112 QUEST

< i B
‘| e,

E' . _H...;--

| H

L)

.

=
=
w
S
e
0
w
~
=
S
)
o
=
=
&
[
=
<
=
=
=




_ﬁ'
LE BALTHAZAR
(-‘,. Iz’:'l k ‘( ’l'_'\)'r‘I

e

]

pes
ot

T e

A o ||\"i
i - n' =
inall




this kind of activity all that often. It’s not even an option to
me during the holidays, when the travel times already cited
become a fraction of the whole—and, as for the solutions of
convenience that are Uber, Via, and Lyft, even they aren’t im-
mune from that wrong location, that surprise storm, that sud-
den harrowing blast of wind or snow. Call me a wussy if you’d
like, but I'm just not the guy who likes to suffer. I wouldn’t say
I’'m unadventurous—I spend most of my life on the road—but
the seduction of a “spectacular” evening downtown falls flat
on me nearly every time because rarely, even super-rarely, does
it ever fulfill its promise.

Having disclaimed all that, after all these years, there are still
some classic and wonderful places that are exceptions to my
premise, and my defaults whenever I’'m pressed to make the
trek. Downtown experts beware! Don’t roll your eyes and scoff
at my convention because by no means do I suggest that these
are the cutting-edgest-bestest-nextest-latest-greatest-of-the-
newest, 'cause with the exception of Le Coucou, where T hav-
en’t been yet, those probably wouldn’t be my thing in the first
place. It’s not a function of age—I've always been the same—
but I enjoy relaxing comfortably, hearing the conversation of
my tablemates, and recognizing what’s offered on a menu and
put forth to me. Suffice it to say, I do not want to discuss my
food allergies, and I'm not one for dinner from the science fair.

Tlili is a splendid Lebanese restaurant with extraordinari-
ly delicious food—and, as a plus to the UESers, it’s in the
The

more-convenient-than-downtown Flatiron District.
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look of it, for openers, is magical and buzzy, glamorous, a
through-composed symphony—with superb lighting and tons
of warm wood paneling and mirrors. The “inspired Mediter-
ranean cuisine” they boast of is truly superb: bold in flavor,
appeal, and timelessness, and fun to be shared with the table.
One feels welcome and comfortable at Ilili even though it’s
a large restaurant and could be, in the hands of a less adept
design and culinary team, unwieldy.

Carbone, an Italian-American restaurant all the way down
on Thompson Street, is at once clean and modern with its
dark and stylish interior but like stepping in time to a joint
in Vegas circa 1960, with a menu that Frank and Sammy and
Dean would have loved: Baked Clams, Lobster Fra Diavolo,
Ribeye Diana, and Veal Marsala. It’s small and cozy and su-
per-expensive but the quality is there. More daunting than the
prices are the portions, but it’s so delicious you’ll wish you
could eat all of it.

If you’re serious about dining downtown, Keith McNally is
a name you should know. In 1997 he debuted Balthazar, an
open-all-day authentic French brasserie with onion-soup-and-
steak-frites fare served in a tiled and glittering salon, which is
almost as challenging to get a table at today as it was from the
start. Another of Keith’s ventures is Minetta Tavern—a ’40s
haunt of Hemingway, Dylan Thomas, and this writer’s stepfa-
ther, Robert Shaw—which McNally reimagined as a grill and
chop house non-pareil. It’s simple, unassuming, and cozy, but
don’t be fooled by its simplicity: Minetta Tavern is an American
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This page, clockwise from top left: Evening hours at Carbone,

Alex’s pick for Italian-American with Rat Pack—era flair on Thompson
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eringly reliable French brasserie menu at Balthazar; exposed brick

and art surround you at Da Silvano, down on Avenue of the Americas;

warm wood paneling and mirrors make the interior at Ilili in the

Flatiron District; leave room for dessert, like flourless chocolate

cake, at Balthazar. Opposite page: From arctic char to trout, fresh LED Sy sk, o e

fish at Ilili is prepared with Lebanese flavoring, including tahini.
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Chez I’Ami Louis, and, like its Paris counterpart, the food and
clientele are formidable and powerful. And so’s the wine.

It would be irresponsible of me to write about downtown
restaurants without mentioning Graydon Carter and The Wa-
verly Inn, the one I like the best of his restaurants. Another New
York institution, The Waverly Inn is a speakeasy and super-ex-
clusive in its reservation-granting. Rumor has it there’s a list, and
if you’re not on it when you try, forget it. The food is plain and
well-prepared, and while not extroardinary or inspired, the at-
mosphere is so inviting and charming it almost doesn’t matter.
This is a gin joint from the *20s and not to be missed.

I love Il Cantinori for many reasons—not the least of which
is that when the weather’s right, you can sit outside. The
Northern Italian fare is passable, but the scene is super-charm-
ing, warm, and inviting. And its waiters know the regulars and
have been there for years. The maitre d’, when given a name
that he may or may not know, always replies, “Of course,” and
it’s a really wonderful favorite of mine that I enjoy every time I
go. Dinner at Il Cantinori is simply a great evening.

Da Silvano is a really fun Italian joint with delicious sim-
ple food and a cozy atmosphere. The only trouble about the
restaurant is that for years, as rumor has it, members of the
staff would call in scandalous stories to Page Six about its
guests. Then again, maybe guests wanted it that way. Until
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you yourself get played, it’s fair to.say you never exactly know

who’s playing whom.

I choose to write last about Raoul’s, an Alsatian New York in-
stutition in SoHo, because as an adult it was my first downtown
restaurant experience. I am certain as an UESer I am not alone
because it is legendary. It’s everything a downtown restaurant
should be: dark, mysterious, its very walls marinated with life.
The bistro menu is simple and good but it’s the place that gets
you. The magnetism and romance pulls you from whatever day
you’ve had, in whatever traffic you’ve endured to get there, and
invites you to relax, to enjoy. Take note: there’s no gluten-free
section of this menu and never will be.

For one reason or another, every restaurant on this list is
special to me in one way or another—but the permeating les-
son here is atmosphere. Experience. In every case, simplic-
ity—a straightforward message, or vision. Uncomplicated
quality. There is no trendy gimmick to hide behind in any of
these places, and, by the same token, each one is a classic in
its own way. As you venture out—through the trouble and
consideration that a trip from uptown to downtown will un-
doubtedly bring—ask yourself what on earth is wrong with
having a good experience in a great atmosphere even if the
menu doesn’t have kale, quinoa, or kimbachi? To me, abso-
lutely nothing. ®
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