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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.


  




  

    To my sister.
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    Introduction




    Not so long ago, Philadelphia’s national culinary identity could be summed up in one predictable word: “cheesesteak.” Now, you’re more likely to hear food lovers discussing Iron Chef Jose Garces, restaurant mogul Stephen Starr, Marc “Is this the best Italian restaurant in America?” Vetri, and the gelato geniuses of Capogiro than debating the merits of Pat’s versus Geno’s.




    With each bite, the whole country is discovering what Philadelphia diners have known for more than a decade. Beneath the neon and swagger of our signature street food, the City of Cheez Whiz has grown into a bona fide food destination.




    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. 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.




    This cookbook is their yearbook—a delicious snapshot of the constantly evolving Philly food scene. It’s filled with the cool kids from over fifty of the city’s most influential restaurants and bars, the stories behind our top spots, cooking advice gleaned from feeding Philadelphians every single day, and more than seventy of our favorite chefs’ and restaurateurs’ favorite recipes.




    (Go ahead. Ask one of them to sign the yearbook. Stephen Starr just might tell you to “stay cool.”)
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    Yes, you heard me say “restaurant renaissance.” Any connoisseur of the Philadelphia food scene knows the term can’t be used lightly in this town. It should be said with reverence, definitively, with italics and capital letters—“THE RESTAURANT RENAISSANCE.” Because before there could be Garces, Starr, and Vetri, the godfathers of our current restaurant dream scene, there were Steve Poses, Reed Apaghian, and Georges Perrier.




    In the 1970s, storied spots like Poses’s Frog and The Commissary—we still talk about the carrot cake at The Commissary—Apaghian’s Astral Plane, and Perrier’s Le Bec-Fin reintroduced the restaurant to Philadelphia. This was The Restaurant Renaissance, the end of the era of industrial food domination over the city’s kitchens and the emergence of quirky, personal storefront restaurants—and equally quirky food personalities—that we now take for granted.




    Elaine Tait, then the food critic at the Philadelphia Inquirer, captured that moment in her Best Restaurants Philadelphia & Environs. (Think of the series as Zagat before the red book took over—and before it was usurped by Foobooz, Meal Ticket, Grub Street, Eater, and the dozens of other blogs that now catalog Philadelphia’s meals on a bite-by-bite basis.)




    Of the eighty-six restaurants Tait lists in her 1981 guide—the cover an illustration of identical tuxedoed waiters clutching silver cloches—eleven remain today (though some resemble their former selves in name only). There are a handful of South Philly and Chinatown standards, the indomitable City Tavern, and just a few upstarts like Friday Saturday Sunday. Of Friday Saturday Sunday, which was originally open on those nights only, Tait writes, “That was in the early ’70s, when Philadelphians were still being told they didn’t go out to dinner.”




    No one would dare tell Philadelphians that now. All we do is go out to dinner. In recent years it could be argued that food has surpassed everything except cheering—or booing—our sports teams as a citywide pastime.




    You could say our second Restaurant Renaissance, the current era of Philadelphia dining, began at six o’clock on August 21, 1998, when big, brash Buddakan opened its doors. (And this being Philadelphia, you know everyone wanted a 7:30 reservation.)




    For the city’s restaurant scene, which had been adrift since the successes of the 1970s, 1998 was a reawakening. Buddakan, Rouge, and Vetri all opened that year. In many ways the three restaurants couldn’t have been more different. Rouge and Vetri were tiny. Both could fit within the confines of Old City’s Buddakan, with plenty of room for the eleven-foot gold Buddha. Buddakan and Rouge were personality driven, with showmen Stephen Starr and Neil Stein, respectively, setting the raucous vibe. Vetri’s front man was polished, low-key host Jeff Benjamin, while chef Marc Vetri was quietly at work in the kitchen. Vetri and Buddakan reimagined two Philadelphia standards—Italian food that didn’t start with South Philly red gravy, and Asian fusion that knew nothing of Chinatown—while Rouge gave us what we knew: a burger.




    We loved them all. At Buddakan, we waited in line for wasabi tuna pizza and angry lobster, for the promise of a dinner that was also theater. At Rouge, we hovered for a table on the sidewalk—unheard of before Neil Stein lined up Rouge’s thatched bistro chairs—which was nearly synonymous with entree into Rittenhouse Square’s exclusive circles. At Vetri we made reservations months in advance for the elaborate tasting menu, willing to trust our dinner entirely to a persuasive young chef.




