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In the very early days of developing this book, I saw that it was available for preorder on Amazon. Curious as to what the front cover of my yet-to-be-written book looked like, I clicked on the accompanying image. While the text read the same as the version you’re holding in your hands, the photo was something totally different. Instead of the lush heap of som tam, it was a bowl of salad—mesclun topped with sliced radishes to be exact. Perplexed by the image that was chosen to tease and entice would-be readers, I inquired of my editors whether it was the real deal or just a mockup. The salad was just a placeholder…whew!

While there’s certainly a contingent of Angelenos who eat leafy greens at every meal, topped with skinless grilled chicken breast if a splurge is to be allowed, this fragment of the local food scene hardly scratches the surface of what Los Angeles has to offer. The restaurants, bakeries, and mobile operations that I know, love, and explore in this book hail from vibrant communities, rich in culinary traditions, that feed each other well and inexpensively. Greens are mostly garnishes ’round here.

With nearly 10 million inhabitants calling this 4,752-square-mile metropolis home, eating in the City of Angels is a gut-busting adventure like no other. In the city center you’ll find regional fare from Thailand, Korea, and Japan. Travel east for Chinese, Mexican, and Central American delights. South of the city is an “only in L.A.” mash-up of Indian, Hawaiian, and soul food. The west side of town is home to some of the city’s hottest tables, handsomest chefs, and brilliant Persian cuisine. Head north for throngs of Middle Eastern, South American, and Armenian eateries. Punctuating all regions of the dining landscape are hawkers ofL.A.’s beloved classics like hot dogs, doughnuts, and hamburgers.
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While a wide range of cuisines can be found in every major city in America, what’s special about the food here is that it’s made by the people, for the people. In place of one-stop shops that serve a country’s greatest hits, you’ll find a kind of regionalization and specialization that can only happen when there’s a local audience large enough to recognize and appreciate the uniqueness of what’s on the stove.

There really is something delicious to be eaten in every direction, so long as the traffic isn’t too discouraging. The restaurants included in this book are the best in their class, quintessentially L.A., and most importantly, worth the drive. Put down your salad fork and grab your car keys—it’s time to take a real bite out of this city.


  How to Use This Book



  Dividing nearly 5,000 square miles of freeways, hills, valleys, and coastal terrain into digestible chunks was no easy feat, but it had to be done for organization’s sake. The chapters that follow are separated into the following regions: Central Los Angeles, Eastside, Harbor, Northeast Los Angeles, San Fernando Valley, San Gabriel Valley, South Bay, South Los Angeles, Southeast Los Angeles, Verdugos, and Westside.

  At the beginning of each chapter is a list of neighborhoods that are included in the region (e.g., Koreatown, West Hollywood, and Echo Park are listed under Central Los Angeles). Flip to the appendices in the back of the book for a complete list of restaurants sorted by cuisine and neighborhood.

  Within each chapter, listings are organized alphabetically under the following categories:
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Foodie Faves

These restaurants deliver the kind of memorable meals that demand to be repeated. Service and ambiance may or may not be a strong suit, but you’re guaranteed to find dependably delicious cooking.
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L.A. Landmarks

These restaurants built the foundation of the city’s dining scene and are considered institutions due to their longevity, contributions, nostalgia, or a combination of all three.
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Sublime Sweets

These confectionaries deliver the finest sugar high in town, whether it’s cakes, cookies, ice creams, or churros.
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Specialty Stores, Markets & Producers

These establishments and artisans go above and beyond to bring truly unique edibles and products such as rare cookbooks, imported sushi knives, and made-from-scratch burrata cheese to Angelenos and beyond.

Every listing includes basic information (name, address, phone number, website, cuisine, and price range), as well as insights about ambiance, history, and specialties. For hours of operation, handicap access, dietary concerns, and other such matters, contact the establishment directly via phone or website.

  
    
      Further Exploration
    

    A number of restaurants include a subentry titled Further Exploration. These establishments are related to the main entry either by chef, genre, cuisine, or a combination of all three. As a general note, these destinations aren’t quite as essential as the main entries, but they provide a solid jumping-off point for diners interested in digging deeper.

  

  
    
      Restaurant Price Key
    

    Price symbols are based on the average price for a single main course:




	$
	Under $10



	$$
	$10 to $20



	$$$
	$20 to $30



	$$$$
	Over $30






  

  
    
      Recipes
    

    Clear off your countertops and fire up the oven because the very last chapter contains a dozen recipes from local chefs who really know how to tickle those taste buds. Use these as a guide to re-create restaurant magic at home.

  


  Keeping Up with Food News



  From restaurant openings to chef departures and food policy, these online and print publications stay abreast of the latest news regarding the Los Angeles dining scene.

  Eater L.A. (la.eater.com): Editor Kat Odell and her team of roving reporters cover up-to-the-minute restaurant openings, shutterings, “chef shuffles,” and “rumor mongering.”

  
      L.A. Weekly:
     Grab the latest issue hot-off-the-press every Thursday or log on to the Weekly’s Squid Ink food blog (blogs.laweekly.com/squidink) for lively snippets edited by Amy Scattergood.

  
    
      FOODIES TO FOLLOW

      Follow these local food bloggers for a double dose of lively prose and screen-licking food porn: DarinDines by Darin Louie (darindines.com), Eastside Food Bites by Valentina Silva- Charson (eastsidefoodbites.com), Eat, Drink & Be Merry by Dylan Ho (eatdrinknbmerry.com), Eating L.A. by Pat Saperstein (eatingla.blogspot.com), Food GPS by Joshua Lurie (foodgps.com), Kevin Eats by Kevin Hsu (kevineats.com), Let Me Eat Cake by Nastassia Johnson (theletmeeatcake.com), Midtown Lunch: L.A. by Zach Brooks (midtownlunch.com/los-angeles), My Last Bite by Jo Stougaard (mylastbite.wordpress.com), and Street Gourmet L.A. by Bill Esparza (streetgourmetla.com).

    

  
  
      Los Angeles magazine: Food editor Leslie Barger Suter curates a strong food section each month, while restaurant critic Patrick Kuh tells it like it is. For restaurant recs at a glance, skim the magazine’s restaurant listings.

  
      Los Angeles Times:
     Turn to the paper’s Saturday section for well-tested recipes, reviews by restaurant critic Jonathan Gold, wine recommendations, and much more, all edited by Russ Parsons. Snappier news is delivered on the Daily Dish (latimes.com/features/food/dailydish), the Times’ food blog.
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  Tasting Table (tastingtable.com): A free e-mail daily uncovering food, dining, and drinking in Los Angeles edited by Garrett Snyder.






  Food Events & Festivals



  
    
      January
    

    Dine L.A. (discoverlosangeles.com): Twice a year in January and July, the Los Angeles Tourism and Convention Board celebrates restaurant week with specially priced three-course menus at participating restaurants around town.

    Lunar New Year: Ring in the Lunar New Year Downtown in historic Chinatown (chinatownla.com) and in Monterey Park (ci.monterey-park.ca.us) with dragon dances, firecrackers, and traditional foods.

  

  
    
      February
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    Cupcake Challenge (drinkeatplay.com/cupcakechallenge): The city’s best bakers face off at this annual event where attendees taste and vote on whose cupcakes reign supreme.

  

  
    
      March
    

    Planned Parenthood Food Fare (pplafoodfare.com): One of the oldest and most recognized food events, with over 150 of the city’s best restaurants, caterers, wineries, and entertainers participating.

  

  
    
      April
    

    Grilled Cheese Invitational (grilledcheeseinvitational.com): It’s all about “bread, butter, cheese, victory” at this quirky annual gathering where amateur and professional cooks dream up wildly creative grilled cheese sandwiches and compete for the title of grilled cheese champion.

    
      Los Angeles Times Festival of Books (events.latimes.com/festivalofbooks): Cookbook authors, including celebrity chefs, demonstrate recipes and discuss their latest releases on the Cooking Stage at this annual event.

    Thai New Year’s Day Songkran Festival (thainewyear.com): Centered on Hollywood Boulevard in the heart of Thaitown, this celebration includes a Miss Thai New Year pageant, a festive parade, and a virtual cornucopia of delicacies to sample.

  

  
    
      May
    

    Armenian Food Fare (armenianfoodfair.com): Pig out on kebabs, piroshki (baked or fried buns), and sarma (stuffed grape leaves) at this annual food and culture bonanza in Montebello.

