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Houston is the dining-out capital of Texas, with a food scene that reflects the city itself—talented, entrepreneurial, diverse, and quite modern. Barbeque and Tex-Mex are certainly present, but they do not define the dining experience. Modern American cuisine brought into focus by Mark Cox of Mark’s American Cuisine and fine-dining Italian-style served by award-winning Tony’s both set the stage for a dining experience independent of Texas’ reputation for big steaks and enchiladas. And numerous establishments court the palate for Thai, Indian, Caribbean, Brazilian, and Turkish foods.


Houston Chef’s Table is the first cookbook to gather Houston’s best chefs and restaurants under one cover. Including a signature “at home” recipe from forty-nine iconic dining establishments, the book is a celebration of the city’s diverse cultural influences. Full-color photos throughout highlight fabulous dishes, famous chefs, and Houston landmarks.
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Introduction


Houston is not just the food capital of Texas but also one of the best food cities in America. Key to the quality that Houstonians expect of their restaurants is the food purveyor. So close to the Gulf of Mexico, Houston enjoys some of the freshest seafood available. Small, specialty ranches supply Texas Wagyu beef, heritage pork, and specialty cuts of lamb and goat. Local farmers raise organic vegetables and deliver daily the freshest produce possible. Chefs enjoy wandering through farmers’ markets to select something special at the peak of ripeness, flavor, and availability for their menu. Ethnic markets abound and offer specialized produce, herbs, and spices. And what cannot be found locally can be ordered over the Internet and shipped overnight.


Great restaurants start with great ingredients, and the chef is responsible for seeking out consistently superior supplies. With a global market aided by the Internet and overnight shipping worldwide, knowing what is in season and special to every region of the world is an essential skill of a top restaurant’s chef when providing the best possible dining experience. As an example, Burgundy truffles are harvested in Italy in a very narrow window of about one month, between the harvest of black truffles and the start of white truffles, usually in September. Featuring them shaved over pasta, with their inimitable aroma released by the warmth of the dish, offers a unique dining experience that cannot be duplicated at home, and it would not be experienced in a restaurant without this knowledge from the master chef.


When it comes to going out for a great meal in Houston, the only problem is deciding which great restaurant to patronize. While the numbers vary depending on whom you ask, there are at least 5,000 traditional restaurants, with some estimates as high as 8,000, in and around the city of Houston.


There are seafood restaurants, steak houses, burger joints, classical French restaurants, modern American, Southwestern, Tex-Mex, Cajun, Creole, soul food, barbecue, regional authentic Mexican, and Central and South American restaurants. We can dine on the cuisines of the Caribbean, Spain, Italy, Belgium, Germany, Poland, Greece, the Mediterranean, Turkey, North and Central Africa, Lebanon, Afghanistan, Persia (Iran), and India.


If you enjoy food from the Pacific Rim, the food of Japan, Korea, China, Singapore, Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia, the Philippines, Indonesia, and Malaysia are all within driving distance of home. There are twenty-four-hour restaurants, sandwich shops, brew pubs, hot dog stands, delis, kosher and halal restaurants, pizza parlors, family dining places, salad bars, health food and vegetarian restaurants, buffets and cafeterias, bakeries, breakfast joints, and coffeehouses.


HOUSTON’S FOOD STORY


Houston’s history can be seen as a map leading to its current status as a national food city based on culinary diversity. Despite Houston’s less-than-promising start as the center of Texas’s economy and dining, this city has grown to be the largest in Texas and the fourth-largest in the United States, and it is considered the food capital of the state. Established at the confluence of the White Oak and Buffalo Bayous in 1836, Houston’s real birth came on the heels of the beginning of the twentieth century with the discovery of oil in Beaumont in 1901. Having a ship channel and seventeen railroads, Houston naturally became the hub of modern commerce in Texas and connected the East with the West, bringing people of all ethnic makeup into the city. Investors were drawn to Houston as a place to finance new businesses, and soon Houston became the financial center of Texas as well.


Houston had it all heading into the 1930s—oil and gas, established crops such as sugar cane and rice, a ship channel and major port, railroads to move the commodities, and lots of money to invest in modernization and infrastructure. The 1930s were the beginning of America’s modern airline industry, and by 1936 Braniff and Eastern had established hubs in Houston, accelerating the flow of immigrants to the city—which became the largest in Texas in 1939 and never looked back. Houston had become multicultural, and the food and dining scenes soon reflected this. World War II turned common refineries of oil into manufacturing centers of valuable petrochemicals, and this lasted well beyond the end of the conflict. Massive federal spending to finance the war effort brought thousands of workers of all nationalities and economic levels to work in technology-based facilities.