    No timeline is ever tidy, of course: Homage must be paid, too, to Fork, the ideal neighborhood bistro every neighborhood wanted, which opened in Old City in 1997. And to Standard Tap, the city’s prototype gastropub, and Audrey Claire, the blockbuster BYOB that gave birth to a new genre, both of which opened in 1999. And, of course, Philly didn’t forsake its cheesesteaks—or pretzels or water ice, those other two icons in our holy trinity of street food—in this evolution. Our appetites only grew.
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    Recently, a local food writer, serving as a celebrity judge at a Philly food truck cook-off, was asked what made the competition’s street food vendors uniquely Philadelphian. He paused between bites of fish taco from Guapos Tacos: “They are all in Philadelphia,” he said.




    Bad joke. Good point. Perhaps the defining theme of this second Restaurant Renaissance is that there isn’t one, beyond geography and passion.




    In Philadelphia, our city of carefully parsed neighborhood loyalties, geography itself has meaning. This cookbook lists each restaurant’s neighborhood before its address, a convenient shorthand for a restaurant’s ambition and audience. For the Philadelphia restaurant scene as a whole, in such close proximity to the monolith that is New York dining, definition by geography is particularly revealing: These talented chefs could be in New York. They aren’t. They’ve chosen to live and cook in Philadelphia—often with Philadelphia-made products. With rare exception, the city’s top talents are homegrown, and even more rarely do these chefs decamp to other cities. They’ve learned together, outside the pressure cooker of New York, in the kitchens of Perrier, Stein, Starr, Garces, and Vetri, and then set off to claim their own acre of the fertile Philadelphia restaurant scene to explore their own culinary pursuits.




    The miniature Italian kitchen of Vetri alone has served as a launching point for five of the city’s favorite restaurants. From here came Chip Roman’s tasting menu–focused Mica and Michael Solomonov’s modern Israeli Zahav. Here Dionicio Jimenez honed his skills before joining Stephen Starr’s funky Mexican restaurant El Rey, and here Jeff Michaud and Brad Spence trained before partnering with Vetri himself to open Italian hot spots Osteria and Amis.




    The diversity is delicious, even if the best word anyone can come up with to describe it is a dreaded holdover from 1980s restaurant speak: “eclectic.” In defying characterization, Philadelphia may have missed the chance to be Chicago (“cutting edge”), San Francisco (“local”), or Portland (“artisanal”). Our consolation prize is cutting edge and local and artisanal and a dozen other adjectives.
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    By the time you read this, some of the restaurants included here will have closed, the victims of an uncertain restaurant economy or our ever-changing cravings. Some of the chefs may be cooking in new kitchens, as protégés graduate from their mentors and masters experiment with new cuisines. No matter. Large or small, steady or fleeting, universally popular or critically praised—these restaurants and chefs have shaped how we eat.




    The recipes and cooking insights the city’s chefs have generously provided here ensure that you can always go back for seconds even as the menu of the Philadelphia restaurant scene continues to evolve.
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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 Sampan’s Beef Lettuce Cups (page 8) and Barbuzzo’s Bruschetta with Stracciatella & Fava Beans (page 4)—and another one to share at the start of our meal (maybe Meritage’s Mussels in Kaffir Lime Curry Sauce, page 19). At some restaurants, like Mexican small plate Distrito (page 10), 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—Grilled Veal Tongue with Pepper Mostarda (page 30)—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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  BARBUZZO




  

    WASHINGTON SQUARE WEST


    110 SOUTH 13TH STREET


    (215) 546-9300


    WWW.BARBUZZO.COM




    When Barbuzzo, the hotly anticipated third restaurant from 13th Street entrepreneurs Marcie Turney (pictured below) 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.
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    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.”
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  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 to 60 seconds on each side.
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BRUSCHETTA WITH STRACCIATELLA & FAVA BEANS





  “This is part of our vegetable board when fava beans are in season,” says Barbuzzo chef-owner Marcie Turney. “It’s easy and it looks great and it tastes great. When fava beans aren’t in season, we make a different type of bruschetta or flatbread.”