    Taste of the Eastside (tasteoftheeastside.com): A festival showcasing the evolving and diverse food scenes of the eastside neighborhoods of Silver Lake, Echo Park, Eagle Rock, Highland Park, Los Feliz, Atwater Village, and beyond.

  

  
    
      June
    

    Taste of the Nation (strength.org): The city’s top chefs and mixologists come together in an effort to end childhood hunger in America at this annual fete benefiting Share Our Strength.

    Vendy Awards (la.streetvendor.org): A yearly street food cook-off between Los Angeles’ best sidewalk chefs.

  

  
    
      July
    

    Dine L.A. (discoverlosangeles.com): Twice a year in January and July, the Los Angeles Tourism and Convention Board celebrates restaurant week with specially priced three-course menus at participating restaurants around town.

    East L.A. Meets Napa (altamed.org): East L.A.’s most iconic restaurants and chefs team up with Latino-owned wineries from Napa and Sonoma to raise funds for health-care nonprofit AltaMed at this annual gathering in Union Station.

    L.A. Street Food Fest (lastreetfoodfest.com): Gourmet food trucks, local loncheros, and Baja culinarians take over Pasadena’s historic Rose Bowl at this all-you-can-eat summer extravaganza.

    Live & Dine L.A. (modernluxury.com/angeleno):
      Angeleno magazine celebrates the release of its annual Restaurant Issue by honoring notable chefs. Attendees are treated to plated bites, culinary demonstrations, and plenty to drink.

  

  
    
      August
    

    Chinatown Summer Nights (chinatownsummernights.com): A massive block party in the heart of historic Chinatown featuring cooking demonstrations by Chinese chefs, Chinese cultural activities, and gourmet food trucks.
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    L.A. Weekly ’s Pancake Break fast (laweekly.com): From blinis to pajeon to okonomiyaki, this event brings together some of the best pancakes around.

    Los Angeles Food and Wine (lafw.com): A multiday celebration of all that is delicious in Los Angeles with tasting events and chef-driven restaurant demos, lunches, and dinners held at venues throughout the city.

    Los Angeles Taco Festival (latacofestival.com): Enjoy some of the city’s best tacos, from birria to carne asada to shrimp, as well as live mariachi music.

    Lucky Rice Festival (luckyrice.com): A tasting event shining a spotlight on Asian culinary culture. The inaugural event included Spice Table’s Bryant Ng, Good Girl Dinette’s Diep Tran, and Kris Yenbamroong of Night + Market.

  

  
    
      September
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    Good Food Pie Contest (kcrw.com):Enter a pie, cheer on the competitors, or just enjoy a slice at this annual contest hosted by KCRW’s Evan Kleiman.

    Greek Fest: An annual celebration of all things Greek including food, folk dancing, wine tasting, and a marketplace held in central Los Angeles (lagreekfest.com) and in Pasadena (pasadenagreekfest.org).

    L.A. County Fair (lacountyfair.com): You’ll find deep-fried Kool-Aid, Texas-size doughnuts, and all the funnel cake you can eat at this monthlong gustatory blitz held at the Pomona Fairplex.

    L.A. Loves Alex’s Lemonade (alexslemonade.org): The country’s most talented chefs join forces to help end childhood cancer at this festive gathering hosted by Suzanne Goin, Caroline Styne, and David Lentz.

    
      Los Angeles Times’ “The Taste” (events.latimes.com/taste): A three-day food event designed both for and by locals featuring various themed tastings, panel discussions, and chef demonstrations.

  

  
    
      October
    

    Los Angeles magazine’s “The Food Event” (lamag.com/thefoodevent): An annual tasting event featuring celebrity chefs, top restaurants, and wine and spirits tastings in the hills of Malibu at Saddlerock Ranch.

    Mole Fair (feriadelosmoles.com): Celebrate this classic Mexican dish with food, music, dance, workshops, and a friendly competition.

    Oktoberfest at Alpine Village (alpinevillagecenter.com): The oldest and largest Oktoberfest celebration in Southern California, held every Friday, Saturday, and Sunday in September and October.

  

  
    
      November
    

    Los Angeles Tamales Festival (losangelestamalefestival.com): An annual gathering of hot tamales featuring a cook-off, an eating contest, a tamale-making demonstration, and even a cornhusk fashion designing contest.

  

  
    
      December
    

    Artisanal L.A. (artisanalla.com): From caramels to chai to salumi and preserves, there is always plenty to ogle, taste, and buy at this gathering of local artisans.

  

  
    
      Miscellaneous Events
    

    Mitsuwa Market (mitsuwa.com): The Torrance branch of this Japanese market plays host to a number of food events throughout the year including the Umaimono Gourmet Fair, Summer Festival, and Hokkaido Fair.

    626 Night Market (626nightmarket.com): The San Gabriel Valley’s homage to Asia’s bustling night markets with vendors hawking everything from dumplings to stinky tofu.
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Central Los Angeles
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Arlington Heights, Beverly Grove, Carthay, Chinatown, Downtown, East Hollywood, Echo Park, Fairfax, Hancock Park, Harvard Heights, Hollywood, Koreatown, Larchmont, Little Tokyo, Los Feliz, Mid-City, Mid-Wilshire, Pico-Union, Silver Lake, Thaitown, West Hollywood, Westlake
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Foodie Faves





  Angelini Osteria, 7313 Beverly Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90036; (323) 297-0070; angeliniosteria.com; Italian; $$$. Gino Angelini, one of Los Angeles’ most celebrated chefs, captures the flavors and spirit of Italy at this neighborhood osteria. After a hugely successful career in the old country cooking for everyone who’s anyone including the pope and Pavarotti, Chef Angelini came to Los Angeles in 1995 as chef of Rex in Downtown and Vincenti Restaurant in Brentwood. He opened Angelini Osteria in 2001 after deciding to make the city his permanent home. Staying true to the spirit of an osteria, the restaurant isn’t too fussy. The food is simple and thoughtfully executed, while the room is plain comfortable. Wines are encouraged by the glass or bottle. The Warm Tripe with Tomatoes and Cuttlefish transforms organ meats into a starter worth talking about. Other antipasti to consider include the sweet yet sharp shrimp salad tossed with celery, tomatoes, oregano, and bottarga (pressed dried caviar), and the exquisitely grilled octopus. Nonna Elvira’s green lasagna made with a beef and veal ragù and scattered with fried baby spinach is the most popular primi. The Bombolotti all’ Amatriciana, tubular pasta with shallow ridges, is paired with guanciale (unsmoked Italian bacon prepared from pig’s cheeks), San Marzano tomatoes, and hot peppers to delicious effect. The whole branzino roasted in sea salt and herbs makes for a sensational secondi. Best of all, the fish is filleted tableside with a whole lot of finesse. This could very well be Los Angeles’ best Italian restaurant.

  Animal, 435 N. Fairfax Ave., Los Angeles, CA 90048; (323) 782-9225; animalrestaurant.com; New American; $$$. Anything goes so long as it’s over the top at chefs Jon Shook and Vinny Dotolo’s critically acclaimed and locally loved restaurant. The menu, which celebrates underappreciated parts like pig tails, veal brains, and beef belly, is not only fresh and exciting but also challenges wary diners to take a walk on the offal side. After all, who can resist crispy pig ears spiked with chili and lime and topped with a fried egg? The chefs’ take on poutine, a Quebecois specialty of french fries, cheese curds, and gravy, has been popular with patrons since day one. Animal’s version is heaped with rich oxtail gravy and tons of melted cheddar, all on a bed of golden spuds. Less adventurous eaters tagging along with their ballsier friends can treat themselves to balsamic pork ribs that literally fall off the bone or poached fish prepared as dictated by the season. A cool plate of crudo is also a terrific option if a break from the onslaught of flesh is desired.



