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Servite High
basketball player
Tyler Davis, 17, left,
celebrates a 3-pointer
with Kevin Van Matre,
23, right.

ORANGE COUNTY

HARPIST
LANDS
BIG-TIME GIG

How a high school senior
ended up on the Grammy
stage. VARSITY ARTS

BRAD A. JOHNSON'S " de

STUDENTS
BUDDY UP
FOR FUN

On this basketball court,
it's always a dream team.
NEWS 6

| 0.C. Youth
Symphony's
Melody Tai plays
with Usher at the
S57th annual
Grammy Awards.

Children's
health, local
air improve

In tandem

Kids in Southern
(alifornia have stronger
lungs than in the 1990s,
when smog was worse.

BROADWAY

BY AMAR SANTANA
Laguna Beach

Scallops with squid ink
risotto and citrus foam.

/3

BY DAVID DANELSKI
STAFF WRITER

JULIETTE KITCHEN & BAR
Newport Beach
Roasted Colorado lamb loin

Southern California appears to be
winning its decadeslong battle against
smog - at least in terms of children’s res-
piratory health.

A USC study published online Wed-
nesday in the prestigious New England
Journal of Medicine found that the lung
strength of children living in Riverside,
Jurupa Valley, Upland, San Dimas and
Long Beach has improved significantly
over the past two decades, asregional air
has become cleaner.

With the testing of more than 2,100
children since the mid-1990s, the results
are considered robust enough to pertain
to the entire air basin, from the beaches
of Orange and Los Angeles counties to
the peaks of the San Bernardino Moun-
tains.

PLACES 10 EAT

Where to go out to eat in
Orange County? What to
order? Who runs the great
kitchens? Register food critic
Brad A. Johnson knows these
things, and he’s shared it in 75
Best Places to Eat. The 32-page
special section, which includes
O.C. chef and restaurant
awards, is today’s Food section.

EL FAROLITO

Placentia

Tampiquena with broiled
top round steak is topped
with grilled onions and
jalapenos.

WEI SHIAN
Irvine

Sichuan
dan dan

i

SEE LUNGSe® PAGE 13

Feds:
Two O.C.
hospitals
favorites for
birth tourism

Investigators say
hundreds of children

RICE PAPER
Garden Grove
Summer rolls with

WATERMAN'S HARB pork and shrimp

Dana Point
Steamed Manila clams.and
mussels with bread

2

DRIFTWOOD
Laguna Beach
Sticky toffee cake

DICKEY'S
BARBECUE PIT
Brea

Pork rib platter comes
- with coleslaw and

25 DEGREES
Huntington Beach
A burger with
caramelized onions,
two kinds of cheese,
bacon and Thousand
Island dressing.
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Court hears
Obamacare case

Observers say the
nation’s highest court
appears divided on the

future of the health law.
NEWS 3

INSIDE

New boss unveils
Big Bear plans

Mammoth Resorts took
ownership of Big Bear
Resorts last month, and
the future looks fun.
BUSINESS 1

COMICS MOVED TODAY?
GOOD GRIEF!

You'll find the comics, Dear Abby and other
regular features in the Varsity Arts section.

ARC

Costa Mesa
Calamari with
potato, lemon
and pepper
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were born at Fountain
Valley Medical, Hoag.

BY ROXANA KOPETMAN and
SCOTT SCHWEBKE
STAFF WRITERS

A Chinese couple arrived in Irvine,
opened up a bank account, went on a
spending spree, had a baby and flew
back home.

But they allegedly left the hospital
without paying their full bill.

Federal investigators looking at birth
tourism - a practice that gained national
attention this week following raids on
more than 20 residences in Orange, Los
Angeles and San Bernardino counties -
say two local hospitals have been favo-
rites for operators working in Orange
County: Fountain Valley Regional Hospi-
tal and Medical Center and Hoag Hospi-
tal.

