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Restaurants and chefs often come and go, and menus are ever-changing. We recommend you call ahead to obtain current information before visiting any of the establishments in this book.
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Introduction

Anthony Bourdain famously said in the 2012 episode of The Layover he filmed in Philadelphia, “There will be no cheesesteaks.” Many of us Philly locals loved him for that. We were in the breathless throes of the restaurant scene’s Third Wave, and as a snapshot of the best and brightest at a very specific time—screw the stereotypes—it worked.


Given the choice, I don’t want to write about cheesesteaks. I don’t even want to eat them, unless they’re from Mike’s BBQ and loaded with fat-slicked petals of smoked brisket. But you can’t discuss the Philly food scene writ large without bringing the sandwich up. First, the Philly-has-nothing-but-cheesesteaks argument became national cliché. Then the evolving wisdom of “Philly has so much more than cheesesteaks,” which the national media picked up as a talking point around the time Steve Cook and Michael Solomonov opened Zahav in 2008, went into such heavy rotation, it became its own cliché.


“With each bite, the whole country is discovering what Philadelphia diners have known for more than a decade,” April White, the author of the first edition Philadelphia Chef’s Table, wrote in 2012. “Beneath the neon and swagger of our signature street food, the City of Cheez Whiz has grown into a bona fide food destination.”


From the Restaurant Renaissance of the 1970s through the Starr-Vetri-Garces-Turney Revolution of the early aughts to the post-Third Wave water we’ve been treading, one way or another we’ve had to contend with three ingredients (bread, beef, cheese)—four if you’re doing onions. Like it or not, the cheesesteak is something that’s defined us, and something we’ve used as a foil against which to define ourselves, for decades.


Or maybe you’d rather talk about roast pork with provolone and broccoli rabe, the actual sandwich of Philadelphia, a line I’ve parroted so many times, it’s also starting to feel like its own cliché? Is anything original anymore? In the all-encompassing vortex of social media, you’ve gotta wonder. When I was interning at Philadelphia magazine in 2005 for April White, who was the food editor at the time, I received a bulleted paper printout of the book’s cardinal sins. Never use the word “unique,” it commanded (I still don’t), and avoid clichés.


In that spirit, I’ve tried to avoid clichés in this 2019 update of Philadelphia Chef’s Table. I’ve added 15 restaurants (and culled many more that have closed or tumbled off the cliff of relevance), and some of them are obvious choices: How can we do this without talking about Vernick Food & Drink in Rittenhouse Square or South Philly Barbacoa in the Italian Market, each massively influential in its own right? But we’ll also dive into a yellow curry from Hardena, the beloved Indonesian lunchroom in Newbold, and crackling Filipino-style lechon from Lalo, a shiny new stall in the revitalized Bourse food hall in Old City, because their stories haven’t been told often enough. We’ll shoot over the bridge to Zeppoli, the Sicilian stronghold, for pasta and down I-95 to Terrain’s enchanted Garden Cafe, where wildly creative desserts hide among the potted plum trees and wisteria vines, because “Philadelphia” doesn’t just mean the city proper. We’ll explore Chinese-Hawaiian long rice that contains no actual rice and Afro-Caribbean jerk chicken masquerading as fried chicken, because these dishes, much like the town in which they’re served, are not always what people expect.


“There’s one thing, though, that hasn’t changed from our cheesesteak days, when the rivalries between our colorful cheesesteak vendors earned the humble sandwich its place atop Philly foodie lore,” White wrote in the previous edition’s introduction. “It’s still the personalities—the talented chefs, innovative bartenders, and personable owners—that are the driving force behind the city’s current restaurant renaissance.” We may be in a different stage of evolution than the one she wrote about just seven years ago, but that guiding principle endures.


—Adam Erace
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Starters & Snacks

We’ll start here: Call them “starters,” “snacks,” or the outdated “appetizers,” Philly diners love small plates. We’ll order one or two at the bar before dinner—snacks like Friday Saturday Sunday’s Oysterswith Frozen Meyer Lemon Mignonette (page 3) and Barbuzzo’s Bruschetta with Stracciatella & Fava Beans (page 10)—and another one to share at the start of our meal (maybe Vernick’s Uni with Scrambled Egg, page 31). At some restaurants, like Nick Elmi’s cool little bar In the Valley (page 27), you can make a full, fun meal of a collection of dishes that are small in size and big in flavor.