FURTHER EXPLORATION: SON OF A GUN

The “Two Dudes” give fruits of the sea the Animal treatment at their second restaurant Son of a Gun (8370 W. 3rd St., Los Angeles, CA 90048; 323-782-9033; sonofagunrestaurant.com). The shrimp toast and lobster roll are buttery, creamy things that have a cultlike following. Ironically, it’s the land-locked chicken sandwich that has emerged as the restaurant’s signature dish; there’s one on every table.
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  Antojitos Bibi, 2400 W. 7th St., #109, Los Angeles, CA 90057; (213) 383-8595; Honduran; $$. Olga “Bibi” Cordon prepares Honduran specialties like fresh corn tamales and creamy coconut milk soups at Antojitos Bibi, a casual restaurant overlooking MacArthur Park Lake that could be mistaken for a shrine dedicated to the Honduran national futbol team. Locals gather here to catch the latest match over crunchy enchiladas catrachas, tostadas layered with a mixture of carrots and ground beef, shredded cabbage, tomatoes, hard-boiled egg, and a dusting of cheese. Pink pickled onions and a few lashings of Tapatio can be deployed as one sees fit. Creamy, beautifully seasoned soups like the sopa de caracol are popular with those whose eyes are glued to the screen, as well as their supportive companions. The orange-tinged chowder brimming with yucca, plantains, and chewy bits of caracol (conch meat) is reminiscent of a mild Thai curry. To eat, add a spritz of fresh lime juice and a sprinkling of onions and cilantro. The rice served alongside can be added to the bowl too. The montuca, a sweet tamale made with fresh corn instead of dried corn masa and eaten with cream, isn’t available on a regular basis, but snatch one up if your visit coincides with a fresh batch.
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  A-Won, 913 S. Vermont Ave., Los Angeles, CA 90006; (213) 389-6764; Korean; $$. Everyone wins at A-Won, so long as there’s plenty of raw fish, roe, and gochujang (fermented red chile paste) to go around. The stadium-size bowls of hwe dup bap are perfumed with sesame oil and prettily assembled with fresh halibut and salmon sashimi, nori (dried seaweed), bonito flakes, tobiko (flying fish roe), microgreens, sesame seeds, daikon radish, and shredded romaine. There’s still a bit of work to be done once the hwe dup bap hits the table. Plop the warm rice that’s served alongside into the larger bowl, along with as much gochujang as you can handle, then stir, mix, and meld until every component is tinged a fiery shade of red. Every bite is a study in contrasts—soft and crunchy, warm and cool. The al bap, a bowl of seasoned rice adorned with various eggs (sea urchin roe, smelt roe, salmon roe, and hen-egg omelet), seaweed, preserved fish, and pickled radish packs a beautiful wallop. The sensation of gnashing teeth on gentle eggs just can’t be beat. If soupier, more adventurous sustenance is in order, the al tang, spicy cod stew with kimchee, roe, and sperm sacs, is all that and a bag of chips.

  Bäco Mercat, 408 S. Main St., Los Angeles, CA 90013; (213) 687-8808; bacomercat.com; New American; $$$. Downtown’s restaurant scene has been coming into its own these past few years, and much of the culinary credit goes to Chef Josef Centeno. He gained a loyal following with his imaginative small plates at Little Tokyo’s Lazy Ox Canteen (p. 90) and struck out on his own with Bäco Mercat in 2011. Chef Centeno developed the “bäco,” the restaurant’s signature flatbread sandwich stuffed with crispy pork belly and beef carnitas, on the fly as a late-night snack for his staff at Lazy Ox. When word spread about this marvelously meaty creation, it evolved into an off-menu special reserved for friends and diners in the know. With the launch of Bäco Mercat, bäcos are finally available to the hungry masses for lunch, dinner, and weekend brunch. In addition to the original bäco, the menu features new permutations stuffed with things like fava bean fritters, beef tongue, and chicken escabeche. Also on the menu are flatbread pizzas called “coca,” a pozole-ramen hybrid called “bäzole,” and nearly two dozen small plates constructed in the same seasonal spirit as those at Lazy Ox. To drink there are beers, spirits, and wines from around the world, as well as tart and tangy sodas made from scratch using vinegars infused with fruits and herbs.

  
    
      FURTHER EXPLORATION: BAR AMÁ

      Chef Centeno opened Bar Amá (118 W. 4th St., Los Angeles, CA 90013; 213-687-8002; bar-ama.com) in Downtown Los Angeles in late 2012. While the Tex-Mex menu draws inspiration from family recipes, the beverage program celebrates tequila, mescal, and Mexican beers.
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  The Bazaar by José Andrés, 465 La Cienega Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90048; (310) 246-5551; thebazaar.com; Spanish; $$$. Chef José Andrés, an unofficial ambassador for Spanish cuisine, takes diners on a wondrous tour of traditional and modern small plates at The Bazaar. Set in a Philippe Starck–designed space, the restaurant spans two tapas bars (Blanca and Rojo), a frilly pink Patisserie, and a cocktailian paradise (Bar Centro). The rooms dazzle diners at every turn and prove to be the perfect setting for this kind of cutting-edge cookery. From the Traditional Tapas menu, the jamón Ibérico de bellota Fermín (acorn-fed, free-range Ibérico ham) is splurge-worthy, while the pa’amb tomaquet (toasted bread with Manchego and tomato) captures the spirit of Catalonia on a slice of toasted bread. While the traditional tapas are solid all around, it’s the Modern Tapas that really wow. The Not Your Everyday Caprésé has emerged as one of The Bazaar’s signature dishes. Perfectly ripe cherry tomatoes are served with “liquid mozzarella” spheres. The moment when the smooth mozzarella orbs give in to the pressure of one’s teeth is quite spectacular. The standout Philly Cheesesteak pipes “air bread” full of oozy cheddar cheese and tops it all off with slices of Wagyu beef. The Bazaar puts its best foot forward at Saam, the “Chef’s Tasting Room,” which requires advance reservations. Here, Chef Andrés curates a multicourse tasting menu highlighting The Bazaar’s greatest bites.

  Bernie’s Teriyaki, 318 Glendale Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90026; (213) 250-8413; Filipino; $. Prices are low and plates are piled high at Bernie Cruz’s namesake teriyaki hut in Historic Filipinotown. The specialty here is Filipino barbecue with a nod to Hawaiian plate lunches. In place of scoops of mac salad and steamed white rice is a fluffy bed of garlicky fried rice served with Thousand Island–dressed iceberg and charbroiled proteins. Whether it’s chicken, pork, beef, or a combination of the three that moves your spirit, you’ll be treated to an impressive char and moist, juicy meat. The loose teriyaki sauce that coats every meaty crevice brightens just about everything it touches, so reach for one of the squeeze bottles filled with the sticky soy sauce–based stuff if a little extra somethin’ somethin’ is needed on your Styrofoam plate. A platter here rings in at well under $10 and provides enough provisions for two well-portioned meals or one really hefty feast.

  Bestia, 2121 7th Place, Los Angeles CA, 90021; (213) 514-5724; bestiala.com; Italian; $$. Everything about Bestia—the food, the energy, the room, the service—is simply the best. Prior to joining forces with his wife, Pastry Chef Genevieve Gergis, and Restaurateur Bill Chait to open the southern Italian restaurant in the Arts District, Chef Ori Menashe spent the past three and a half years as executive chef at Angelini Osteria. Every dinner at Bestia should start with an order of the Ventrigli di Pollo Rosolati, also known as the tenderest chicken gizzards known to man. Pan-roasted and paired with roasted beets, Belgian endive, and aged capra sarda cheese, the ventrigli are like no other gizzards in town. Then, select a few pastas to share. The Cavatelli alla Norcina, ricotta cavatelli with house-made pork sausage, black truffles, and Grana Padano, is particularly spectacular. The intense aroma released by the black truffles, a whoosh really, will send you into a tizzy. Another must is the Spaghetti Rustichella, fabulously toothsome noodles dressed with sea urchin, garlic, fermented chile, and bread crumbs. Don’t leave Bestia without trying Genevieve Gergis’ sweets, especially the “Coffee & Donuts,” fried-to-order spiced chestnut doughnuts with softly whipped cream and coffee gelato.