According to affidavits unsealed this
week, the two hospitals were used by
customers of You Win USA Vacation Re-
sort, a company that brings women from
China to Orange County with the specif-
ic intent of having babies with American
citizenship. While that is not in itself ille-
gal, obtaining visas under false pretens-

SEE BIRTHSe® PAGE 13
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Taco Maria | Costa Mesa
Arc | Costa Mesa
Shunka | Costa Mesa
Marché Moderne | Costa Mesa
Brick | San Clemente
Brodard | Garden Grove

PRAGE 6

Little Sparrow | Santa Ana
Chong Qing Mei Wei Szechuan | Irvine
Basilic Restaurant | Balboa Island
Pizzeria Mozza | Newport Beach
The Ranch Restaurant & Saloon | Anaheim
Three Seventy Common | Laguna Beach

PRGE 7

El Farolito | Placentia
Juliette Kitchen + Bar | Newport Beach
EI Campeon | San Juan Capistrano
Dickey's Barbecue Pit | Brea
The Cannery | Newport Beach
Wineworks For Everyone and Dublin 4 |
Mission Viejo

PRGE 8

Shuck Oyster Bar | Costa Mesa
East Borough | Costa Mesa
EnoSteak | Dana Point
Onotria | Costa Mesa
Mastro’s Steakhouse | Costa Mesa
Garlic & Chives | Garden Grove

PRGE 10

Driftwood Kitchen | Laguna Beach
Pirozzi | Corona del Mar
Cha Cha's Latin Kitchen | Brea
Tito's La Especial | Santa Ana
Stonehill Tavern | Dana Point
A Restaurant | Newport Beach

PRAGE 11

Sushi Murasaki | Santa Ana
Andrea at Pelican Hill | Newport Coast
Watermarc | Laguna Beach
Tan Cang Newport Seafood | Garden Grove
Napa Rose | Anaheim
Maro Wood Grill | Laguna Beach

PRGE 14

Chefs of the year

PAGE 15

Restaurant of the year

PRGE 16

75

BEST
PLACES TO BT

BURGERS, TACOS, TOP CHEFS
AND DIVES, THESE ARE THE 75
ORANGE COUNTY RESTAURANT'S
OUR CRITIC CRAVES MOST IN 2015

BY BRAD A. JOHNSON

easy until the number-crunching begins. Suddenly 75

feels short. Good restaurants get trimmed. Not all
cuisines are covered. But when I set out to write this story, it
was never my aim to create a culinary Noah’s Ark.

When explaining this story, it probably helps to clarify what
it is not. This is not an ordered ranking of the county’s most
celebrated chefs, sorted according to their restaurant’s star
status. That’s a different story completely that I might write
someday. Rather, this is a collection of the restaurants where I
most frequently find myself wanting to eat. Sometimes what I
really want to eat is a two-fisted, greasy, egg-soaked cheese-
burger. Other days, I crave tacos. But I also like to get dressed
up and dine like a grown-up, with caviar, Champagne and
wafer-thin mints. This list covers all of that and more.

Some of these places are classics. Some are brand new. A
few will require you to be on your best behavior. Others re-
quire you to eat with your hands, and you might need a show-
er afterward.

I hope you find this list helpful. I hope it gives you a few
ideas about where to eat next.

c ompiling a list of 75 favorite restaurants always sounds

STAFF

Stories by Brad A. Johnson | Restaurant Critic
Anne Valdespino | Food Editor

Pam Marshak | Publications Editor
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PRGE 18

Carnitas Los Reyes | Orange
Wei Shian Noodles | Irvine
Rance's Chicago Pizza | Costa Mesa
Hue Oi | Fountain Valley
Ritter's | Santa Ana, Huntington Beach
Adya | Anaheim

PRGE 20

Studio | Laguna Beach
Broadway by Amar Santana | Laguna Beach
Medii Kitchen | Anaheim
Pueblo | Costa Mesa
The North Left | Santa Ana
Bandera | Corona del Mar

PRGE 21

Hamamori | Costa Mesa
Ramen Yamadaya | Costa Mesa
Playground | Santa Ana
Sapori Ristorante | Newport Beach
Waterman's Harbor | Dana Point
BLK Burgrz | Ladera Ranch

PRGE 22

The Boiling Crab | Garden Grove, Santa Ana
Vine | San Clemente
Rice Paper | Garden Grove
Solita Tacos & Margaritas | Huntington Beach
Quan Hop | Westminster
Gabbi's Mexican Kitchen | Orange

PRGE 24

Ramos House Cafe | San Juan Capistrano
Din Tai Fung South Coast Plaza | Costa Mesa
Fig & Olive | Newport Beach
25 Degrees | Huntington Beach
Sushi Noguchi | Yorba Linda
Il Barone Ristorante | Newport Beach

