

	She’s back again when mains are delivered, to lift the lids off our tagines tableside. A tagine is a terracotta cooking pot with a conical lid. It allows baking in or on top of the stove over low heat for a long time, locking in moisture and blending flavours. Fatima’s tagines (also the name given to the stew within the pot) are greater than the sum of their parts: Lamb shank, cooked down with preserved lemons, apples, green olives and aromatic vegetables; or chicken with prunes, almonds, figs and cilantro; or basa fish, perfectly moist, in a charmoula sauce. Couscous topped with steamed vegetables comes on the side. Also a success is a skewer of grilled lamb (tender) and chicken (moist) with peppers and onion, a mound of greens and tomato, and a few assertive sausages on a side pile of rice. 

	Before apple cake and mint tea, there was an interval. The music fired up and out oozed the belly dancer. Her name is Christine and I remember her long, apricot hair and the mesmerizing way she moved and shook from four years ago—my last Fatima meal. She will share the floor and her jangly hip scarf with anyone inspired to join in. 

	She was the reason, I suspect, my oldest son declared Moroccan his favourite cuisine walking out Fatima’s door in 2007. Son No. 3 would agree. We left Chez Fatima feeling pretty light on our feet. 

	Originally published Dec. 1, 2011


		
	

	
	

	GLEBE AND OTTAWA SOUTH

	
	
	LEBANESE:


	
	JERICHO


	
	840 Bank St.    613-235-1289     

	
	Open: Monday to Friday 10 a.m. to 10 p.m., Saturday 9 a.m. to 10 p.m., Sunday 10 a.m. to 9 p.m.

	Prices: Diner for four, approximately $80 with a drink and dessert

	Access: Wheelchair accessible 


	By Peter Simpson

	
	To say that Jericho is full of Raouf Omar is almost no exaggeration. The Glebe restaurant practically brims with its owner’s passions, past and present. 

	The room is typical of a family-run ethnic restaurant—not fancy, but functional, clean and with a warm atmosphere so established that it seems to ooze from the walls and furniture. 

	Those walls are covered with Omar’s art, works of coloured glass cut into scenes of his former homes in Lebanon and the West Bank. There are perhaps two dozen of these pieces, vibrant and pleasant, and they give the room a Mediterranean feel. They’re so colourful that it took two visits be-fore we noticed the large murals that Omar has painted on the ceiling. 

	The man himself is also there, greeting, serving, and generally making guests feel at home. He’s not overbearing, as many on-site owners can be in restaurants. The personal recollections he shares with us—he’s Palestinian, and tells us he once worked as a sort of art ambassador for the PLO—come only after we pepper him with questions. He is at once relaxed and intense. One of my guests, perhaps smitten, says Omar has “a smouldering warmth.” 

	In the kitchen Omar, as executive chef, expresses himself again with a menu of “Middle Eastern and Mediterranean food.” The names are familiar—stuffed grape leaves, kebby, spanakopita, falafel—but Omar has refined them to his own tastes, with great success. 

	On my first visit, a lunch, I order the “house combo,” a name too inauspicious for what arrives at my table. In my experience, most Middle Eastern food in this city (and this country) is best eaten late at night, while drunk, so you don’t taste its soulless mediocrity. In contrast, my “house combo” at Jericho intoxicates with flavour. 

	Every element of the combo plate is a hit. The hummus has a smooth, creamy texture, and it doesn’t overwhelm with garlic. 

	There’s a healthy dollop of it on the platter and—for the first time in my life—I eat all the hummus put before me. Even the pinkish cubes of pickled turnip go quickly, each tart and crunchy amid the hummus-stuffed pita. 

	The grape leaves are small, a little salty, but succulent. They’re stuffed with rice and veg and spices, and served warm, which is essential to their flavour but, sadly, not always the case in restaurants. There’s also an ample serving of green salad with a simple, tart dressing. 

	The fatayer—a small, triangular pastry stuffed with spinach and cheese—is warm and delightfully puffy. The star of the plate, to my tastes, is the kebby. Too often the dish is like a falafel with a bit of beef thrown in as an afterthought: Jericho’s kebby is crisp on the outside—cooked fresh, obviously—and full of aromatically spiced beef. During my second visit, with three guests, we all agree we’ve never had one better. 