  The Boiling Crab, 3377 Wilshire Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90010; (213) 389-2722; theboilingcrab.com; Seafood; $$. For a complete description, see p. 145.
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  Byul Gobchang, 3819 W. 6th St., Los Angeles, CA 90020; (213) 739-0321; Korean; $$. If you don’t look the slightest bit Korean, chances are good that Byul Gobchang’s owner Jessica Lee will give you the third degree upon entering her restaurant to make sure that you’re onboard the offal train. The menu here offers standard barbecuing cuts like brisket, tongue, and pork belly, but the specialty is cow stomachs and intestines large and small. Once you’ve assured her that offals are indeed your rapture, a smile will creep across her face and the show will officially begin. The Star Combination pairs a large bottle of soju with the aforementioned beefy bits. There’s a lot of care that needs to go into preparing intestines properly, so the waitresses handle all the cooking while diners look on and sip soju. Once the grill is properly warmed up, the stomach and intestines meet the heat, which firms up their texture almost instantly. With a pair of trusty tongs, the offals are removed from the grill, snipped into bite-size bits, and marinated in a potent puree of garlic, pineapple, pear, sesame oil, and soju before returning to the heat once more. Only after the exterior of each piece is evenly caramelized are diners given the okay to dig in. Two sauces, one sweet and the other spicy, are on hand for dipping, while marinated mountain garlic leaves are ready for wrapping. With all that booze and entrails swishing about, a fried rice finish is a must. This evening-only joint is poppin’ until 4 a.m. nightly.
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  Chego, 727 N. Broadway, Unit 117, Los Angeles, CA 90012; (323) 380-8680; eatchego.com; Korean; $. After launching a nationwide gourmet food truck revolution with Kogi, Chef Roy Choi followed it up with a rice bowl venture called Chego, which roughly translates to “the best.” The concept was inspired in part by the rice-bowl-hawking tenants who previously occupied the restaurant’sspace, as well as the Chinese oven that they left behind. When Chef Choi saw the metal box in the kitchen, heknew it would be perfect for cooking proteins slow and low. Start with the Mushroom Egg Rolls and the Ooey Gooey Fries. The former is kickin’ with crispness, while the cheese-ladenlatter is dude food at its finest. For the main event, order the Kimchi Spam Bowl, a combination of fried rice, scrambled eggs, and baby bok choy with a touch of butter and toasted sesame. All mixed up and tied together, it packs an avalanche of flavor and heat. The Chubby Pork Belly is equally bold with its gochujang (fermented red chile paste) lacquered Kurobuta, pickled radishes, cotija (crumbly Mexican cheese), and peanuts. Warning: eating at Chego may be habit-forming.

  The Corner Place, 2819 James M. Wood Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90006; (213) 487-0968; cornerplacerestaurant.com; Korean; $. The Corner Place might look like a Korean barbecue restaurant and smell like one too, but the specialty here is hardly meaty at all. The dong chi mi gook soo is an ice-cold noodle soup that refreshes the palate at first slurp. The soul of the bowl lies in the masterfully constructed broth. Its deceptively clear appearance shows no sign of the intense concentration of flavor that’s packed within. The essence of scallions, fermented green chiles, ginger, and bae (Korean pear), along with a spike of watery brine, packs a bright and acidic punch that is unrivaled. The thin and bouncy noodles soak up the broth’s subtleties, while julienned cucumber, sliced tomatoes, and chopped scallions further perfume the bowl. When the sun’s relentless rays are beating down on L.A., there’s no better escape than a bowl of dong chi mi gook soo.

  
    
      FURTHER EXPLORATION: YU CHUN CHIC NAENG MYUN

      
        Yu Chun Chic Naeng Myun (3185 W. Olympic Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90006; 213-382-3815) in Koreatown makes a critically acclaimed bowl of chic mool naeng myun, a beefy cold noodle soup made with arrowroot noodles that can be further intensified with lashes of vinegar and mustard. This bowl’s got ice, spice, and everything nice.

    

  
  Daikokuya, 327 E. 1st St., Los Angeles, CA 90012; (213) 626-1680; dkramen.com; Japanese; $. Head to Daikokuya in Little Tokyo for one of the most beloved bowls of tonkotsu ramen in town. This branch of a local chain is notorious for having tortuously long waits, but it’s possible to snag a seat either along the counter or in one of the plush red booths without too much hassle by avoiding peak hours and dining with a small group. A ramenya experience is incomplete without a few plates of gyoza (Japanese dumplings) to start. The ones served here are stuffed with pork and vegetables, wrapped in thin papers, and pan-fried in a raftlike mass. Daikokuya’s signature tonkotsu ramen is made from Kurobuta pork bones that are carefully simmered for hours on end. Once the broth is perfectly milky and luscious, it’s ladled atop curly noodles and garnished with scallion confetti. Don’t forget to request extra back fat (kotteri) for an even porkier experience.

  
    
      FURTHER EXPLORATION: SHIN SEN GUMI

      Also vying for the title of Little Tokyo’s best ramenya is Shin Sen Gumi (132 S. Central Ave., Los Angeles, CA 90012; 213-687-7108; shinsengumigroup.com), another local chain with additional locations in Gardena and Rosemead. Shin Sen Gumi specializes in customizable Hakata-style ramen, which is characterized by thick, pork bone–based soup (tonkotsu) paired with thin, straight noodles. The restaurant simmers Berkshire pork bones for 15 hours to achieve its distinctly rich broth.

    

  
  Don Day, 300 S. Hobart Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90020; (213) 380-9292; Korean; $$. The competition is fierce in the all-you-can-eat Korean barbecue arena, which means fair prices and ample choices for diners. For the best deal around, don’t look to the restaurant with the lowest price tag, but rather the one offering the most value. When it comes to all you can eat, it’s important to emphasize variety and quality. Don Day comes through on both fronts, with efficient service to boot. Diners can choose from several set menus that vary in price; the option just below the top tier offers the most bang for your buck. Included in the price of admission are a small army of refillable side dishes (banchan) like blanched broccoli with sesame oil, pickled daikon, kimchee, macaroni salad, bamboo shoots with jalapeños, and rice papers. Also on hand is a steamed egg, as well as a fresh green salad. Pair these cool and tangy morsels with the sizzling hot meat for a seriously explosive bite. To be grilled tableside are delicate slices of beef tongue, whole rib eye, shell-on shrimp, bulgogi (marinated beef), small and large intestines, marinated chicken, pork shoulder, pork belly, and abomasum, also known as “the fourth and final stomach.” Don’t sweat it if you’re not handy with the grill; the women who staff Don Day have a miraculous sixth sense that allows them to know exactly when each table’s meat is ready for consumption.

  
    
      FURTHER EXPLORATION: BUD NAMU KOREAN BBQ AND HAE JANG CHON

      Koreatown’s Bud Namu Korean BBQ (809 Ardmore Ave., Los Angeles, CA 90005; 213-385-9292; budnamubbqla.com) distinguishes itself from the all-you-can-eat pack with an impressive banchan buffet that diners can help themselves to, as well as a standout selection of meat. Hae Jang Chon (3821 W. 6th St., Los Angeles, CA 90020; 213-389-8777) offers a smooth stone grilling surface in place of the more common metal grates for a unique barbecuing experience. The homey atmosphere and table settings are also quite appealing.

    

  
  Drago Centro, 525 S. Flower St., Los Angeles, CA 90071; (213) 228-8998; dragocentro.com; Italian; $$$$. Drago Centro’s location on the ground floor of the City National Plaza attracts a diverse crowd of suited gents, serious couples, and happy-hour revelers. While worker bees stationed in and around Downtown escape here for bar bites and expertly made cocktails, urban dwellers make reservations weeks in advance for a proper night out on the town. The menu is thoroughly Italian with an emphasis on the handmade pastas that Chef Celestino Drago is famous for. His signature Pappardelle al Fagiano, inch-wide egg noodles coated in a roasted pheasant and morel mushroom sauce, is wonderfully silky and possesses a most pleasant bite. Also noteworthy is the Tagliolini Neri with its scent of lemon verbena and perfectly cooked mussels, clams, and shrimp served over squid ink noodles. The most popular secondi option is the rib eye for two: 32 ounces of USDA prime prepared just as you like it. For something a little homier, try the braised oxtails over polenta.