  SERVES 4




  2 cups fava beans, removed from pods




  ⅛ teaspoon kosher salt




  Pinch of black pepper




  ⅛ teaspoon lemon zest




  ½ teaspoon lemon juice




  3 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil, divided




  1 tablespoon mint leaves, chiffonade




  8 ½-inch-thick slices French baguette




  1 clove garlic




  Additional kosher salt and black pepper, as needed




  ¾ cup buffalo mozzarella, torn into strings (“stracciatella”)




  1 tablespoon aged balsamic vinegar




  Over high heat, bring a large saucepan of salted water to a boil. Blanch fava beans for 2 minutes. Remove beans and plunge into ice water to stop cooking. Peel and discard tough exterior skin. This should yield 1 cup peeled fava beans. In a small bowl, mash fava beans with a fork. Add ⅛ teaspoon kosher salt, pinch of black pepper, lemon zest and juice, 1 tablespoon olive oil, and mint and fold ingredients together.




  Brush baguette slices with 1 tablespoon olive oil and rub cut sides with garlic clove. Season with salt and pepper. Grill or toast until lightly crisped, 15 seconds on each side.




  Top each baguette slice with mozzarella and mashed fava beans. Garnish with remaining 1 tablespoon olive oil and balsamic vinegar.




  

    THE INGREDIENTS: METROPOLITAN BAKERY




    When Metropolitan Bakery opened its doors in Rittenhouse Square nearly twenty years ago, the shop’s artisan European breads were an oddity. “Our first customers thought our breads were burnt!” says owner Wendy Born of the richly caramelized, wild yeast boules and slender baguettes that line the bakery.




    Now, those loaves—in country white, whole wheat, organic spelt, and a dozen other combinations—are a city institution and a restaurant go-to. You’ll find Metropolitan rolls in restaurants’ bread baskets and in their recipes. Chef Marcie Turney uses Metropolitan breads for Barbuzzo’s Whipped Ricotta with Grilled French Table Bread (page 3), a simple combination that relies on top-notch ingredients.




    As the demand for those “burnt” breads steadily increased, Born and Metropolitan’s meticulous baker, James Barrett, expanded the business, opening several more storefronts—always with coffee and a little sample of customer favorites—and an around-the-clock baking facility in Port Richmond, where the loaves are still shaped by hand. The Metropolitan brand has grown, too, to include small sweets (like the delicious, hard-to-find canelle) and cakes, addictive, award-winning granola, and, most recently, a sophisticated take on popcorn, in flavors like stout-almond, bourbon, and spiced peanut butter.




    www.metropolitanbakery.com
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  SAMPAN




  

    WASHINGTON SQUARE WEST


    124 SOUTH 13TH STREET


    (215) 732-3501


    WWW.SAMPANPHILLY.COM




    “Chefs have so much more fun cooking appetizers than cooking entrees,” admits chef Michael Schulson (pictured below). “Entrees are a commitment. Appetizers are an experiment,” he says, offering one explanation for the city’s spate of small-plates restaurants. Schulson has two: Izakaya in Atlantic City’s Borgata, and Sampan, the stylish-but-affordable modern Asian spot he opened on suddenly trendy 13th Street, extending the city’s newest Restaurant Row.
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    Schulson earned his Asian cooking credentials with stints in well-known Tokyo kitchens and has earned critical raves translating Japanese flavors for his East Coast diners.




    Among the small-plate experiments that have earned Sampan and Schulson notice: crab wonton tacos, a Sriracha-spiked Philly cheesesteak on a Chinese bun, his famous edamame dumplings (first created by Schulson for Buddakan, page 84), everything on the popular dim sum brunch menu and, quite unexpectedly, miniature cones of soft-serve ice cream in flavors like Fruity Pebbles and Snickers.




    This is a restaurant that likes to surprise. The sleek dining room—sip a mango-cardamom sour and watch the cooks in the open kitchen carefully plate ceviche—doesn’t hint at the casual Graffiti Bar tucked into a colorful courtyard behind the restaurant, where scorpion bowls with crazy straws are the drink of choice and Schulson can be found behind the grill. (Or in front of the TV cameras: The chef has been the host of TLC’s Ultimate Cafe Off and Style Network’s Pantry Raid.)




    “As a chef, I always want to do something fun for my diners,” Schulson says.
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  SWEET SHRIMP WITH RADISH & CITRUS SALAD




  “This dish is flavorful yet subtle, combining succulent shrimp with a sweet citrus aioli and earthy radish for texture and balance. Topped with fresh lime segments and baby cilantro leaves, it’s bright and fresh but also satisfying,” says Sampan chef-owner Michael Schulson. “I love it with a glass of crisp white wine in the summer or a hearty wheat beer in the winter. Take care not to overcook the shrimp, in order to preserve their meaty texture.”