PRAGE 25

La Choza Mexican Restaurant |
Huntington Beach
Super Juicy Dumplings | Brea
Urban Seoul | Irvine
Filomena’s Italian Kitchen | Costa Mesa
El Cantarito Restaurant | Placentia
Lola Gaspar | Santa Ana

PAGE 26

Manpuku | Costa Mesa
Lillie's Q | Brea
Linx | Orange

PRGE 28
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TACO MARIA

Don’t let the ironic name fool you.
Taco Maria is not a taqueria.
Rather, this is a serious fine din-
ing restaurant but with a decid-
edly casual vibe. The best way to expe-
rience the full-sensory ride is to sit at
the counter, order the tasting menu
and watch the kitchen crew in action.
® 3313 HYLAND AVE. #C-21,
COSTA MESA, 714-538-8444,
TACOMARIA.COM

>> RESTAURANT OF THE YEAR | PAGE 16

MARK RIGHTMIRE, FILE PHOTO
Campechana with geoduck clam,
spiny lobster, avocado and toma-
to makes a colorful starter at
Taco Maria.

fiRC

With a kitchen entirely fueled by
wood, chef Noah Blom looks to
the past to show us the future.
He employs the fiery hearth and
a big spoonful of duck fat to elevate
potatoes into a luxury good. He trans-
forms a few mushrooms and a free-
range egg into a smoke-scented
epiphany. The steaks, the tacos, the
burger ... it all might sound familiar, but
rest assured, nobody else is cooking
food like this.
® 3321HYLAND AVE. #F, COSTA MESA,
949-500-5561, ARCRESTAURANT.COM

EUGENE GARCIA, FILE PHOTO

ARC The wedge salad of greens and other fresh ingredients topped with
hand-cut grilled bacon is served in a mango wood bowl.

SHUNHA

I never judge a sushi restaurant
by its rolls, which are mostly a
California invention. I'm more of
a purist. I live for the fish. 'm
always looking for the places that go
beyond tuna, salmon and snapper. The
best I've found in Orange County is
Shunka, where the chalkboard menu
routinely announces ishi dai, kin mei,
ho-bo, umeiro, akamutsu, tobiuo, meji-
na, higesori ... fish that rarely make it
to sushi bars in America - all of it flown
in daily (except on Sundays) from Ja-
pan. They also serve fresh, live octo-
pus; most sushi bars serve only cooked
octopus. And watch for the tachinuwo,
which is a long ribbon fish that looks
like an eel but has the face and tail of a
fish; it’s served with the skin on, lightly
torched but still raw underneath.
® 369E.17TH ST., COSTA MESA,
949-631-9854

JEFF GRITCHEN, FILE PHOTO

A variety of sushi awaits at
Shunka in Costa Mesa.

EUGENE GARCIA, FILE PHOTO
The ingredients for Amelia Mar-
neau's chopped salad are measured
out beforehand.

MARCHE MODERNE

Chefs Florent and Amelia Mar-
neau blend the joie de vivre of
Paris with the casual, laid-back
lifestyle of Orange County. The
service is both charming and profes-
sional, and the globally influenced
French cuisine is always meticulously
crafted. The overall experience of din-
ing here always feels special, whether
you're taking a break from shopping to
enjoy a slice of ham and a perfect ba-
guette or if you've made this your desti-
nation for an anniversary celebration
with the world’s finest caviar, foie gras
and Champagne.
® 3333 BRISTOL ST. #3001,
COSTA MESA, 714-434-7900,
MARCHEMODERNE.NET

BRICH

This isn’t your typical pizza joint.
Yes, the pizza is outstanding,
made the old-fashioned way in a
wood-fired oven. Nobody makes a
better Margherita pie than chef David
Pratt. The Italian wines are great, too.
But to get a better sense of what Brick
is all about, order the chitarra spaghet-
ti carbonara. The pasta is rolled into
sheets and cut into fine, square-edged
strands, which is then tossed with slow-
cooked pork that’s been braised in its
own fat until it falls apart. Oh, and that
pork? Yesterday it was a whole pig.
® 216 N. EL CAMINO REAL,
SAN CLEMENTE, 949-429-1199,
BRICKPIZZERIA.COM

EUGENE GARCIA, FILE

Brick chef David Pratt makes
Caesar salad with blistered cherry
tomatoes and grana croutons.