That’s why Philly chefs love small plates, too. This is their opportunity to talk diners into something different and experiment themselves. The best of the city’s starters and snacks impress with powerful, surprising flavors, a memorable addition to a restaurant meal or your dinner party.
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Friday Saturday Sunday


Rittenhouse Square

261 South 21st Street

(215) 546-4232

fridaysaturdaysunday.com



“Named after the days it’s open, this pretty little restaurant serves a complete dinner for about $6 a person,” wrote restaurant critic Jim Quinn in the 1973 issue of Philadelphia magazine. “That’s about as much as you’d expect to spend… in Chinatown or South Philadelphia, for less food and a lot less atmosphere.” Quinn’s review of Friday Saturday Sunday, which name-checks dishes like flounder mousseline and Chili Elizabeth Taylor, goes on to be rather kind to the upstart BYOB south of Rittenhouse Square, a restaurant that endured in various iterations until 2015.

Chad and Hanna Williams had never eaten there. Most under-40 Philadelphians who make it their business to eat around had never eaten there. Friday Saturday Sunday had the history in the bricks and stories in the walls, but it hadn’t been a relevant restaurant for many years. The Williamses, industry veterans from Jose Garces’ restaurants, changed that when they took over the space and reopened in 2016… with the same name. “We always felt we wanted to keep the name because it meant something to the neighborhood and we wanted a restaurant that was for the neighborhood,” Chad says.

The couple over-delivered. Sure, Friday Saturday Sunday draws Rittenhouse and Fitler Square residents all week long—they’re lucky to have the handsome, marble-topped bar, where Paul MacDonald crafts some of the best cocktails in the city, as their local watering hole. But given Chad’s confident, seasoned cooking and the polished service directed by Hanna, the restaurant has become something much greater: a full-fledged destination.


OYSTERS WITH FROZEN MEYER LEMON MIGNONETTE

“I love water ice,” says Friday Saturday Sunday chef-owner Chad Williams. “As a kid, I went with my mom to Overbrook Water Ice all the time. Lemon was my favorite, and it occurred to me one day to see if it was a good pairing” for oysters. It is. Williams matches a water ice-esque frozen Meyer lemon mignonette with Price Edward Island as part of the baller seafood plateaus that grace the tables. If you can’t find PEI oyster specifically, any crisp, clean East Coast oyster will work.


(SERVES 2−4)

1 cup Meyer lemon juice

½ cup orange juice

½ cup lemon juice

1−2 tablespoons granulated sugar, divided

2 small shallots, sliced ¼-inch thick

1 dozen oysters, shucked in their shells

Combine the citrus juices and 1 tablespoon sugar and whisk until the sugar has dissolved. Taste the citrus mixture; it should be tart with just enough sweetness to cut the acid. Whisk in the remaining sugar as needed.

Add the sliced shallots to the citrus mixture and let them sit for 20 minutes at room temperature. Strain out the mixture into a shallow pan and discard the shallots. Place the pan in the freezer. Once the mixture is frozen, scrape with a fork for create an icy, granita-like texture. Reserve frozen until plating.

Arrange the shucked oysters over ice. Top each with a small spoonful of the frozen mignonette and serve immediately.
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K’Far


Rittenhouse Square

110 South 19th Street

(267) 800 7200

kfarcafe.com
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Michael Solomonov’s first kitchen job was in a bakery in K’Far Saba, his hometown located northeast of Tel Aviv between the West Bank and the Mediterranean. “In Israel, bakeries are really community hubs,” says Solomonov, who owns Zahav (page 89), Dizengoff, Abe Fisher, and several other restaurants with partner Steve Cook. “Historically people start and end their days at bakeries, with a pastry in the morning and dinner at night. That’s the experience we want to bring to Philly.” That experience is K’Far, an all-day cafe and bakery, as well as a showcase for Zahav pastry chef and James Beard Rising Star award-winner Camille Cogswell.

“Mike and Steve really had a vision for K’Far,” says Cogswell. To help her understand that vision, the partners took Cogswell on a field trip to Israel. “The trip was super influential and inspirational. There were several dishes, like borekas and rugelach, that we knew we were going to have on K’Far’s menu, but tasting them in Israel really cemented their significance.”