	There’s only one misfire during the second visit, and it’s a fatayer with too much pastry and not enough filling. Otherwise, a second house combo plate impresses again. 

	With three guests along, the menu gets a thorough investigation—even into the incongruous concessions to popular demand, with fish and chips, burgers and “spicy chicken.” One guest opts for the spicy chicken and we’re all pleasantly surprised how moist and flavourful it is. The rice that comes with it is fragrant with saffron and cinnamon. (The chicken’s flavour notwithstanding, Omar should cut the non-Middle Eastern dishes from his menu, as their presence sends the wrong message to potential diners that the restaurant is not focused on its specialty.) 

	Another guest has the spanako-pita plate, and it’s a massive serving of spinach, feta and spices in-side phyllo pastry. It’s a challenge to eat it all, though the flavour compels us to try. My third guest has the lamb kafte, a sausage that’s crumbly on the inside and bursting with spicy flavour. Two large sausages disappear faster than two shakes of a lamb’s tail. 

	For afters we have a glass of rose-water ice tea, caffeine-free and wholly refreshing, and Omar’s homemade baklava. It’s drier than most baklava, but free of that syrupy goo that often makes the traditional treat icky. Like all the dishes on the menu, it’s a “familiar taste, but slightly askew,” as my friend says. 

	That slight askewness is enough to make Jericho stand out, and the prices only add to the appeal. A hearty dinner for four, with dessert and a round of wine or crisp Tiger beers, was around $80. I was tempted to say, “make it $100 and give me a tub of hummus to go.” 

	Originally published June 21, 2012

	
	
	
	SOMALI:


	
	SAMBUZA VILLAGE


	
	2019 Bank St.    613-523-4242     

	
	Open: 11 a.m. to 8 p.m., closed  Mondays

	Prices: $5 to 14 per main dish 

	Access: Accessible 


	By Bruce Deachman

	
	Despite the difficulty in accessing it from either side of Bank Street, Sambuza Village boasts a lineup at its cash around dinnertime. 

	On a warm evening, some of those customers are neighbourhood youngsters looking to slake their thirsts with a Mr. Freeze from the small ice cream cooler near the door. But for the most part they’re longtime, loyal fans of the Somali restaurant where, according to its takeout menu flyer, “the taste of the Horn of Africa and North America meet.” 

	(In fact, a very informal straw poll with patrons on a recent Saturday suggested that many of owner Mohamed Mohamud Elmi’s customers are former residents of the Ledbury Park area where the restaurant is located, who faithfully and regularly return, as well as diners who drive over from Hunt Club and Greenboro.) 

	Regardless of how and from whence they arrive at this too-brightly-lit, two-room hole in the wall—or, more accurately, hole in an 11-storey wall, as Sambuza Village sits on the ground floor of an apartment building like a tuck shop or dry cleaners—they’re most certainly here for the food: tender chicken, beef and goat, flavoured with cumin, cardamom and paprika; soft warm breads that very nearly melt in your mouth; and sambuzas that rival any samosas in the city. 

	Occasions when Elmi is serving are best. He knows his food, even if he’s not completely forthright about it. “Oh, this?” he says, when asked about the dollop of spicy tomato sauce that accompanies the perfectly cooked basmati rice. “This is our special spicy sauce.” 

	First, however, he has delivered the salads that are sides to our chicken brochette and goat dishes. “I bring this first,” he says, “to make sure you have some salad, because once you try the goat, you will not want to eat anything else.” 

	This is true on a couple of counts. The large hunks of stewed goat are wonderfully tender and easily capable of making you ignore most salads. In addition, the salad is an unexceptional collection of iceberg lettuce, cucumber, carrot and underripe tomatoes that, a nice creamy dressing notwithstanding, is the bane of takeout restaurants the world over. The chicken brochette, meanwhile (and do not be fooled by the photo on the menu board that shows some colourful vegetables in between the pieces of chicken; the brochettes here are all chicken, all the time), served with a tangy green chili sauce, boasted a deep-fried crispiness on the outside, but was tender after that, and flavourful throughout. 

	Unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said for the king fish, which arrived dry and overdone, although none the worse for it in terms of piquancy; it still tasted mighty fine. 