BRODARD

Expect to wait in line at this large
dining hall. Most people, includ-
ing you, are here to eat the nem
nuong cuon, spring rolls made
with grilled pork sausage and crispy
wonton strips wrapped in rice paper.
The sausage is slightly sweet and mild-
ly garlicky, but if you want more of a
kick, there’s a jar of unpeeled garlic
cloves and tongue-melting bird’s eye
chilies on the table. They sell other
types of spring rolls, but when I've
tried to order those, the waiter looks at
me and says, emphatically, “You don’t
want that one. You want nem nuong
cuon.” He taps the picture that’s on the
front cover of the menu. “This one,” he
says, pointing to the one I always get.
® 9892 WESTMINSTER AVE. #R,
GARDEN GROVE, 714-530-1744,
BRODARD.NET

H. LORREN AU JR., FILE
Grilled pork spring rolls are
wrapped in rice paper.
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75 BEST PLACES TO EAT

PAUL RODRIGUEZ, FILE

The Opera Torte combines

chocolate ganache, coffee-
soaked cake, buttercream

and chocolate glaze.

LITTLE SPARROW

More chameleon than bird, Little
Sparrow is a youthful American
restaurant with an old European
soul. It didn’t take long for this

place to become the best restaurant in a

neighborhood already known for great
dining and drinking, thanks to chef Eric
Samaniego, who stuffs agnolotti with
duck confit and pairs beef short rib
with kimchi. And it would be stupid to
dine here and not have dessert.

® 300 N. MAIN ST., SANTA ANA,
714-265-7640,
LITTLESPARROWCAFE.COM

>> BEST PASTRY CHEF | PAGE 15

BRAD A. JOHNSON, FILE

Sichuan beef is loaded with
chilies.

CHONG OING MEI WEI
SLECHUAN

In a predominantly Asian shop-

ping center filled with restau-

rants, you'll notice from a dis-

tance that Chong Qing Mei Wei
stands out from its neighbors. Most
tenants are no-frills at best, but then
there’s this place decorated with chan-
deliers and white tablecloths, and
everyone inside is dressed just a little
fancier. Sichuan cuisine is famously
spicy, and many dishes here - the cu-
min lamb, the stir-fried squid, the cold
spicy chicken, the beef dry pot - con-
tain far more chilies than anything else.
All of it is excellent. But if you can’t
handle spice, steer toward the garlicky
braised eggplant or the cold pork belly.
® 5406 WALNUT AVE. #C, IRVINE,
949-651-8886

LEONARD ORTIZ, FILE PHOTO

THREE SEVENTY COMMON The natural pork belly is served with apricots,
cherries, hazelnuts, greens and ice wine vinegar.

BASILIC RESTAURANT

A virtual time machine to anoth-
er era somewhere high in the
French Alps, Basilic keeps it
classic yet continues to feel fresh
even when serving something as simple
as a slice of raclette cheese. The rack
of lamb is always superb, as is the ap-
ple tarte Tatin.
217 MARINE AVE., BALBOA ISLAND,
949-673-0570,
BASILICRESTAURANT.COM

>> 0.C.ICON | PAGE 18

CINDY YAMANAKA, FILE PHOTO

A plate of scallops and Mexican
white shrimp with vegetables is
topped with garlic mashed pota-
toes, tomatoes, African basil and
chives at Basilic.

BRAD A. JOHNSON, FILE PHOTO
Celebrity chefs Mario Batali and
Nancy Silverton operate a branch
of their famous pizzeria in New-
port Beach.

PIZZERIR MOZZR

Celebrity chefs Mario Batali and
Nancy Silverton reset the bar
for Italian cuisine in Orange
County when they launched this
spinoff of their L.A. original. The pizzas
are superb, but if you've never eaten
here, you should know that the crust is
unlike any other, borrowing its crunchy
character and pungent flavor from the
sourdough that Silverton made famous
at La Brea Bakery. The caprese salad is
extraordinary, made with roasted to-
matoes on the vine. The Italian wine
list is filled with spectacular amarone,
sagrantino and aglianico.
® 800 W. COAST HWY.,
NEWPORT BEACH, 949-945-1126,
NEWPORTBEACH.PIZZERIAMOZZA.COM

Thursday, March 5, 2015 | 7
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THE RANCH RESTAURANT
b SALOON

The warbling twang of Willie
] ] Nelson and Emmylou Harris

floats lightly through the air.