Joining the borekas (recipe follows) and rugelach are pistachio morning buns, tehina chocolate-chip cookies, caper-buttered smoked salmon bagel sandwiches, and a new look for avocado toast, which Cogswell smacks with the herby green hot sauce schug. As the sun goes down in Rittenhouse, K’Far’s menu builds up to heartier entrees like t’bit, an Iraqi-style chicken-and-rice dish typically eaten on the Sabbath, eggplants stuffed with beef braised in Turkish coffee, and even a take on Zahav’s legendary lamb shoulder--here’s it’s a shank braised in sour cherry juice and decorated with pickled rose petals. No reservation required.


KALE & FETA BOREKAS

K’Far owner Michael Solomonov and pastry chef Camille Cogswell have worked on these flaky triangular pastries since 2015. “The borekas are so nurturing and special and familiar to Mike, so developing them has been an intricate process that’s been several years in the making,” says Cog-swell. “We started with his grandmother’s original recipe, and together we tested it and tweaked it, mostly for fun; there was no specific end goal.” They started popping up on special event and catering menus, and by the time Solomonov and partner Steve Cook announced K’Far, it was a foregone conclusion the borekas would be a fixture of the bakery.


(MAKES 24 SMALL OR 6 LARGE PASTRIES; SERVES 6)


For the filling:

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 medium yellow onion, minced

3 garlic cloves, thinly sliced

Kosher salt

3 cups baby kale, finely chopped

⅓ cup crumbled feta cheese

1 egg




For the borekas:

2 cups all-purpose flour, plus more for rolling

1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil

1 teaspoon apple cider vinegar

1 tablespoon kosher salt

1 scant cup seltzer, plus more as needed

8 tablespoons unsalted butter, softened

1 egg, beaten

Poppy seeds, for dusting

Nigella seeds, for topping

White sesame seeds, for topping

To make the filling: Heat the olive oil in a medium saucepan over medium-high heat. Add the onion, garlic, and a pinch of salt and cook for 8–10 minutes, or until the onion is soft and translucent. Add the kale and cook, tossing, until just wilted. Transfer the mixture to a bowl and let it cool. Sprinkle the feta over the kale mixture and stir to combine. Adjust salt to taste. Crack the egg into a mixing bowl, add the kale-feta mixture, and mix well. Reserve cold until borekas are ready to fill.

To make the dough: Combine the flour, oil, vinegar, and salt in a food processor, then add the seltzer. Process until the mixture looks crumbly, then continue for a few minutes more, adding a drop or two more of seltzer until the dough comes together in a ball. Process for 10 seconds, then flour a large cutting board and scrape all the dough onto it. (You can also make the dough by hand in a large bowl with a wooden spoon.)

Press the dough into a rectangle about 6 inches long. (The dough is easiest to work with the closer you get to a perfect rectangle.) Flour your rolling pin and roll the dough out to the size of your cutting board, starting in the center and rolling in a fluid motion, moving your arms and applying gentle pressure instead of pressing down. When you’re about halfway there, roll up the dough on the rolling pin, set aside, and flour the board again. Unroll the dough on the board.

Place the butter on one end of the dough and, using a silicone or offset spatula, spread it evenly in long motions over half the dough, leaving a ½-inch border on the edges.

Fold the unbuttered half of the dough over the buttered half. Fold the edges up and in to keep the butter inside. Fold the right and left edges into the center of the dough and fold in half again to make a book fold.
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Sprinkle a bit of flour on the board, then pat the dough down into a perfect rectangle; it should feel smooth. Transfer the dough to the freezer (right on the cutting board, uncovered) for 15 minutes.

Remove the board from the freezer and gently press a finger into the dough; it should feel pliable. If you feel a shard of butter, it has hardened too much, so leave the dough out for a few minutes. You want the dough and the butter to be closer to the same temperature so the butter doesn’t crack and they roll out smoothly together.

Working quickly and with just enough flour to keep the dough from sticking to the board and rolling pin, roll the dough out to the size of the cutting board. If the dough sticks to the board, roll it up on the rolling pin, dust the board with more flour, and flip the dough. Sprinkle a little flour on any holes and continue rolling.

Fold the short ends in to meet in the center, then fold the whole thing in half again to create another book fold. Scrape off and discard any extra butter or flour from the board. Pat the dough into a perfect, even rectangle; it should still feel cold.