  
    
      FURTHER EXPLORATION: ENOTECA DRAGO, IL PASTAIO, AND OSTERIA DRAGO

      For a taste of Chef Drago’s modern Italian fare outside Downtown visit Enoteca Drago (410 N. Canon Dr., Beverly Hills, CA 90210; 310-786-8236; celestinodrago.com) and Il Pastaio (400 N. Canon Dr., Beverly Hills, CA 90210; 310-205-5444; giacominodrago.com) in Beverly Hills or Osteria Drago (8741W. Sunset Blvd., West Hollywood, CA 90069; 310-657-1182; osteriadrago.com) in West Hollywood.
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  Dwit Gol Mok, 3275 Wilshire Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90010; (213) 382-8432; Korean; $$. Dwit Gol Mok, better known as DGM, is fittingly named after the Korean expression for “back alley.” While its address reads Wilshire Boulevard, the entrance is actually tucked far behind the main drag. Upon locating parking near Vermont, walk down Berendo and cross the parking lot. Follow the wondrous smells of smoky barbecue and gochujang (fermented red chile paste) because there isn’t an English sign in sight. You’ll know when you’ve arrived by the deafening levels of K-pop blaring throughout the building. The specialty at this two-story graffiti palace is a killer combination of Korean bar food and potent soju. The crowd is young, mostly Korean-speaking, and always seem to be having a rowdy time. A copper pot or two of soju is an absolute must, but sip slowly because it tends to hide behind a curtain of sweetness and attack when one least expects. To pair with the alcohol, order a platter of marinated pork ribs coated in a sweet glaze, fried oysters, a bubbling cauldron of budaejigae, an “army base stew” completewith ramen noodles and hot dogs, and a serving of one of the best bossam (do-it-yourself pork belly wraps) preparations in town. If there’s still room for more, the ton dak (spicy chicken wings) and hamul pajun (seafood pancake) are the way to go.

  
    
      FURTHER EXPLORATION: DAN SUNG SA

      Slightly less dingy than Dwit Gol Mok but equally festive is Dan Sung Sa (3317 W. 6th St., Los Angeles, CA 90020; 213-487-9100), located a quarter mile from DGM. The seafood pancake and spicy pork are just the things to soak up soju shots.

    

  
  Elf Cafe, 2135 W. Sunset Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90026; (213) 484-6829; elfcafe.com; Vegetarian; $$. Vegetarians dining out are usually stuck ordering less-than-thoughtful pastas and salads, but here at Echo Park’s Elf Cafe, Chef Scott Zwiezen prepares creative meatless fare that satisfies herbivores and carnivores alike. Reservations are encouraged at this barely 450-square-foot jewel box, especially on Saturday and Sunday nights when tables are at a premium. Elf can feel admittedly tight and cramped at times, but thankfully the chill crowd keeps the mood appealing. What’s unique about Chef Zwiezen’s cooking is his firm commitment to using vegetables instead of meatlike wheat gluten and soy products. Perhaps the best example of his culinary style is the Cornmeal- and Herb-Dusted Buffalo Oyster Mushrooms, skillfully charred and marinated tubers served with a marinated celery salad and blue cheese cream reduction. Take a bite of all three elements together for a one-of-a-kind hot wings experience. Follow it up with the Spicy Moroccan Kale Salad, a tangy mountain of raw kale, avocado, and sheep’s-milk feta that boasts a mellow spice from the house-made harissa. The Collard Green Dolma, one of the restaurant’s strongest main courses, wraps collard greens around grilled mushrooms with crisp risotto croquettes and house-made goat yogurt tzatziki served on the side. To satisfy vegan diners, most everything on the menu can be prepared without animal products upon request.

  
    
      FURTHER EXPLORATION: SHOJIN

      Hidden on the third floor of the Little Tokyo Shopping Center in Downtown is Shojin (333 S. Alameda St., #310, Los Angeles, CA 90013; 213-617-0305; theshojin.com). Specializing in Japanese vegan cuisine, Shojin’s candlelit space and hushed service exude Zen-like peace, while the delicately flavored food is a visual feast.
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  Flavors of Belize, 1271 S. La Brea Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90019; (323) 937-7710; Belizean; $. Anywhereelse in America it might seem strange that the best Belizean restaurant in town is located in a motel complex, but here in Los Angeles, no one bats an eye—culinarydiamonds in the rough are our specialty. Situated nearthe front desk of the pretty pink Relax Inn Motel on La Brea, Flavors of Belize nourishes vagabonds and visitors with its soulful brand of Central American cooking. The appetizers section is filled with a bevy of crunchy bites like garnaches, Belizean tostadas slathered with refried beans, a saucy tomato and onion mixture, and powdery Parmesan. Who knew the stuff in the green can worked so well atop expertly spiced legumes? The salbutes, hollowed tortilla shells filled with shredded chicken, onions, peppers, and tomatoes, as well as the panades, meat pies stuffed with fish, chicken, or refried beans, make for solid starters as well. Ask for the house-made habanero sauce to kick up anything and everything. Choose any of the homey stews on offer for a fitting follow-up. While the oxtail and chicken varieties are sure to satisfy, it’s the Pig Tail with Split Peas served with coconut rice, fried sweet plantains, and potato salad that’s unforgettable. The weekend special “boil-up” comprising braised cured pig tails and starchy vegetables covered in a dumpling shroud is also not to be missed. Be sure to call ahead to confirm availability.
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  Ganda Siamese Cuisine, 5269 Hollywood Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90027; (323) 466-4281; Thai; $. Heat lamps don’t usually signal deliciousness, but some of the best Thai food in Los Angeles is found on the steam tables at Ganda Siamese Cuisine. Chef-Owner Sue Klinmalai rotates the selection of curries, braises, and stir-fries available each day, but expect to find two dozen or so dishes that are carefully made and intensely flavored. The array of offerings can be a bit daunting for the uninitiated, so feel free to ask the gals behind the counter for further details since most of the dishes aren’t labeled. The crispy catfish (pla duk pad ped) is the restaurant’s most popular dish, and for very good reason. The central Thai specialty, dry-braised in galangal, Kaffir lime leaves, and a plethora of spices, delivers on all fronts—crisp, sweet, savory, and spicy. The pork and green bean prik king, a dry curry with plenty of chiles and aromatics, packs an equally mean punch. When it comes to curries, the green one brimming with house-made fish balls is a creamy and comforting brew that’s mild enough to sip straight up or to spoon over rice. The made-from-scratch sour sausages aren’t included in the two- or three-item combos, but are worth the extra add-on. For just under $10, you’ll be treated to one of the boldest, spiciest, and most deeply flavorful meals in town.

  Genwa Korean BBQ, 5115 Wilshire Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90036; (323) 549-0760; genwakoreanbbq.com; Korean; $$. While it’s hard to resist the bargain of all-you-can-eat Korean barbecue, there are occasions when something more refined, but just as meaty, is in order. Genwa Korean BBQ is part of a pack of places that serve higher-quality beef in spiffier environs. The prices tend to be a few notches higher, but the quality of the food and service warrants the slight bump. Twenty varieties of pitch-perfect banchan are spread atop the table as soon as diners settle in. From there, appetizers and proteins (beef, pork, chicken, and seafood) can be ordered a la carte, or choose one of the set menus that feed anywhere from two to ten people. Start with kimchee-stuffed dumplings (mandu) and seafood pancakes, then move on to prime galbi (marinated short ribs), prime bulgogi (marinated beef), and best of all, kot sal, thinly sliced prime boneless short ribs. There’s also sam gyup sal, pork belly marinated in a spicy miso sauce. Every protein can be cooked tableside on the miraculous “smokeless grills” or prepared in the kitchen and brought to the table while still sizzling. Rice, soups, and noodles make for the perfect ending.

  
    
      FURTHER EXPLORATION: CHOSUN GALBEE AND PARK’S BBQ

      
        Chosun Galbee (3330 W. Olympic Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90019; 323-734-3330; chosungalbee.com) and Park’s BBQ (955 S. Vermont Ave., Los Angeles, CA 90006; 213-380-1717; parksbbq.com), both located in Koreatown, are also known for offering quality meats and top-notch service. See Park’s BBQ’s recipe for Bulgogi on page 306.

    

  
  Gish Bac Restaurant, 4163 W. Washington Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90018; (323) 737-5050; gishbacrestaurant.com; Mexican; $$. A meal at Gish Bac is memorable any day of the week, but especially on Saturday and Sunday when owners David Padilla and Maria Ramos fire up the barbecue pit. The Oaxacan natives churn out two types of barbacoa. While the blanca consists of lamb, the enchilada is all goat; both are perfumed with avocado leaves and roasted until exceptionally tender. Served alongside the lamb are Oaxacan black beans and a bowl of rich consommé made from the meat’s drippings. The goat, on the other hand, arrives sopping in its own juices along with warm tortillas and a cabbage slaw for wrapping and garnishing. For further pizzazz, scope out the condiment bar featuring a number of worthwhile salsas. Both the blanca and enchilada are preceded by a platter of pancita, a haggislike creation of lamb offals flavored with chiles and stuffed in a whole stomach. Available every day of the week are made-from-scratch moles that glisten and shine. The mole negro served over chicken sings of sweet and savory spices.