	Sambuza Village’s most outstanding dishes, though (though I did not try the steak-and-spaghetti platter, presumably the North American part of the aforementioned East-meets-West collision), are its sambuzas and sabayah wraps. The former, served with decent if unremarkable fries, were perfectly cooked, the pastry flaky but not dry, the savoury chicken filling warm, spicy and inviting. The sabayah (bread) wrap, in this case with sweetly spiced beef, was outstanding, the pita-like bread manna enough for a meal on its own. 

	The place is unlicensed, so those who choose to eat in will have to make do with pop, juice, tea, coffee (when available, see below) or water. 

	The dessert is halwa khayrta, named after the restaurant’s chef—and Elmi’s wife—Khayrta Alawi. It’s a sweet made of sugar, cornstarch, oil, nutmeg and cardamom. Think of candied ginger, but with cardamom instead. Sold in one-, half-and quarter-kilogram blocks, it’s best taken home. 

	Additionally, Sambuza brews a spiced coffee, but had none left on the pair of visits I made. 

	“It’s more of an afternoon thing,” one waiter said on my first visit. On the second, Elmi assured me he’d make some, but when I’d finished eating said simply, “We’re out. I promise you one next time.” 

	A disappointment, for sure, but I’ll hold him to it. 

	Originally published May 17, 2012

		
	

	
	

	NEW EDINBURGH

	
	
	SPANISH AND PORTUGUESE:


	
	EL MESON


	
	94 Beechwood Ave.    613-744-8484    elmesonvanier.ca

	
	Open: lunch, Monday to Friday; dinner, Monday to Saturday 

	Prices: Mains, $17 to $39 

	Access: Four steps to entrance, washrooms upstairs 

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	El Meson Restaurant on Beechwood Avenue has outlasted pretty much everything else in its neighbourhood. In this town, that counts for something. 

	At this Iberian restaurant that specializes in abundance, the bill of fare hasn’t changed much over the years. Here you find Spanish and Portuguese classics—sopa de ajo, paella Valenciana, pork Alentejana with clams—served generously. Yes indeed, you will be well fed here. You will also be well fussed over, and it is likely the hospitality extended at this meson that accounts for its longevity. El Meson has its fans in this ‘hood. Many of them seemingly as old as the house itself, all treated with kindness by owner Jose Alves and his formally suited, professional wait staff. 

	It stands out on this strip of small shops that lines Beechwood, this stately red brick house with wide white balconies and charming architectural detail. Its dining rooms—upstairs (for private engagements) and the main-level 46-seater—have the same solid, unfashionably old-world look. The floors are still carpeted, the white walls roughly stippled, the tables thickly napped. Walls are lined with oils and crockery. 

	There are no high-wire acts on the menu. Indeed, I don’t believe the dishes have changed much in all the years I’ve known El Meson. 

	Here, still, is the house garlic soup. Here still, in February as in September, the chilled gazpacho, the herbed tomato salad. These were good 15 years ago, and they’re good now. Even better now, it seems to me, is the house green salad, so often dreary in places like this. The one I’m brought at lunch is more interesting, more flavourful, more fussed-over than I remember, and without the use of the ubiquitous box of tasteless baby greens. 

	If you start with the sharing plate of tapas you’ll find a pretty ordinary assembly of what-you’d-expect stuff plus a few treats—some chorizo, a few snappy shrimp, roasted peppers, breaded calamari, plus salt cod cakes, a tomato and artichoke salad drizzled with a garlic mayonnaise, a few turnip sticks, some rich soft cheese, a small bowl of bean salad. A table of four could easily share, although there wouldn’t be enough fish cakes to go around and that could spell trouble. 

	The idea of a chilled tomato soup in February doesn’t appeal much. But neither does the cream of asparagus soup du jour on offer. Nevertheless, I need a soup to write about, and the classic Spanish red one looks pretty good at the neighbouring table. I’m pleased I ordered it. I like the crunch and the scent of cumin in the chunky salsa garnish, the texture of the thickly pureed vegetables, the vinegar tang, the garlic pungency, the balanced seasoning. 