When it came to technology in the 1950s and ‘60s, nothing could compare to NASA’s Manned Spacecraft Center in the Clear Lake area of Houston. The space race was on and all eyes and ears tuned to the skies. When President John F. Kennedy announced the moon landing project, the modest farm-to-market road FM528 became NASA 1, and the most advanced space center in the world displaced the Girl Scout camp that was housed on the property. An influx of technicians of myriad background, along with workers of limited skills but diverse ethnic makeup, rushed to Houston to seek work in this highly funded government venture.
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NASA


A most famous and often repeated quote is “Houston, we have a problem,” from the Ron Howard movie Apollo 13, often uttered when an unexpected problem arises in all walks of life. However, this is a misquote of the actual statement made to NASA by Commander Jim Lovell about an oxygen tank that had exploded. The true quote is “Houston, we’ve had a problem.” The misquote seems to have more impact when uttered in the calm, almost blasé voice of a trained professional in a life-or-death situation.




Houston’s medical reputation was on the rise as well, with multiple medical centers popping up in the city’s landscape. A charitable hospital, funded by George H. Hermann in 1893, eventually became Memorial Hermann Hospital. The University of Texas cancer research center, the Texas Medical Center, and a 1,000-bed naval hospital all started in the 1940s, and by 1954 the Shriner’s Hospital, Texas Children’s Hospital, Baylor College of Medicine teaching hospital, the Methodist Hospital, St. Luke’s Episcopal Hospital, and the Texas Medical Center Library were all serving those in need of first-rate medical care. Today, the Texas Medical Center is the largest medical facility in the world with almost fifty institutions including thirteen hospitals, two medical schools, and schools of nursing, dentistry, pharmacy, and public health. This large healthcare system and the worldwide draw of workers of all skill sets, from surgeons to construction workers, rapidly added to Houston’s ethnic and culinary diversity, which heavily influenced the city’s food scene.


Today Houston’s diversified economy still attracts professionals from around the world in the medical, aerospace, and energy fields. With residents having good jobs and money to spend, restaurants are thriving and can dare to be cutting edge, creative, and ethnically diverse, making dining out in Houston a pleasure-filled experience not available in most cities.


The Keys to Dining Success


So, what makes a successful restaurant, such as one that is included in this book? It starts at the top with the restaurateur, who may or may not also be the chef. This person has a vision that is both broad in scope and specific in detail. He or she understands what diners are looking for in the complete experience, from the decor to the menu, to the level of service and quality and presentation of food.


Great restaurants should offer great service. The serving staff should anticipate your needs. With truly great service you will never notice the personnel performing these tasks. Your meal should move seamlessly from course to course, with just the right amount of time to savor what has just been eaten and to allow it to settle before the next course appears, with no rushing and no waiting. For this to occur, the interaction between the kitchen and the servers must be practiced and coordinated like a fine ballet.


Finally, and most important, great restaurants exist because of the people who support them. If people aren’t willing to try a new restaurant, sample the cooking of a new, young chef, or travel a bit to try a new cuisine, then the restaurateurs are less likely to try something new or different. Local news media support is critical as they might feature food topics and regularly promote the area’s food scene. Food festivals and music/art venues must be supported by local government too. Thankfully, Houston has all of this and is blessed with one of the most vibrant food scenes in the United States.


HOUSTON’S NEIGHBORHOODS


Houston is the only city in the United States without zoning codes. While this would seem to lead to a discordant arrangement of homes next to oil refineries next to hotels, this is not the case. Strong neighborhood associations and powerful developers have kept this in check over the years.


Houston’s social life is driven by neighborhoods, in which people shop, dine out, and reside. Suburbs are quite separate from the neighborhoods in which many Houstonians work and eat. The “Loop” begins to define where to look for suburbs and neighborhoods. I-10 runs from California to Florida, right through Houston, and Interstate Loop 610 forms a ring around the city. Where you are in the city of Houston begins with either “inside the Loop” or “outside the Loop.”


River Oaks / Upper Kirby


Houston’s tony neighborhood and most impressive address, River Oaks, began as a weekend getaway for the city’s wealthy and successful. Huge homes reside on lush, manicured properties along old oak and large tree-lined streets. In addition to mansions, there is great shopping and dining to be found in the River Oaks Shopping Center. Upper Kirby is a neighborhood just south of River Oaks and is sometimes thought of as being joined to it as one large neighborhood, as restaurants and residential areas border each other and are of similar economic status.