Old-school cowboy hospitality is
alive and well at The Ranch. The bone-
in cowboy ribeye is one of the best
steaks in all of Orange County. And
while seafood doesn’t exactly get short
shrift, the menu does lean more heavily
toward meats: pork chops, lamb chops,
short ribs, pork ribs. Bartenders pour
more than 60 wines by the glass. Pull
on your good boots, just in case you
decide to go two-stepping next door.
® 1025 E. BALL ROAD, ANAHEIM,
714-817-4200, THERANCH.COM

LEONARD ORTIZ, FILE PHOTO

The Ranch Restaurant & Saloon
serves wild Burgundy escargots.

THREE SEVENTY COMMON

Chef Ryan Adams has a way of
turning the mundane into the
extraordinary. A grilled cheese
sandwich becomes an unlikely
star, served one bite at a time. Poutine
becomes not merely a heap of fries
smothered in a glop of short rib chili
but a strangely refined culinary mas-
terpiece. Meatloaf encased in a crisp
layer of bacon awakens as an individual
work of art. And the fried chicken? It’s
so insanely good, they can offer it only
occasionally.
® 370 GLENNEYRE ST., LAGUNA BEACH,
949-494-8686, 370COMMON.COM

>> CHEF OF THE YEAR | PAGE 15
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CINDY YAMANAKA, FILE

Tampiquena with broiled top
round steak is topped with
grilled onions and a jalapeiio.

EL FAROLITO

Sometimes there’s simply noth-
ing better than an old-fashioned
combination plate with refried
beans, an enchilada and yellow
cheese, and so there is always El Faroli-
to, which has been serving combo
plates for more than 40 years. I love
their ground-beef tacos with almost-
crispy corn tortillas cooked to that
peculiar state of perfection halfway
between fried and steamed. Even bet-
ter? The frozen margaritas, which
aren’t really frozen but rather some-
what wet and slushy, because they just
came from a worn-out blender instead
of a fancy automated machine.
® 201S. BRADFORD AVE., PLACENTIA,
714-993-7880, ELFAROLITOMEX.COM

LEONARD ORTIZ, FILE PHOTO
Cured hamachi includes
pickled peppers and lemon
ginger aioli.

JULIETTE RITCHEN & BAR

Three things to keep in mind
4 about Juliette, a charming

American bistro with an ad-

jacent wine boutique. One: The
burger rocks. Two: If it’s on the menu
at dinner, you seriously must order the
braised pork shank. Three: The wines
are very modestly priced, making it
essential to order a bottle. Beyond that,
save plenty of room for dessert. Pastry
chef Erica Choi usually serves some-
thing in a jar, and this is what you will
want to zero in on. It might be a citrus
coupe - like a Creamsicle on steroids.
© 1000 BRISTOL ST. #11,
NEWPORT BEACH, 949-752-5854,
JULIETTENB.COM

LEONARD ORTIZ, FILE PHOTO
THE CANNERY The bouillabaisse at the Newport Beach restaurant includes
half-lobster, scallops, clams, mussels, fish, saffron lobster broth and saffron

EL CAMPEON

El Campeon is a restaurant,
] 5 bakery, butcher shop and groc-

ery store rolled into one. And

they make some of the best pork
al pastor around. This is not the type of
barbecue pork that’s sliced from a
slowly rotating spit, but rather the kind
that’s chopped and marinated, then
cooked on a flat-top griddle. It is rich
and fatty and intensely flavored with
chili sauce. The stewed goat meat and
beef tongue tacos are good, too.
® 31921CAMINO CAPISTRANO,
SAN JUAN CAPISTRANO,
949-548-3978, ELCAMPEON.COM

r =" b i
SAM GANGWER, FILE PHOTO

Dickey's pork rib platter comes
with cole slaw and a roll.

DICHEY'S BARBECUE PIT

Dickey’s brisket is the bench-
] 6 mark by which all other barbe-

cue in O.C. should be measured.

This is authentic smokehouse
meat, heavily infused with delicious
carcinogens, meltingly tender, charred
around the edges and laced with thick
ribbons of fat. Go with it: get the jalape-
no beans, which are bold, peppery and
the perfect foil for the fattiness of the
beef. And the signature sauce is exactly
what a great barbecue sauce is sup-
posed to be: slightly spicy, with a tinge
of sweetness and a whole lot of tang.
® 2435 E. IMPERIAL HWY. #E, BREA,
714-529-3710, DICKEYS.COM

COURTESY PHOTO

El Campeon is more than a
restaurant - it's a bakery,
carniceria and grocery, too.