	Other than suffering from a bit too much salt, the paella Valenciana is well done. The seafood not overcooked, the chorizo sausage still moist, the soupy saffron rice bedded down with onion and garlic, peas and peppers, bits of it crunchy from contact with the edges of the paella pan. 

	I liked, too, the rustic and generous shrimp casserole, deluged with peppers and onions and garlic. 

	If you aren’t in a fish mood, try the veal with mushrooms in a sherry sauce or the pork Alentejana with fresh clams. Duck was on offer one night, with olives and oranges, on a silky bed of parsnip puree, served with turned potatoes and snappy vegetables. 

	Vegetarians are paid a modicum of attention. They will happily make you a paella sans fish or meat, or a vegetable tortilla. 

	El Meson may be the only restaurant left in this city that still delivers tableside, its breadth of dessert options spread out on a platter. They look a bit defeated—the meringue without its sauce, the crema catalana without its bronzed sugar top. But pay no mind to the urge to pass them over. The fresh models that emerge from the kitchen, looking bright and pretty, caramelized or sauced, or both, are excellent. Nothing beats the house gateau Basque, with its buttery short crust, soft almond paste, and crunchy glazed top (it goes very well with a double shot of well-drawn espresso). The piped meringue dessert, a cinnamon-dusted, orange-scented cousin of the Ile Flottante, is an impressive cannonball of egg whites in a pond of creme anglaise. 

	El Meson has an ample collection of Spanish and Portuguese wines, at many price points, and owner Alves is a first-rate guide. 

	This is not a temple of gastronomy, but rather a very agreeable place to spend an evening, without spending a lot of money. 

	Originally published Feb. 23, 2012

		
	

	
	

	WEST

	
	
	AFGHANI:


	
	SALANG KABOB HOUSE


	
	2934 Carling Ave.    613-820-0007    salangkabobhouse.ca


	Open: 11:30 a.m. to 10 p.m., Tuesday to Sunday

	Prices: Platters, $10 to $18 

	Access: Fully accessible

	
	By Peter Hum

	
	Late last Saturday afternoon, when it was warm and sunny and glorious, we were driven into a state of premature hunger when we visited Britannia Park. 

	We went there to do some inline skating and toss the flying disc around. Those things we did, but we were distracted all the while by thoughts of grilled goodies dancing in our heads. Around us, families were preparing meals over hibachis and tabletop barbecues. Women in hijabs and their husbands tended to meaty morsels, eggplants and even potatoes. We sniffed, smiled, and quicker than you could say “Pavlov’s dog!” we were driving to a nearby place where we could chow down on something with char marks from a grill, something that we hoped would be delicious. 

	Five minutes away by car, give or take a red light, is Salang Kabob House, a two-and-a-half-year old Carling Avenue restaurant and caterer that takes its name from a region in north eastern Afghanistan. When we arrived, we kicked off the dinner business for the clean but no-frills eatery of 50 or so seats (no one was watching the Tunisian variety show on the television with its sound turned down). But during prime time on other weekend nights, we’ve seen Salang bustling with families lured by its assortment of meaty, fully loaded platters. 

	It doesn’t matter to the regulars that Salang is a self-serve place, where customers peruse the menu, place orders at the cash and return there after 15 minutes to pick up their orders on cafeteria trays. 

	Nor does it matter that the cuisine is far from haute. Salang stresses forthright flavours, freshness and generous servings. Grilled beef, lamb and chicken are stars, and all are halal—permitted by Islamic law. There’s no pork or alcohol on the premises, it goes without saying. 

	All platters include a big heap of well-made basmati rice, unspectacular but fresh salad with a creamy dressing, and some Afghan naan—a more firm version of the flatbread than we’re used to at Indian restaurants. (Other words on the menu—tikka, tandoori and qorma—will be familiar to Indian food buffs, but Salang’s versions are central Asian spins, reflecting the tastes of the Pashtun people spread across Afghanistan, northern Pakistan and Iran, owner Nasir Abbasi later tells me.) 

	The four of us opted to eat family style and maximize our carnivorousness. The linchpins of our order were the lamb tikka kebab platter ($12.99) and the combo platter ($17.99), which includes three skewers’ worth of meat—boneless chicken, beef tikka and shami, fashioned from lean ground beef. The meats had all been marinated in a blend of garlic, onion and assorted spices, with subtle but tasty results. Pepper-heads could choose various tandoori chicken dishes or the chaplee kebab, which consists of two hamburger-like patties and draws the two-chili spiciness designation in the menu. 