  SERVES 4–6




  For the shrimp:




  1 cup mayonnaise




  1 lemon, juiced




  1 lime, juiced




  ½ cup sweetened condensed milk




  1 teaspoon kosher salt




  2 teaspoons granulated sugar




  ¼ cup grape seed oil




  ½ cup pineapple juice




  4 cups vegetable oil




  24 U-15 shrimp, peeled and deveined




  2 cups cornstarch




  Additional kosher salt, as needed




  Special equipment: Thermometer




  For the salad:




  1 lime, juiced




  1 lemon, juiced




  1 orange, juiced




  ½ cup grape seed oil




  1 teaspoon honey




  Kosher salt and white pepper, as needed




  2 limes, segmented, membrane removed




  2 stalks celery, thinly sliced




  3 radishes, sliced into matchsticks




  1 red chile, minced




  To prepare the shrimp: Begin by whisking together mayonnaise, lemon juice, and lime juice in a bowl. Whisk in condensed milk, salt, and sugar. While whisking, slowly add grape seed oil and mix well. Continue whisking and slowly add pineapple juice and mix well. Set sauce aside. (Sauce can be made up to 4 days in advance and stored, covered, in the refrigerator.)




  In a large heavy-bottomed pot, heat vegetable oil to 350°F. Toss shrimp in cornstarch, shaking off any excess coating. Fry shrimp in batches until golden brown and crispy, 3 to 4 minutes. Remove shrimp from oil with tongs or a metal strainer. Drain on paper towels. Season with salt. Toss shrimp with sauce to coat well.




  To prepare the salad: Begin assembling the salad by combining lime, lemon, and orange juices with oil and honey in a bowl. Season with salt and white pepper. Toss lime segments, celery, radishes, and chile with dressing.




  To serve: Divide the salad between plates. Top each salad with the shrimp.
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  BEEF LETTUCE CUPS WITH TOMATO SALAD




  “When I cook Asian food, I don’t want to do what Chinatown does. I think, ‘What is a Michael Schulson take on this?’” Sampan chef-owner Michael Schulson says. “I ask, ‘What do people think of when they think of a lettuce cup?’ Then I deconstruct it. It doesn’t look like the lettuce cup you would expect.”




  SERVES 4




  ¼ cup sake or dry white wine




  ½ cup soy sauce




  ½ cup grape seed oil




  12 ounces skirt or flank steak




  ½ red onion, finely diced




  1 tomato, diced




  ½ Thai red or jalapeño chile, sliced thin




  1 clove garlic, chopped




  3 basil leaves, chiffonade




  ¼ cup cilantro leaves, chiffonade




  ½ cup bean sprouts, chopped




  4 tablespoons red wine vinegar




  ¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil




  Kosher salt and white pepper, as needed




  1 head Bibb or iceberg lettuce, leaves cut in 2-inch circles




  ½ cup roasted peanuts, chopped




  In a large bowl, combine sake or white wine, soy sauce, and grape seed oil. Marinate steak in mixture, refrigerated, for 1 hour.




  Light grill or preheat broiler. Remove steak from marinade. (Discard marinade.) Grill or broil steak for 7 minutes on each side (medium rare) to 12 minutes per side (well done). Allow meat to rest for 5 minutes. Slice beef into 1-inch cubes, slicing across the grain.




  In a bowl, combine onion, tomato, chile, garlic, basil, cilantro, and bean sprouts. Toss with vinegar and olive oil. Season with salt and white pepper.




  Place lettuce rounds on a serving plate. Top each with salad and a piece of meat. Garnish with peanuts.
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  DISTRITO




  

    UNIVERSITY CITY


    3945 CHESTNUT STREET


    (215) 222-1657


    WWW.DISTRITORESTAURANT.COM




    When chef Jose Garces and his staff traveled to Mexico City to sample the capital’s distinctive street food, they booked hotel rooms in Zona Rosa, the city’s raucous nightlife district. The garish energy of Zona Rosa—and the flavors they discovered at the hectic, vibrant Mercado de la Merced—was the inspiration for Distrito, Garces’s third restaurant.




    “Bienvenidos!” announces green neon, welcoming diners to the bubblegum pink dining rooms plastered with movie-style marquees advertising south-of-the-border beers and signature margaritas. Over here, Mexican movies, projected on a big screen. Over there, a wall of six hundred lucha libre masks. There, diners crowded around a table in a vintage green and white VW Beetle, a nod to Mexico City’s ubiquitous taxis. (And behind that door, a purple private karaoke room.)
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