Downtown


Houston’s downtown has experienced revitalization in recent years, especially with respect to dining, entertainment, and living. For many who work downtown, returning in the evening to have dinner or see a show was just not as appealing as eating in a neighborhood establishment. Today there are excellent restaurants to select from and first-rate entertainment. The Hobby Center for Performing Arts and the Houston Grand Opera, which has been operating since 1955, have become appealing reasons to have dinner and see a show downtown. Houston’s light-rail system is efficient and easy to use in getting around the downtown area, making it more convenient for downtown living in one of Houston’s expensive lofts and apartments.


Midtown


The area south of downtown has recently been renamed Midtown. A formerly rundown section of downtown has become revitalized with great restaurants and shops. Its border with Montrose is fuzzy, and it is sometimes difficult to know where one begins and the other ends, but what’s in a name when the entire area is a satisfying destination for food and shopping? Trendy apartments are springing up and prices are higher than in Montrose, but there are accessible supermarkets and other conveniences missing in Montrose. Midtown houses a large and growing Vietnamese population, with ethnic shops and restaurants to enjoy.


Washington Avenue


This corridor is one of the hottest regions for new restaurants and bars. In addition condos and town houses are popping up nearby, supplying first homes to young, successful families. It has been a rundown neighborhood for years and is now relishing a rebirth. The road was a former stagecoach and pioneer wagon trail used to enter Houston’s downtown and is now a destination for fine dining and barhopping. The eclectic mix still includes some seedy portions, but that is sure to change as young chefs, restaurateurs, and entrepreneurs find reasonable rents and potential in the buildings that exist along the Avenue. Connecting streets usher you into Montrose and River Oaks in minutes, and downtown is also just a short drive away.


The Heights


The Heights, just northwest of downtown and inside the Loop, was Houston’s first planned community. It was meant for people to escape the crowded conditions of the city itself, and in some ways was considered a Utopian-style community. To this day alcohol is banned and the neighborhood is “dry.” Restaurants and bars get around this restriction—as do many US counties that are dry—by establishing “clubs” with “members” in order to sell alcoholic beverages. The Heights gets its name from being 23 feet above the elevation of downtown Houston, which is prone to serious flooding being in the Gulf coastal plain (and the 100-year flood plain). Today it is an eclectic mix of large homes, small bungalows, quirky shops, and a rising restaurant destination.




WHERE CHEFS EAT


We know where they work, and it’s interesting to know where they go when they are hungry. It may surprise you that chefs do not seek out finely crafted foods, made by skilled and highly trained culinary professionals. That is what they do all day long! Instead, they seek big flavor, reasonable price, fast service, often using ingredients not usually found in their pantry and cooking techniques not often utilized by them during work. Take Asian food as an example. To cook a stir-fry properly one needs a wok burner flame under their wok. This specialized burner has no substitute, as its heat output is five times that of a commercial 30,000 BTU burner (which has the output of three times that of a home range). If it’s Thai you want, you will probably not have galangal root, fresh lemongrass, and makroot leaf handy. It’s so much better to hang up your apron, jump into your car, and drive to any one of a multitude of excellent Thai restaurants that specialize in this cuisine.


Chefs like their restaurants to be open early so they can grab something on the way into their kitchen or to stay open late after they have finished their dinner shift and their kitchen is closed, or to be fast and nourishing to grab a quick bite between lunch and dinner service. The good news is that they like the places you like to eat at as well—burger joints, Asian restaurants of all ethnicities, pizzerias, and barbecue restaurants are particular favorites of theirs. Look throughout the text for Where Chefs Eat sidebars that cover restaurants in each of these categories.


Keep in mind that each of these categories has variations by which people tend to be polarized. For example, when discussing great pizza, crust style can be the deal breaker. Deep-dish or thin crust is always an issue. Is it cooked in an “authentic” wood-burning, brick-lined oven or a typical stainless steel pizza oven? Is the mozzarella fresh or grated from loaves? Is the sauce sweet, complex, or just crushed tomatoes? The list can go on and on, but the true foodie will appreciate a great deep-dish pie because it is great, and still prefer the Neapolitan thin-crust style. The same is true for barbecue, burgers, and Thai food.


Chefs are like everyone else. They have their preferences and idiosyncrasies, but can appreciate excellence based on a multitude of styles.





