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RESTAURANTS

William Grimes

Even the Doggy Bags Really Care

N a sultry Sunday night, twe
mena fresh off the plane
from Silicon Valley were
getting the full Union
Square Cafe treatment. “Would you
iike ice water, Evian or & sparkiing
mineral watar?" the wallress asked.
Ice water?” one man asked, a little
fearfuily. “Excelient!"’ the waitress
said, as if he had given the correct
answer tc a tough exam question
“Now I'll get your water, let you
relax a little bit and come back for
vour crder,” she said, and sashaved
off. The diner turmned to his compan-
ion and said, with = touch of mtter-
ness, “'This waitress is nct making
me feel iikke I'm in New York.”
¥ you're looking for that bracing
verbal siap in the face that says New
York, vou're not going to get it at
Union Square Cafe. This is 2 festau-
rani where the milk of human Xind-
ness runs in an unstoppable torrent.
-Tt starts the moment you cail to

make a reservation, and it continues
" Unabated until the door closes behind
“ you, and even alter.

When [ cpened my doggy bag one
morning afier eating a:i the restau-
rant, | discovered a thank-vou ncte
from the chef, in realistically printed

.script. “I'm delighted that you
theught so highly of your meal that
you've taken the rest home,'' it read

.inpart.“Hope you'll enjoy it as much
the second time around. See you scon
at Union Square Cafe!"”

. There’s a reason that Urion
Square Cafe in the nzarly 14 years
since it opened has become one of the
city's most beloved dining spots and

‘a top destination for tourists. It
treats its guests very well. It makes
them feel welcome. It caters to their
every whim in an openhanded, Mid-

western manner, which disguises a
disciplined, highly professional un-
derstanding of service that broke the
mold in New York. Union Square's
ploneering fusion of fine food and
wine, casual atmosphere and stellar

- service has made it enormously ia-
- {luential and hugely popular.

1t's not the food that's setting off
the stampede. When Unien Square
opened, it was one of the first, and the
best, of 2 anew breed that Bryan
Miller called “international bistre,”
in reviewing the restaurant in 1588 in
The New York Times and awarding
{t threae siars.

Unicn Square has not changed, but
the world has changed arcund it
Michael Romano, the executive chef
and gart owner, does what he has
aiways done, and cone very well,
which 15 10 turn out jarzed.up bistro
and trattoria fare with utter consis-
tency. What icoked like a flashy
- jports car a decade ago now seems
more like a midsize Buick cruising in
the center lane at a precise 65

~_ On sitling éown, vou will get the

ONE THAT BROKE THE MoLD Almost 14, Union Squ

e Eivenss

are Cafe still impresses.

same siall dish of Gaeta olives, and
they will be superb, firm fleshed,
with a subtle winy tang. The wine list
is still outstanding and still full of
bargains, and good cid Billecart-
Salmon is still the house Champagne.
The signature fried calamart, a dull
cliché elsewhere in town, desarve
their star billing at Union Square,
where the kitchen effortlessly sends
out golden brown, crunchy piles of
the stuff, perfectly coocked outside
and inside and nicely complemented
with an incisive, creamy .anchovy
maycnnaise. The ar: on the wall is
immovably mid-1380’s.

Although several foreign accents
are heard on the menu, Italian domi-
nates, especially in the pasta dishes,
which put many !talian restauraals
tc shame. Mr. Romano'’s pasta has a
nutty firmnass, even in the thinnest

{orms, that stamps it as authentical-
iy italian. Crab meat and ariichoke
tortelli, servad with a roasted 1omate
and oreganc butter, is a standout,
and although I naver found the flavar
in the zucchini sauce that features
largely in the squash-blossom appe-
tizer, the perfect fazzoletto, or hand-
kerchiel pasta, held my atlention.

Union Square gets the little things
right. A simple salad of red and
yvellow heirleem tomatces came ¢
the table cool, not cold, so the beauty
of the tomatoes and a fragrant clive
oii came though with fuli force. It's
not a big deal, but over the course of
a meal, the detalls add up.

in general, Union Square has mas-
tered the art of pleasing without
challenging The spice-braised iamb,
one of the restaurant’s recurring dai-
ly specials, strikes a mildly exotic
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21 East 18t Streat; (312) 2434022
ATMOSPHERE: Siylishly casual din
ing in un airy, pleasing rocm
SOUND LEVEL: Good accustics make
normal conversation possible
RECOMMENDED DISHES: Fried ca-
lamari crab and anichoke tortelly
spice-braised lzmb, banana tart
SERYICE: Friendly and sharp

WINE LIST: Steflar and eciectic.
PRICE RAMGE: Lunch, appetizers,
$2.75 to $1450. entrees, $15 1o 3i8;
desserts, $9. Dinner, appetizers, $9.73
to $14.50; entrees, $18.50 1o 328, des
serts, 8.

HWOURS: Lunch, Monday though Sat-
{ wurday.noch T0 2:3¢ P M Dinner, Mon-
5 day through Thursday. & P.M. to
10:3%; Friday and Saturday, to 11:30
P.M.; Suncay, 5:30 1010 P. M.
CREDIT CARDS: All major cards.
WHEELCHAIR ACCESS: A dining
:  rocm and tables near the baron street
1 level. Siairs to restrooms.
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WHAY THE STARS MEAN:
(None} Poor tosatisiactory
= Cood
w% Yery good
t#x Excellent
+*+x* Extracrdinary

Ranngs rellect the reviewer's reac-
ticn 1o foud, amblance and service,
with price taken into consideration. |
Menu listings and prices are subjeciis |
change 1

Pas: restaurant reviews from Tee
Mew York Times, with additicnal cap-
sule reviews by Times critics, are
available on MNew Yark Today:

i www.nytoday.com

Mediterranean-Indian note, with
mint, a lemon-basmati pilal and

just swee! enough tc be mainstream.
Lemaon-pepper duck, served with a
peach-cherry chutney, continues in

the same vein, with added sweemness |

in the pecan-rics accompaniment.

It’s no surprise that the desserts
aim for an artful blend of homey and
exotic, most memerably in the ba-
nana tart with a caramel shellac, a
Union Square standby. A plom pop-
over comes with spicy caréamomice
cream, and a chalky, thin panna cot-
tais done ice creamparlor style, asa
raspberry parfait. The ail-America
entry on the dessert listis a terrific
peach pot pie, surrounded by litie
clusters of carame! poptorn.

The excitement in Mew York's din-
ing scene has moved on, which is

glazed carrots, but it is the food |
equlvalent of an ethnic crossever hit, |

partly the fault of Danny Meyer, the |

principa! owner, who has since

opened Gramercy Tavern, Eleven '

Madison Park and Tabia. But when it
comes to a comfort factor that Keeps
diners ferociously loyal and sends
tnern blissfully ¢n their way, Union
Square stili sits on top of the heap.