Return the dough to the freezer for 15 minutes. Repeat this process of making a book fold three more times, freezing it for 15 minutes between each new fold. You will roll out the dough five times total. Add only as much flour as needed to prevent the dough from sticking to the board and rolling pin.

After the last roll-out and freezing, remove the dough from the freezer. Dust it with flour on both sides, then roll it out one last time to fit the dimensions of the board. Cut the dough into roughly 3-inch squares (about 24) for small borekas or 6-inch squares (about 6) for large borekas. Place the squares on parchment paper-lined baking sheets, cover, and return to the freezer for another 15 minutes, or up to 5 days.

Preheat the oven to 400°F. Remove the dough from the freezer. If frozen for longer than 15 minutes, let it thaw for 10 minutes, or until the squares are pliable.

For small borekas, spoon a little of the filling into the center of each square, brush the edges lightly with egg wash, and fold the dough over to make triangles or rectangles. For large borekas, drop a spoonful or two of the filling just inside one corner of each square, brush the edges lightly with the egg wash, and fold the dough over to make triangles. Gently press the edges to adhere. Brush the tops with egg wash and sprinkle with your choice of poppy, nigella, and/or sesame seeds. Refrigerate on the baking sheet for 15 minutes.

Transfer the borekas to the oven. Bake small borekas for about 25 minutes, larger ones for about 30 minutes, rotating the baking sheet halfway through, until the dough puffs slightly and the tops are golden brown. Serve warm or at room temperature.














Barbuzzo


Washington Square West

110 South 13th Street

(215) 546-9300

barbuzzo.com
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When Barbuzzo, the hotly anticipated third restaurant from 13th Street entrepreneurs Marcie Turney (pictured right) and Valerie Safran, opened in 2010, it began collecting accolades as quickly as reservations. In just the first nine months, Frommer’s called the Mediterranean restaurant one of the continent’s best new urban restaurants. The James Beard Foundation named it a Best New Restaurant semifinalist. And the New York Times took notice, praising the holy trinity of toppings on the uovo pizza (brussels sprouts, runny egg, and truffle oil) and the caramel budino, a dessert so popular the restaurant began selling it to go.

Turney and Safran hadn’t planned on opening another restaurant. The pair was renovating the space to lease it. “Once we stripped the space, it was beautiful,” Turney says. “We had to put a restaurant there.”

Barbuzzo is a return to Turney’s Mediterranean roots and the first of the couple’s restaurants to have a liquor license. That means luscious Italian whipped ricotta, Spanish grilled octopus, Portuguese roasted sardines, and basil lemonade cocktails, inspired by trips through Italy.

“I always knew I wanted to do Mediterranean again. That’s the food I really love to cook,” Turney says. “And everybody loves Mediterranean.”




WHIPPED RICOTTA WITH GRILLED FRENCH TABLE BREAD


“This whipped ricotta is by far the easiest recipe ever,” says Barbuzzo chef-owner Marcie Turney. “You just put ricotta in a food processor. I didn’t know what would happen the first time we tried it, but the texture is amazing, so smooth. We add garnishes depending on the season.”




(SERVES 4)

1 cup sheep’s-milk ricotta (cow’s-milk ricotta can be substituted)

2 tablespoons whole milk

⅛ teaspoon kosher salt

Pinch of black pepper

⅛ teaspoon sea salt

1 tablespoon plus 2 teaspoons extra-virgin olive oil, divided

½ tablespoon vin cotto

⅛ teaspoon fresh thyme leaves

⅛ teaspoon dried oregano leaves

2 figs, cut into quarters

8 slices ½-inch-thick French table bread (Barbuzzo uses Metropolitan Bakery)

⅛ teaspoon kosher salt

⅛ teaspoon black pepper

In a food processor, puree the ricotta, milk, and kosher salt until silky smooth, approximately 30 seconds. Spoon onto a serving plate and press a well into the ricotta with the back of a spoon.

Sprinkle pepper and sea salt over ricotta. Drizzle with 1 tablespoon olive oil and vin cotto. Garnish with thyme, oregano, and figs.

To prepare the bread, brush each side with remaining 2 teaspoons olive oil. Sprinkle both sides with salt and pepper. Grill or toast until browned, 30–60 seconds on each side.
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