Montrose


If you are looking for character, you can’t beat Montrose. Originally a planned community in the early 1900s, the streets and boulevards were constructed especially wide, with fine sidewalks and a streetcar system running through the district. Many mansions were built here, and few remain today. By the 1970s Montrose became known for its “alternative” lifestyles and to this day is considered the most eclectic and liberal-thinking section of Houston. The Houston Pride Festival and Parade are hosted by Montrose every June, celebrating the GLBT community, which has begun to decline in Montrose and increase its presence in the Heights. Montrose has great restaurants, eclectic shopping, and reasonably priced housing. It borders Downtown, Midtown, River Oaks, and Rice Village, all within minutes of this district. To capture the feeling of early Montrose, drive by the Colombe d’Or Hotel at 3410 Montrose Boulevard, the former home of the Walter Fondren family, founders of Humble Oil. Better yet, dine at its fine restaurant CINQ and marvel at the interior.
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Galleria


The mall at Galleria is one of America’s largest and is known for fine shopping and high-end stores. It is one of Houston’s most popular tourist destinations. Restaurants abound but there are few bars and clubs. The Galleria mall opened in 1970 and was inspired by the Galleria Vittorio Emanuel II shopping center in Milan, Italy. In addition to shopping there are office towers attached to the mall and upscale hotels, such as the Derek and ICON, are located nearby as are the lion’s share of visitors’ hotels serving the Greater Houston area. The Loop cuts through the Galleria with the larger portion outside the Loop. The neighborhood is often referred to as Uptown and is the financial center of Houston, with tall office buildings deceiving travelers that they have arrived in Downtown Houston, still miles away.


Rice Village/West University


Surrounding Rice University is Rice Village, a neighborhood of students and young couples, of retail shopping, reasonably priced restaurants, and bars. This is the social hub for young Houstonians. West “U,” as it is called, adjoins Rice Village but has a different demographic due to its history. It turned from a middle-class neighborhood to one in which “yuppies” would take over and rebuild its modest mid-20th-century bungalows into a rather wealthy neighborhood. Those who could not afford the rapidly increasing taxes moved west to what is now Bellaire, a more affordable community.


Museum District / Medical Center


The area south of Montrose is home to Houston’s most popular museums and beautiful park. Montrose Boulevard terminates at a traffic circle, and the Houston Museum of Natural Science is directly ahead as is Hermann Park, which contains the Houston Zoo. Just north of the circle and Mecom Fountain is the Jung Center for Education, the Contemporary Arts Museum Houston, and the Museum of Fine Arts. This is a popular neighborhood for a stroll with the kids or a leisurely walk on a cool day. To the east of the Museum District is the Texas Medical Center, the largest in the world with fourteen patient care institutions including Children’s Memorial Hermann Hospital, Texas Children’s Hospital, and the M.D. Anderson Cancer Center. Fifteen academic and research institutions are housed in the Texas Medical Center, such as the Baylor College of Medicine, the Texas Heart Institute, and the Texas Medical Library. There are numerous hotel and dining options to serve visitors and patients’ families.


Memorial


Memorial is one of the wealthiest neighborhoods of Houston. It is divided into five villages that operate separately from the city of Houston, having their own police and fire departments. Unlike River Oaks, Memorial has been in development only since the 1960s and is mainly outside the Loop. Its development began as upper-middle-class homes along the Buffalo Bayou. The “Energy Corridor” is located here and Memorial is the preferred neighborhood. In the 1970s major companies looked to the suburbs to relocate and Shell Oil and Conoco were the first to arrive. Soon Amoco and Exxon joined in opening campuses here. The Energy Corridor District was established in 2001.


The Suburbs


Houston is as spread out as a city can be, and many have heard of the commuting nightmares on the vast expanse of highways and tollways. Constant construction both relieves and exacerbates the problem. With many smaller cities the suburbs are usually no more than five to ten miles from the heart of the city; in Houston the two most populous suburbs are Katy and the Woodlands, both requiring more than twenty miles of commuting. The commute to and from Katy has been one success of highway construction. Not only are there as many as six lanes along I-10 between downtown and the Katy exits, but there is also a toll lane with automatic scanning toll booths overhead and an HOV lane to relieve the pressure of the commuting onslaught at rush hours.


Katy’s history begins as an agricultural community, with rice being the major crop. The Missouri, Kansas and Texas Railway gave the boost to establish Katy as a city with the US Postal Service. Katy is named for the railroad that gave it such a start. By the 1940s Katy became the site of one of the largest gas fields in America, giving a tremendous boost to its economy. Today Katy has the charm of a small town with the sophistication of a suburban location to a large city.