THE CANNERY

Located on the water’s edge in
Newport Harbor, The Cannery
is a seafood restaurant where
chef Nick Weber takes full ad-
vantage of a wood-burning grill. He
slow-poaches abalone, sous-vide style,
so that it becomes remarkably tender,
then finishes it over oak charcoal be-
fore folding it into a velvety sea-urchin
bisque along with light, creamy gnocchi
and lumps of sweet potato. Octopus,
too, benefits from the fire. A tangle of
tentacles in varying shapes and sizes
delivers a powerful escabeche-style
blast of vinegar and sinus-clearing,
tongue-numbing chili. The bouilla-
baisse, crab cakes, tuna tartare, grilled
swordfish ... all excellent.
® 3010 LAFAYETTE ROAD,
NEWPORT BEACH, 949-566-0060,
CANNERYNEWPORT.COM

WINEWORHS FOR
EVERYONE AND DUBLIN 4

This constantly changing wine
list always offers a fresh dis-
covery for even the geekiest of
wine geeks. But this isn’t merely
a wine bar. The kitchen has serious
chops and pulls double duty with Du-
blin 4, the owner’s Irish gastropub next
door. On the Wineworks side, chef Da-
vid Shofner cooks butter-poached lob-
ster, cabernet-braised short ribs and
pistachio-crusted halibut, while on the
other he deftly serves fish 'n’ chips and
ale-braised bangers and mash.
® 26342 0SO PKWY. #103,
MISSION VIEJO, 949-582-0026,
WINEWORKSFOREVERYONE.COM
>> OUTSTANDING WINE SERVICE | PAGE 18

NICK KOON, FILE PHOTO
Wineworks for Everyone offers a
casual and comfortable

setting.
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SHUCK OYSTER BAR

I can’t think of a better way to

spend a lazy afternoon than to

cozy up to a bar and eat oysters,

one at a time, freshly shucked by
a bartender who himself is in no hurry.
The only urgency? Don’t let the oysters
sit for more than a few seconds after
they’ve been shucked, since that’s when
they taste their very best. Shuck makes
a killer grilled cheese sandwich, too.

® 3313 HYLAND AVE. #A, COSTA

MESA, 949-420-0478,
SHUCKOYSTERBAR.COM

H. LORREN AU JR., FILE PHOTO
Ginger chicken and shrimp spring
rolls are a staple at the East
Borough restaurant located in
the Camp.

EAST BOROUGH

This Vietnamese sandwich shop
makes one of the best, most
authentic banh mi in Orange
County. I think it’s actually
better than anything that’s available in
Little Saigon. The French baguettes
are crispy and fresh. The grilled pork
filling is top-quality. And they don’t
hold back on the jalapeios. They make
an iced jasmine tea that is addictive.
The restaurant is tiny, with only a few
tables, all outdoors under an awning
with no air conditioning.
® 2937 BRISTOL ST. #D102,
COSTA MESA, 714-641-5010,
EAST-BOROUGH.COM

CINDY YAMANAKA, FILE PHOTO

SHUCK OYSTER BAR Lemon is squeezed over oysters served at Shuck
Oyster Bar, which offers 48 types of the mollusks.

ENOSTERH

EnoSteak is one of the best-kept
secrets in O.C., but even though
no one knows about it, a reser-
vation here is always difficult
because the place is tiny. With fewer
than 40 seats, tucked into what used to
be the wine cellar at the Ritz-Carlton,
Eno defies the classic steakhouse
stereotype. The experience is intimate
and romantic. Nobody comes here to
see and be seen but for precisely the
opposite. Most important, the beef and
the wine are consistently superb.
® 1 RITZ CARLTON DRIVE,

DANA POINT, 949-240-2000,
ENOWINEROOMS.COM

ONOTRIR

There’s a slight echo and a
laid-back breeziness to this

CINDY YAMANAKA, FILE PHOTO
A wild prawn tops risotto with
sausage at Onotria.

MASTRO'S STEAHHOUSE

Grand, masculine, aggressive,
exclusive, celebratory ... Dining
here isn’t just a meal, it’s an
occasion. Although you’ll take a
serious hit to your wallet, you will eat
some of the finest USDA Prime beef
available. Warning: If you have to go to
the restroom, be sure to bring a pock-
etful of singles for the bathroom atten-
dants, who put on their best face and
pretend to enjoy handing you a paper
towel. Care for a mint? Cologne? 1
usually try to hold it until I get home.
® 633 ANTON BLVD., COSTA MESA,
714-546-7405,
MASTROSRESTAURANTS.COM

LEONARD ORTIZ, FILE PHOTO

The porterhouse steak is
sliced to order at Mastro's.