	Of the kebabs, the chicken won us over totally. It was nicely charred but tender, flavourful as served and kicked up a notch with a mildly spicy, salsa-like sauce served on the side. 

	The beef and lamb kebabs were just a touch less juicy—the sauce covered up that small fault—but still good. On other visits, we had no quibbles at all with these kebabs. 

	While each platter comes with rice, still-warm naan and salad, we ordered more side dishes, more out of curiosity than hunger. 

	Qabelli ($4.99) is a pilaf of sorts, tending to the sweeter end of the spectrum, with basmati rice topped with lots of raisins and julienned carrots. Sabzi ($4.99) is a bowl of seasoned spinach, dense and saaglike. A bowl of chicken qorma ($4.99) features tender chicken in a savoury sauce. With the combo platters comes a qorma of your choice, and we chose the eggplant one, which was creamy, unctuous and full of flavour. 

	The least carnivorous among us said the side dishes were the highlight of her meal. She even ventured that a vegetarian could still eat well at Salang. 

	For dessert there is just one choice. A basic, milk-based pudding—firnee as it’s known in Afghanistan—is lightly flavoured with cardamom and crushed pistachios and comes in a Styrofoam tub with plastic spoons for every taster. One person dismissed it as bland. Another found a few mouthfuls refreshing, but sufficient. 

	The bottom line is that, like all the food at Salang, the dessert is unpretentious, authentic and very reasonably priced (it set us back $1.99). For a bit more than $50, we three adults and a child left with full stomachs and leftovers for the next day’s lunch. 

	Until we get our own portable grill and divert our energies from skating to cooking, we’ll be coming back to Salang. 

	Originally published May 24, 2012

		
	

	
	

	OUT OF TOWN

	
	
	CREPES:


	
	MILL STREET CREPE COMPANY


	
	14 Mill Street, Almonte, Ont.    613-461-2737    millstreetcrepecompany.com

	
	Open: Lunch/brunch, Tuesday through Sunday; dinner, Thursday through Sunday Dinner mains (includes soup or salad)

	Prices: $14 to $18 

	Access: Fully accessible from rear of building

	
	By Anne DesBrisay

	
	When I lived in Paris in the mid 1980s, every day, without fail, I had a crepe. Most came from a crepe stand on the boulevard St Michel. 

	I usually ordered a galette, made with buckwheat flour, folded over Gruyère and jambon and an egg, but sometimes a sweet crepe shiny with butter, lemon juice and sugar, soft and crispy-edged. 

	Crepes are marvellous inventions. They can swing both ways: messy street food eaten on the run, or all dressed up and taken for a flaming, saucy spin at a fancy French boîte. 

	They work for breakfast, snack time, a late-night indulgence, filled with ice cream and dunked with a warm chocolate sauce. Crepes are freezable, malleable, adaptable, delicious. 

	They are also mostly gone, at least from this town. 

	In fact, French crepe restaurants have disappeared on both sides of the river. Luxe Bistro occupies the space where that long running date restaurant, Le Creperie, used to be. Café Crepe de France on Murray Street was replaced by a Lebanese restaurant. There used to be a place for crepes in Stittsville and I recall heading there with a kid or two after an AMC show. 

	They’re gone now, both the kid and the creperie. Across the river, there was L’Argoat, best of the lot of them, specializing in buckwheat galettes. But it too shut down—moved, actually, in with its vegetarian sister restaurant Fleur de Sel. 

	So thank God for Almonte. It has resurrected the French creperie and hired a chef that makes presentations worth the hike. 

	The Mill Street Crepe Company is lodged in one of nine units in the new Heritage Court, a handsome red brick with history—here once was a general store, butchery, a Stedman’s. And now a number of shops, including this creperie, well-windowed and comfortable enough, with a casual café feel. 