In 1974 the Woodlands became a master-planned community, specifically as a suburban development to Houston. Corporations soon were attracted to the region, where a conference center, hotels, golf courses, retail malls, and schools were planned. One way to attract residents is through an excellent school system, and the Woodlands has succeeded in this. From preschools to the Academy for Lifelong Learning for seniors, there are educational opportunities for everyone. The public schools are exemplary, as are the private schools. Lone Star College–University Center and Montgomery offer undergraduate and graduate education. With over 100 parks and almost 200 miles of trails, outdoor activities abound. The Woodlands has successfully prevented annexation by the city of Houston by forming a Township.
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In Harris County, Pasadena is considered Houston’s most populous suburb (unless, of course, you consider it to be its own city). Nevertheless, it is the heart of Houston’s petrochemical industry located by the ship channel. Cypress, unincorporated and northwest of downtown, exists as almost entirely single-family homes, with the second largest school district in metro-Houston. It continues to be one of the fastest-growing suburban regions in the area. Jersey City and Tomball, also northwest, are a fairly short commute to downtown. To the southwest Sugarland is a fast-growing and wealthy city, housing high-tech firms and energy companies, with many master-planned communities. Directly south and the nearest suburb to the medical center and downtown is Pearland, home to professionals in the aerospace, energy, and medical professions.
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BACKSTREET CAFE



MONTROSE/NEARTOWN
1103 SOUTH SHEPHERD DRIVE
(713) 521-2239
WWW.BACKSTREETCAFE.NET
CHEF: HUGO ORTEGA
OWNER: TRACY VAUGHT


For any restaurant to be open for almost thirty years, it must be doing something right. Actually, Hector Ortega, the general manager, will tell you it’s two things. Stay poised to reinvent yourself as trends occur and, most important, listen to your guests. According to Ortega, “Everything comes from the guests.” With this philosophy it is no surprise that service is outstanding here. It is attentive without being obtrusive. Guests are urged to fill out comment cards and to give input at any time.


Backstreet fills with regulars, neighborhood folks, and stylish, young, successful Houstonians. They come for the food, of course, and Chef Hugo Ortega (no relation) provides seasonal menus that adapt to available produce. In addition to four menus reflecting the seasons, there are sub-menus that feature something that is immediately in season, such as the separate artichoke menu resting on all tables. There are twenty dishes featuring artichokes, from sublime baby artichoke and kale chowder with root vegetables to shrimp-stuffed artichoke bottoms or the best artichoke dip you’ve ever had. Chef Ortega supports the Urban Harvest Market, from where he obtains his specialty produce, and every Sunday he offers a three-course menu based on what he found in the market the previous day. He also donates five dollars back to the Urban Market for each dinner sold. The menus at Backstreet Cafe can be described as New American, and their Saturday brunch menu is just that. Offerings include grilled bacon-wrapped quail, roasted pear and blue cheese salad, pecan-crusted chicken, crawfish grits cakes with poached eggs, and a crispy lobster sandwich on homemade brioche, just to name a few. Be sure to ask for the current flavor of lemonade; the watermelon lemonade is delightful.


Bosc pears are perfect for cooking as they hold their shape quite well. They are in season from September to April. Their smooth texture and honey sweet flesh pair well with wine and cheese, as cleverly done in this tasty recipe. The house dressing is versatile and should be part of your salad repertoire.


STUFFED POACHED PEAR SALAD WITH BLUE CHEESE, DRIED FRUITS & NUTS



SERVES 4


For the house dressing (makes 1 cup):


¾ cup olive oil, divided


7 anchovies, coarsely chopped


1 small carrot, peeled and diced


¼ large red pepper, seeded and coarsely chopped


½ cup sliced mushrooms


½ large shallot, diced


1 garlic clove, minced


For the salad:


1 cup Port wine


¾ cup demi-glace


½ cup maple syrup


¼ cup house dressing (see above)


4 ripe Bosc pears, peeled


¼ cup pecans


¼ cup walnuts


¼ cup dried cranberries


2 tablespoons crumbled blue cheese


16 red oak lettuce leaves


2 bunches watercress, rinsed and picked over


Blue cheese for garnish


Dried cranberries for garnish


1 tablespoon freshly ground black pepper


2 oil-packed sun-dried tomatoes, coarsely chopped


1 tablespoon chopped kalamata olives


3 tablespoons cider vinegar


3 tablespoons champagne wine vinegar


¼ cup chiffonade fresh basil


1 green onion, chopped


To prepare the dressing, add ¼ cup olive oil to a large sauté pan and place over medium-high heat. Add the anchovies, carrot, red pepper, mushrooms, shallot, and garlic and sauté for 3 minutes, lowering the heat if necessary. Remove from heat and allow the mixture to cool completely.
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