  
    
      FURTHER EXPLORATION: EL BORREGO DE ORO

      Weekends bring Hidalgo-style barbacoa to Boyle Heights’ El Borrego de Oro (2403 Whittier Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90023; 323-780-4213; see borregodeoro.com for more locations). Mutton is covered with maguey leaves and pit-roasted for hours before being dished up with a side of tortillas and consommé. Delicious.
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  Guelaguetza Restaurante, 3014 W. Olympic Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90006; (213) 427-0608; guelaguetzarestaurante.com; Mexican; $$. As you gaze around the expansive 300-seat dining room at Guelaguetza’s Koreatown flagship, it’s hard to imagine that the restaurant only fit three tables when Fernando Lopez Sr. opened it in 1994. Today, the temple of Oaxacan delights is outfitted with a sleek mescal bar and a central stage for mariachi and folklorico performances. Lopez’s four children, Bricia, Paulina, Fernando Jr., and Elizabeth, grew up working at Guelaguetza and now oversee its day-to-day operations. While the restaurant has expanded and contracted over the years, the stellar cooking by matriarch Maria Monterrubio that made the place a dining destination has remained dependably delicious over time. Tlayudas, crisp flatbreads smeared with black beans and asiento (unrefined pork lard) and topped with stringy Oaxacan cheese, chorizo, queso fresco, lettuce, and meat, are perfect for sharing before diving into a sea of moles. The pitch-black mole negro is rightfully famous with its 26 ingredients and unparalleled sweet and savory depth. It’s sauced over chicken, stuffed in banana leaf–wrapped tamales, ladled atop enchiladas, and even jarred to take home. There’sa spicier mole rojo and milder mole coloradito for further exploration. Be sure to cap off any meal here withsomething sweet. The nicuatole, a gelatinous dessertmade of ground corn and sugar with hints of cinnamon andcactus fruit flavors, is as traditional as they come. Oaxacan hot chocolate is served with pan de yema (sweet bread) on the side. See Guelaguetza’s recipe for Mole Negro on page 295.

  Ham Ji Park, 3407 W. 6th St., #101C, Los Angeles, CA 90020; (213) 365-8773; Korean; $$. The restaurants in Los Angeles’ Koreatown are wonderfully specialized places where one or two dishes reign supreme. Here at Ham Ji Park, it’s all about gamjatang, a pork bone and potato stew that bubbles its way to the table in a metal pot. Glossy grains of steamed rice and a half dozen or so banchan complete a feast that satisfies and comforts like few can. When ladling the stew into bowls, make sure to include pieces of pork spine; these meaty hunks of tendon, muscle, and fat are what make gamjatang simply spectacular, that and the spicy yet nuanced broth that tastes even better once it has thickened some from residual heat. Spine meat can be difficult to extract using chopsticks alone, so don’t be shy about employing nimble fingers—it’s how the pros get it done. Ham Ji Park’s pork spare ribs are also worthy of gracing your table. Bone-in slabs are coated in a sticky sweet glaze and served on a sizzling platter over a bed of softened white onions. The green salad served alongside offers the perfect cooling, savory counterpoint.

  Hatfield’s Restaurant, 6703 Melrose Ave., Los Angeles, CA 90038; (323) 935-2977; hatfieldsrestaurant.com; New American; $$$$. Named after the husband-and-wife duo who run the show, Hatfield’s Restaurant is a perennial favorite among locals who appreciate thoughtful food, seamless service, and an enchanting space that’s swathed in natural tones and home to one of the city’s most exciting open kitchens. While Quinn Hatfield focuses on savories, his wife, Karen, is charged with sweets. Together, the two Hatfields have created a dining experience that is perfect for every occasion, from birthdays to dates to friendly gatherings. Quinn’s croque-madame is the stuff dreams are made of. Pristine slices of yellowtail sashimi and prosciutto come smothered between two buttery rounds of grilled brioche. A sunny side up quail egg provides a delicate finish. Karen’s desserts are always playful, beautifully plated, and a treat for the senses. Her fried-to-order sugar-and-spice beignets, which are served with a Venezuelan chocolate fondue and a cool shot of Mexican chocolate milk shake, are as crowd pleasing as they come.

  
    
      FURTHER EXPLORATION: THE SYCAMORE KITCHEN

      Hatfield’s Quinn and Karen opened The Sycamore Kitchen (143 S. La Brea, Los Angeles, CA 90036; 323-939-0151; thesycamorekitchen.com), a bakery and cafe in Mid-City, during the summer of 2012. While the sandwiches and salads here are standard fare, the ever-changing bakery case is simply irresistible. Karen has a way with flour, butter, and sugar, especially when it comes to the sticky sweet babka roll.

    

  
  Hoan Kiem, 727 N. Broadway, #130, Los Angeles, CA 90012; (213) 617-3650; Vietnamese; $. Named after Hanoi’s misty and mystical Sword Lake, Hoan Kiem serves just three dishes on weekdays and four on weekends. While the kitchen’s repertoire might seem limited, the menu has actually doubled in size since the Ho family first opened the restaurant in 1989. The proprietors, who hail from Halong Bay, a city more famous for its limestone karsts and isles than its cuisine, draw upon family recipes that have been passed down for several generations in executing each of their specialties. The banh cuon (steamed crepes filled with ground pork and wood ear mushrooms) is chewier than its Saigon and Hanoi counterparts, signaling the presence of more tapioca starch in the mostly rice flour batter. The nuoc cham (fish sauce vinaigrette) served alongside, as well as the slices of pork loaf, is wholly familiar. The pho ga (chicken noodle soup) is a soothing mix of clear broth and rice noodles. Chopped cilantro, thinly sliced onions, and a few shakes of pure fish sauce are the only garnishes this pristinely made bowl needs. The latest menu additions, the Hoan Kiem Chicken with Rice and the Hoan Kiem Beef Noodle Soup, are executed with the same care as the mainstays.
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  Ink, 8360 Melrose Ave., Los Angeles, CA 90069; (323) 651-5866; mvink.com; New American; $$$. Chef Michael Voltaggio, the former chef de cuisine at José Andrés’ Bazaar and the winner of season six of Bravo’s Top Chef, opened his highly anticipated first restaurant in 2011 on a stretch of Melrose more known for its fashion than for its fare. Here at Ink, in a minimally appointed space painted a shadowy shade of gray, the chef creates “modern Los Angeles cuisine” that marries inventive techniques with surprising flavor combinations and highly stylized plating. The food here is playful, beautiful, thoughtful, and almost always delicious. Order family style from the a la cartemenu (three to four dishes per person is recommended) orindulge in a four-course tasting plus dessert orchestrated by the kitchen. While the former allows for freedom, the latter features unique dishes not available on the a la carte menu. For those ordering plate-by-plate, the duck rillettes servedwith savory waffle crisps, griddled pear, and a ribbon ofjellified mustard are familiar yet innovative. The corn porridge, a marvelously mushy mash of sweet kernels andnori (dried seaweed), is topped with house-made “doritos” reminiscent of Vietnamese shrimp chips. The brussels sprouts, halved and draped in house-cured lardo, are accented with atangle of fried pig ears and a tart green applesauce. The sweets here are as exciting as the savories. The Burnt Wood Ice Cream, infused with applewood ashes, sings of smoke and is paired with a caramel tart, compressed green apple, and an apple juice gelée.

  
    
      FURTHER EXPLORATION: INK SACK

      Chef Voltaggio debuted Ink Sack (8360 Melrose Ave., #107, Los Angeles, CA 90069; 323-655-7225; mvink.com) a few months prior to opening Ink. Here at this sandwich shop located a few doors down from the flagship restaurant, classic sandwiches are elevated by premium ingredients and refined techniques. The José Andrés (aka The Spanish Godfather) includes a smattering of charcuterie and cheeses, while the Cold Fried Chicken comes slathered in house-made ranch dressing and hot sauce.
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  Jae Bu Do, 474 N. Western Ave., Los Angeles, CA 90004; (323) 467-2900; Korean; $$$. Gather a group of seafood-loving friends and head to Jae Bu Do for Korean-style tableside grilling that’s interactive, slightly dangerous, and all the way delicious. The menu offers three different options based on the number of individuals at the table—the larger the group, the more variety you’ll be treated to. Before grilling commences, small banchan are sent out from the kitchen. The cheese- and mayonnaise-laden corn servedon a skillet is strangely addicting, while thefish and shrimp Korean ceviche is mildlyspicy with a strong sesame kick. When it’stime to fire up the grill, a bevy of rawseafood arrives on an impressive woodenvessel. From clams to abalone to mussels toshrimp to octopus to oysters to scallops, everyfruit of the sea eventually meets its fate on the grill. Best of all are the knife-cut noodles served at the very end of the meal. You’ll likely be filled to the brim at this point, but make room for a slurp or two because this comforting soup is worth it.