	Heritage Court owner Gordon Pike hired chef Theo Yeaman to run the kitchen at The Mill Street Crepe Company. Trained at George Brown College, Yeaman has work experience at Jump, Canoe and Auberge du Pommier restaurants in Toronto, at Vancouver’s Lumière under celebrated chef Rob Feenie, at The Chef’s Table in Calgary (where he was the 2008 bronze medal winner at Calgary’s Gold Medal Plates), and, to add a particularly fluffy feather to his cap, the boy can boast a stage (an apprenticeship) at Heston Blumenthal’s three-star Michelin restaurant The Fat Duck in Bray, England (voted Best Restaurant in the World in 2008). 

	And now he is here, in his Gold Medal Plates competition jacket, flipping crepes in a little café in Almonte. You might wonder why? We did. 

	“I grew up here,” he told us. “I’ve come home. And I’m going to be a dad soon.” 

	Ahhh. 

	Almonte’s a lucky town. Yeaman employs solid technique on quality ingredients. Flavours are clean and crisp. Sauces are gossamer and employed just enough to moisten, but not so much that we feel deluged with butter and cream. And Yeaman injects texture and colour into what can be a floppy assembly by toasting one side of the crepe package. He gives scallops the crunch of a hard sear, he tosses in some toasty pine nuts, he soothes the rich, dark flavours of red wine braised short ribs with slow roasted tomatoes, their concentrated flavour lending the meat some summer zing. 

	Crepes are packaged with a soup or a salad and both add-ons are commendable. There is a daily soup (a graceful roasted parsnip one night) along with the house soup, a gentle cream of roasted garlic and onion, perfumed with a touch of basil oil, the smoothness interrupted with croutons and pine nuts. The salad is an invitingly simple composition of mixed leaves, house-pickled beets, goat cheese and toasted walnuts dressed with a French vinaigrette. 

	It’s impossible to single out one crepe as the must-order. They are all good, from the classic chicken and mushroom in a tarragon cream to the wintry short ribs with leeks, overnight tomato and cubes of roasted parsnip. 

	I braced myself, after ordering the scallop crepe, for a few overcooked rubbery bays in a soupy sea of white sauce. What came instead were four bronzed sea scallops, atop a crepe folded over roasted fennel and apple. 

	There are sweet crepes for dessert, and the chocolate/hazelnut is very fine. But there are sweets beyond crepes as well, including a delicious almond cake. 

	The liquor licence is a recent acquisition and the wine list is likely a work in progress. Service was kind, if a bit scattered. 

	I am told the creperie is busy at lunch. It was certainly quiet at our dinner. But I would venture the space, which feels like an upscale cafeteria, colourful, with lots of windows, works better during the day. It could use some cosying up on a wintry night. The lights could be dimmed, some drapes and more candles added. 

	So, if you don’t live in Almonte you might not make a special trip for the decor. But that’s OK. It’s the food that’s worth a detour. 

	Originally published Dec. 8, 2011 

	
	
	FISH AND SEAFOOD:


	
	LE RESTO


	
	528 Route 105, Chelsea    819-827-5559 or 819-827-1925    chelseasmokehouse.com

	
	Open: Tuesday-Wednesday: 12 to 8 p.m.; Thursday-Saturday: 12 to 9 p.m., Sunday: 12 to 8 p.m.

	Prices: Mains, $8-$20 

	Access: Wheelchair accessible. Washrooms on same level as restaurant but up a small step.

	By Anne DesBrisay
  

	In the shadow of the Chelsea Freshmart, in a functional mini mall, is the newish Le Resto, a likable little fish restaurant of yellow-green walls and bright white trim, allied with the long-running Chelsea Smokehouse just down the way. 

	It was a treat to watch Line Boyer wandering this spotless room, greeting regulars, fetching chairs for babies, dispensing wine advice. She had been my server a few times at Les Fougères, and very much a part of the pleasure of that place. 

	Boyer and her partner, U.K.-born James Hargreaves, took over the 25-year-old Boucanerie Chelsea Smokehouse in 2008. They opened Le Resto a year later to showcase on dinner plates the artisanal products they produce—smoked salmon, mackerel, trout, sturgeon, Arctic char, oysters, scallops and mussels, along with luscious gravlax and their addictive salmon jerky—the fish sourced from Whalesbone’s Sustainable Oyster and Fish Supply. 

	On the menu they pay homage to other local producers: Bryson Farms is credited for the greens, duck is from Quebec, bison from le Ranch Panoramique in Wakefield, even butter chicken (odd, but there it is) is from Ishina in Ottawa. 

	But mostly you find salmon on the short menu—fresh, smoked, gravlax, jerky, fashioned into cakes, tossed in a caesar, tucked in a bagel, or the star of a chowder. 

	Actually, the real star of the chowder is the smoked mussels. These are optional, but they add much to the creamy mix of salmon, potato, celery, carrot and fresh dill. Sweet little Matane shrimp elevate a salad of vermicelli and daikon, cucumber and slivered peppers, dressed with a sweet and spicy Thai-style vinaigrette. Pickled beets and a lovely little green salad side the salmon cakes, studded with chunks of soft potato. These are fresh tasting, but slightly dull, and a tad dry. We use every bit of the horseradish cream sauce to moisten them. 

	I haven’t exhausted my search for the best fish and chips in the region, but based on some recent tastings, Le Resto serves my current favourite. 

	The fish used is sustainable cod. It retains its fresh, firm flesh beneath a brown, crunchy batter, and the grease quotient is there, as it must be, but not so there that you feel ill about it. There are mushy peas, just a dollop of them, lurid green and lumpy like they ought to be—but brightened with mint. The chips are humdingers. None of those skinny french frites here—these are fat, firm, golden, and tasting solidly of potato and coarse sea salt. Immensely satisfying. 

	If fish and chips are not on The Plan, there’s cod in a robust tomato sauce as well, with chorizo, olives and anchovies. And if you’re more a bison sort of person, the burger is very good. Tucked in a soft bun, the meat is very lean, and arrives still pink—for which we are grateful—roofed with house-smoked gouda, and deeply caramelized onion. More of those first-rate chips cuddle up alongside. 

	A carrot cake is undercooked, the middle bits more batter than cake, though we can tell from the edges that it has real promise. Better the thick slices of lemon pound, served with peaks of cream, and a wild blueberry sauce. 

	The beer list is all Quebec craft brews, while the wine list is of reasonable length, with reasonable a markup, and half of it available by the glass. 

	
	Originally published Nov. 4, 2010

	
	

	

	ABOUT OUR RESTAURANT REVIEWERS

	
	Peter Hum has been in charge of the Citizen’s food section for the last three years and has been its restaurant critic since September 2012. He has been with the newspaper since 1990 and has covered beats including municipal politics, criminal trials, post-secondary education and Ottawa’s high-technology sector. As a teenager, he worked in his father’s restaurant in Ottawa, the Marco Polo Tavern Restaurant, and is still sentimental about a good egg roll served with hot mustard.

	Bruce Deachman is an Ottawa Citizen senior writer who, whether covering sports, food, military issues, health or arts, has always been interested in people with quirks, specifically those who are not typical newsmakers; what motivates them, what allows them to sleep at night, and what unexpectedly wakens them.

	Laura Robin is the Citizen’s food writer. In more than 30 years at the Citizen, she has had many roles, but has nearly always written about one of her passions: food. Her popular column Deadline Dinners ran for more than a decade. More recently, her 100-Mile food column introduced readers to the farmers and artisan food producers in their own backyard. In 2009, as the Citizen’s travel editor, she wrote a feature exploring and defining Canadian cuisine that won first prize in the Canadian Tourism Commission’s Northern Lights Awards, an international travel-writing competition.

	Peter Simpson is the Citizen’s Arts-editor-at-large, and he grew up among the lobsters and potatoes of Prince Edward Island. His perfect Saturday night is cooking at home for his wife and friends. He has travelled extensively throughout Canada, the United States and Europe, hoovering up local cuisine both superb (crispy corn panna cotta with crab at the Pointe in Tofino) to horrid (“turistica” dishes anywhere in Venice).

	Anne DesBrisay wrote restaurant reviews in a weekly Ottawa Citizen column from 1993 – 2011. DesBrisay has reviewed restaurants in Ontario, Quebec and Western Canada for enRoute magazine and for CBC Radio One. She is the senior culinary judge for Gold Medal Plates in Ottawa-Gatineau and a member of the judging team for the Canadian Culinary Championships. She lives in Ottawa with her husband and four sons.
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