  Jeon Ju, 2716 W. Olympic Blvd., #101, Los Angeles, CA 90006; (213) 386-5678; Korean; $$. Sizzling stone bowls heaped with steamed rice and a rainbow of vegetables and topped with a wobbly egg are the specialty at this Koreatown stalwart. Just before digging in, combine all of the ingredients together along with a few squirts of gochujang (fermented red chile paste) and a drizzle of sesame oil. This process of mixing and mingling the components earned this dish its name, bibimbap, which means “mixed meal” or “mixed rice” in Korean. While there are a couple of bibimbap varieties listed on the menu, the one with kalbi (marinated beef) is the most flavorful. When the bibimbap first arrives at the table, hissing and searing like it means business, leave it be so that a nice, crisp crust can form. Only stir after the sound effects have subsided. Also delightful on the menu is the doenjang chigae (soybean paste stew) that’s served with purple rice. It arrives steaming and bubbling aggressively in a clay pot with cubes of silken tofu and stalks of virtuous greens floating about. The stew’s flavors are mild, but intriguing, and provide a great contrast to the spicy sizzling bibimbap sharing table real estate. Try the fermented soybean paste stew for a funkier stew experience.

  Jitlada, 5233 Sunset Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90027; (323) 667-9809; jitladala.com; Thai; $$. Chef Suthiporn Tui Sungkamee re-creates the recipes from his native southern Thailand, the district of Pak Phanang to be exact, at this Thaitown gem. Jitlada’s unique menu highlighting sour, spicy, funky, and fermented flavors has not only set it apart from neighboring restaurants serving the typical pad thai and tom yum but has also attracted critical acclaim both locally and nationally. Plenty of good press and buzz from foodies near and far means a seat can be tough to snag, especially on weekend evenings, but persevere because the food is worth it. Jitlada is a family affair at its heart. While Chef Tui manages the kitchen, his sister Sarintip “Jazz” Singsanong makes sure that every diner is well taken care of. First-timers must order the Crispy Morning Glory Salad to start, where stalks of water spinach are battered, fried, and topped with fresh shrimp and a tangy dressing. Another must-order is the green-lipped New Zealand mussels that are steamed with lemongrass, chiles, garlic, basil, and Kaffir lime. Be sure to slurp the fragrant broth once the mussels have disappeared. If a curry’s in the cards, try the green one with fish balls stuffed with salted duck eggs or the eye-wateringly spicy jungle curry.
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  Jun Won, 3100 W. 8th St. #101, Los Angeles, CA 90005; (213) 383-8855; Korean; $$. Jun Won makes the kind of everyday fare that Korean moms and grandmas prepare for their brood. Opened in 1994 by Jung Ye Jun, the restaurant can be difficult to find. Park and enter through the back, following the signs that read KOREAN RESTAURANT, of course. The seafood-centric bill of fare is printed onto place mats, but before getting down to deciding what to order, take a moment to relish the banchan scattered about the table. Jun Won’s regulars swing by three to four times each week, so Jun makes sure to change up these little nibbles every day. Fermented squid, several varieties of kimchee, wilted sprouts, marinated cucumbers, and fish cakes are constantly rotated in and out. The portions here are quite large, and the prices reflect the bounty. The pan-fried fish is particularly excellent. Whether it’s yellow corvine, mackerel, belt fish, or seasonal trout, the expert cooking assures that the flesh is dependably moist, while the skin crisps up like a dream. A squeeze of fresh lemon juice is the only accent needed. Another simple yet spectacularly well-executed dish is the “steamed” mackerel, cod, or pollock that is slowly simmered in a chile-garlic sauce with daikon and heaps of onions and scallions. Accompanying every dish is a house-special rice blend made with a trio of grains (barley, sweet brown rice, and white rice) and even more legumes (black beans, peas, kidney beans, and white beans). Moving beyond fishes are seafood pancakes and sautéed octopus, squid, pork, and beef.

  
    
      FURTHER EXPLORATION: SOBAN

      Turn to Soban (4001 W. Olympic Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90019; 323-936-9106; sobanusa.com) in Koreatown for slightly fancier, but still quite homey, Korean cooking. The spicy galbi jjim (short rib stew) and the ganjang gaejang (raw crabs marinated in soy sauce) are the two signature dishes.

    

  
  Kagaya, 418 E. 2nd St., Los Angeles, CA 90012; (213) 617-1016; Japanese; $$$$. There are plenty of places to swish-swish around town, but no restaurant does it better than Masato Kagaya’s nearly two-decade-old Kagaya in Little Tokyo. Small groups of friends and family gather here for soul-warming shabu-shabu, a festive meal centered on a communal hot pot served with various meats and vegetables for dipping. For those dining solo, the seats along the counter offer individual burners with a terrific view of the chefs at work. What sets Kagaya apart from other hot pot spots is the quality of meat offered—Japanese Wagyu (Grade A5) and USDA prime rib. While the former is mesmerizingly marbled, the latter boasts a beefier profile. Additionally, there’s a purely seafood hot pot selection, as well as a meat and seafood combination. Tofu, glass noodles, and an assortment of vegetables including Napa cabbage, shiitake mushrooms, and chrysanthemum are also on hand for swishing. Two sauces, a citrusy ponzu and an aromatic sesame seed one, are served alongside for flavoring as one sees fit. Once the meat and vegetables have disappeared, the remaining broth is whisked away to the kitchen and transformed into a soothing udon noodle soup or zosui, a tart rice porridge made with pickled plums. Both choices make for a mighty fine finish.

  Kobawoo House, 698 S. Vermont Ave., #109, Los Angeles, CA 90005; (213) 389-7300; Korean; $$. Mention Kobawoo House to anyone who regularly dines in Koreatown and chances are good that their eyes will light up and their mouths will water. This porky palace has been around since 1983, and the crowds haven’t let up one bit in the past 30 years. The star here is the bossam, a platter of pork belly that’s wrapped in slices of radish or salted Napa cabbage and accented with marinated radishes, kimchee, or jalapeños. There’s also a soy-based dipping sauce served on the side for additional zing. It’s a do-it-yourself affair that’s as fun to construct as it is to eat. Kobawoo’s bossam brings a landslide of flavors and textures with every bite. The pork belly strikes a swell balance between meaty and fatty, while the thinly sliced vegetables wrap each parcel tidily. Since pork belly alone does not make a meal, add on a haemul pajun, a seafood-stuffed pancake that’s packed with chives and octopus, crisp on the outside, and tender within. The jang ban guk su, a dish of clear acorn noodles tossed with herbs, julienned vegetables, and a spicy-sweet dressing, plays well with others.
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  Kyochon Chicken, 3833 W. 6th St., Los Angeles, CA 90020; (213) 739-9292; Korean; $. Twice-fried sweet-spicy chicken has long been a favorite in Korean homes and eateries. Nineteen years ago in a small shop in Gumi, South Korea, a restaurant owner named Kwon Won Kang added his own savory garlic-soy dressing to double-fried wings and drumsticks, and the specialty known as yangnyeom dak (Korean fried chicken) took off as a fast-food phenomenon. Today, the business Kwon founded, called Kyochon, has more than 1,000 outlets worldwide and four branches in Los Angeles. The restaurant’s popularity is no surprise. Its wings and drumsticks, served on platters in the brightly lit shop, are unfailingly juicy inside, crunchy on the outside, and glazed with one of two delicious house sauces: hot-sweet or garlic-soy. The heat from the hot-sweet glazed ones has a way of lingering on the palate, so be sure to purchase pickled daikon radishes to quell the burning.

  
    
      FURTHER EXPLORATION: CHICKEN DAY

      The Korean fried clucks at Koreatown’s Chicken Day (301 S. Western Ave., Los Angeles, CA 90020; 213-387-9933; 2383 Foothill Blvd., La Crescenta, CA 91214; 818-957-9933) come coated in a unique 27-ingredient sauce that includes cinnamon, cloves, and Chinese five-spice.

    

  
  La Caridad, 2619 W. Sunset Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90026; (213) 484-0099; Cuban; $$. La Caridad stood at the intersection of Temple and Alvarado for nearly a quarter century before owner Orestes Garcia moved it to grander digs in 2012. Newly perched on a sunny stretch of Sunset Boulevard, the dining room, awash in natural light and adorned with colorful painted murals, is finally fitting of the kitchen’s standout cooking. While one would be happy enough ordering a well-constructed Cubano or a media noche sandwich here, it’s the daily specials that shine brightest. If you happen to dine when the rabo encendido is on offer, snatch up these oxtails on the double. Served with rice and black beans, or moro, a combination of both, the oxtails are meaty yet gelatinous and tender throughout. The spicing isn’t the least bit incendiary, despite what the name implies. Another special worth looking out for is the pierna de puerco asada, a roasted leg of pork complete with crispy skin and fork-tender meat. While the slow-cooked specials are really something, the standard menu isn’t a slouch. The arroz con calamares (rice with squid) is dyed a wicked shade of black courtesy of the squid’s ink. Every platter comes with the choice of caramelized sweet plantains or garlicky yucca—both are well executed.



FURTHER EXPLORATION: VERSAILLES

Versailles has been synonymous with Cuban food in Los Angeles ever since Orlando Garcia and his son William opened the first location in West Los Angeles in 1981 (1415 S. La Cienega, Los Angeles, CA 90034; 310-289-0392; versaillescuban.com). The lechon asado (Cuban-style roasted pork) and the Famoso Pollo Versailles (roasted garlic chicken) are as popular as ever. The father-son duo has since opened three additional locations. 10319 Venice Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90034; (310) 558-3168 17410 Ventura Blvd., Encino, CA 91316; (818) 906-0756 1000 N. Sepulveda Blvd., Manhattan Beach, CA 90266; (310) 937-6829.




  La Cevicheria, 3809 W. Pico Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90019; (323) 732-1253; Guatemalan; $$. If seafood swimming in citrus and herbs is your kind of thing, then you’ll be happy as a bloody clam at Julio and Carolina Orellana’s La Cevicheria. The Guatemalan duo opened the restaurant in 2002, serving an array of pan-Latin seafood preparations including tacos, stews, cocteles, and of course, ceviches. The midnight brew atop every table is the concha negra, a murky mix of bloody clams, tomatoes, onions, avocado, mint, lime juice, and Worcestershire sauce. Add shrimp, octopus, or both to your goblet for no extra cost. The bloody clams, which are delivered to the restaurant twice a week from Baja and points south, are snappy little things that aren’t as gory as their name implies. The tangy marinade makes this dish the one to try. For those who suffer from hemophobia, dig into the chapin, a Guatemalan-style ceviche with shrimp, imitation crab, octopus, tomatoes, onions, avocado, mint, lime juice, and Worcestershire sauce, or any of the Tostadas de Ceviche (shrimp, fish, crab, and octopus). Make sure to request a squeeze bottle of the house-made yellow mustard and habanero chile sauce—it pairs magnificently with the barely rare fruits of the sea. The Mariscada Caribeña, a Caribbean-style coconut milk-based seafood stew served warm over rice, offers a comforting contrast to the sea of ceviches.

  La 27th Restaurante Familiar Nicaraguense, 1830 W. Pico Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90006; (213) 387-2467; Nicaraguan; $. Yolanda and Hernaldo Gutierrez opened La 27th Restaurante in 2001 after operating an informal eatery from their home for six years. The restaurant’s name is a nod to their previous location on 27th Street where it all began. The boisterous crowds that frequented the old spot have made their way to the new location for the Gutierrezes’ unrivaled Nicaraguan fare. The Chunk Squash, a hollowed-out zucchini stuffed with ricotta’s saltier and grittier cousin and blanketed with a fluffy omelet, makes for a wonderful appetizer. To keep the cheesiness from becoming monotonous, spoon on some of the cebollita, a lightly pickled and spiced diced onion condiment—there’s a jar on every table. The plantain leaf–wrapped nacatamal, a Nicaraguan-style tamale delicately textured and stuffed with spice-rubbed chicken and bell peppers, is hefty enough to make a meal or to share as a starter. The latter is recommended because room needs to be saved for the Fritanga a la 27th, a monstrously portioned platter composed of three different proteins (steak, pork, and chorizo), sweet plantains, plantain chips, rice and beans, fried cheese, and a cabbage slaw. The snappy, well-seasoned chorizo, as well as the squeaky squares of cheese, is nothing short of glorious. The weekends-only mondongo, a vegetable and beef tripe soup, brings all the hungover Nicaraguans to the 27th.
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  Little Next Door, 8164 W. 3rd St., Los Angeles, CA 90048; (323) 951-1210; thelittledoor.com; French; $$. Little Next Door, a charming Parisian brasserie, wine bar, and marketplace on 3rd Street, attracts a steady crowd of Francophiles, French expats, and pretty peo- ple shopping in the neighborhood. Some swing in brieflyfor a baguette or pastries, while others linger overcafe au lait and flaky croissants smothered inhouse-made jams and preserves. And then thereare those who come ready to indulge in heartierfare, French classics prepared extraordinarily well: terrines, country-style pâté, and rillettes to start, steak frites to follow, and a lemon tart to finish. Bordeaux-born brothers Frederic and Nicolas Meschin opened the casual spot in 2006 following the success of their more intimate restaurant The Little Door located a few paces away. Little Next Door captures a piece of Parisian cafe life like few French restaurants in town can.

  
    
      
        GOURMET FOOD TRUCKS

      Street-side delights have always been a part of the Los Angeles dining landscape, but with the launch of the Kogi truck by Chef Roy Choi, the mobile dining game’s been forever changed. From “slutty” breakfast sandwiches to Maine lobster rolls, gourmet food trucks continue to offer Angelenos on the go something to really sink their teeth into.

      
        Buttermilk Truck, follow @ButtermilkTruck on Twitter for location updates; Breakfast; $. Aboard the Buttermilk Truck, founder and chef Gigi Pascua serves inventive breakfast delights at all hours of the day. The Morning Menu brings french toast sticks made from sweet and soft Hawaiian bread, made-from-scratch Powdered Cake Donuts with a cinnamon vanilla glaze, and best of all, red velvet chocolate chip pancakes. The highlight of the Late Night Menu is the fried chicken with cinnamon waffles.
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        Egg Slut, follow @EggSlutLA on Twitter for location updates; Breakfast; $. While most gourmet food trucks land someplace new every day, the folks at Egg Slut can be found on weekdays 7 to 10 a.m. at Coffee Commissary on Fairfax and on weekends 9 a.m. to 1 p.m. at Handsome Coffee Roasters Downtown. The truck’s signature dish is “The Slut,” a soft-boiled egg layered with potato puree, topped with gray salt and chives, and served in a glass jar with crostinialongside for dipping.

      
        The Gastrobus, follow @TheGastrobus on Twitter for location updates; New American; $. Catch The Gastrobus on Organic Sundays at the Los Feliz Farmers Market, where J. Antonio Medina, a former Wolfgang Puck chef, and his wife, Lana, prepare reasonably priced food using market produce. Depending on the day’s haul, expect to find delightful bites like ricotta doughnut holes with strawberry sauce, tomato confit omelets, and barbecue ribs with corn flapjacks, citrus coleslaw, and pickled watermelon.

      
        Grill ’Em All, follow @GrillEmAllTruck on Twitter for location updates; American; $. Heavy metal and gourmet burgers collide aboard chefs Ryan Harkins and Matthew Chernus’ Grill ’Em All truck. As the winners of Food Network’s The Great Food Truck Race, these guys know a thing or two about constructing memorable and delicious burgers, like the Dee Snider with peanut butter, jelly, bacon, and Sriracha, and the Molly Hatchet with seared fennel sausage gravy, bacon, and maple syrup.

      
        Grilled Cheese Truck, follow @grlldcheesetruk on Twitter for location updates; American; $. There’s always a formidable line snaking away from Dave Dahni’s Grilled Cheese Truck, where comfort food is at its best. The truck’s signature sandwiches come either plain and simple with just butter, bread (white or wheat), and cheese (American, cheddar, gruyère, brie, or habanero jack) or gussied up with things like barbecued pork, caramelized onions, and even smothered pork chops. A cup or “shot” of tomato soup and tater tots with sea salt serve as fitting foils to the cheesy menu.
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