GARLIC & CHIVES

Opened in December, this place
4 has quickly become one of Lit-

tle Saigon’s hottest restaurants.

The house specialty is wok-
fried crab with handfuls of garlic, fresh
jalapefios and dried chilies. You will
reek of garlic for days, but wear it with
pride. And while you're getting your
hands dirty - and, oh, you will - go
ahead and get the sloppy, messy, spicy,
amazing chicken wings. Also stellar:
the pomelo salad with pork belly,
shrimp and bird’s eye chilies. Cute

SAM GANGWER, FILE PHOTO
Herb butter melts over the top of a
ribeye at EnoSteak, located inside
the Ritz-Carlton.

Italian restaurant: It will make

you feel like you're in a convert-
ed barn at an agriturismo on a rural
road in Italy, where you dine on por-
chetta that’s been slowly roasting all
afternoon on the charcoal grill. The
octopus and artichoke salad is superb,
as are most of the pastas. If you're in
the mood to splurge, there are two true
standouts: the whole roasted fish and a
grotesquely large and perfect ribeye
steak, both carved tableside.

® 2831BRISTOL ST.,, COSTA MESA,
714-641-5952, ONOTRIA.COM

young servers aim to please.
® 9892 WESTMINSTER AVE.,
GARDEN GROVE, 714-591-5196

BRAD A. JOHNSON, FILE PHOTO
The pomelo salad at Garlic
& Chives includes shrimp
and pork belly.
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DRIFTWOOD HITCHEN

The cocktails. The view. The
wine. And, most important, the
food. Driftwood Kitchen is the
total package. It feels like the
restaurant we’ve all been waiting for
but never realized we were missing
until someone finally opened it: a great,
chef-driven, open-air dining room that
dangles over the beach and doesn’t cost
a fortune for the experience. Chef Rain-
er Schwarz makes it look easy, turning
out baked-to-order Parker House rolls
and beautiful charcuterie boards. The
buttermilk-fried soft-shell crabs are as
good as you'll find on the West Coast.
And the halibut is stunning, served
atop a fricassee of summer corn and
fava beans. Rising-star pastry chef
Rene Baez seals the deal with sticky-
toffee cake and a tongue-in-cheek riff
on carrot cake.
® 619 SLEEPY HOLLOW LANE,
LAGUNA BEACH, 949-715-7700,
DRIFTWOODKITCHEN.COM

SAM GANGWER, FILE PHOTO

Pickled shrimp cocktail is
presented with endive and
micro greens at Driftwood
Kitchen.

PIROZEI

Authentic Neapolitan pizza
emerges from a massive wood-
fired oven at the heart of Piroz-
zi, the latest and best Italian
restaurant yet from chef Alessandro
Pirozzi, where a cozy, street-side patio
overlooks PCH. Wild Caledonian
prawns are as beautiful as they are
delicious. The bistecca Fiorentina
comes pretty close to what you might
find in Florence.
® 2929 E. COAST HWY.,
CORONA DEL MAR, 949-675-2932,
PIROZZICDM.COM

b
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COURTESY OF PIROZZI

PIROZZI A staff member prepares ingredients in the kitchen at Pirozzi in

Corona del Mar.

CHA CHA'S LATIN HITCHEN

The short rib enchiladas at
Cha Cha’s Latin Kitchen might
be the mother of all enchiladas.
Rolled, not stacked, the tortil-
las are layered and heaped with slow-
cooked beef that’s been braised with
guajillo chilies. These, plus a classic
margarita? It’s the perfect inspiration
for playing hooky.
® 110 W. BIRCH ST., BREA,
714-255-1040,
CHACHASLATINKITCHEN.COM

BRAD A. JOHNSON, FILE PHOTO

Cha Cha's Latin Kitchen serves
Manila clams sauteed with chorizo.

BRAD A. JOHNSON, FILE PHOTO
Tacos al vapor, or steamed tacos,
are served at Tito's La Especial.

TM0°S LA ESPECIAL

Tacos al vapor aren’t like other
tacos. They start out like reg-
ular tacos, but after they’re
assembled, they go into a pres-
sure steamer. They emerge tasting
more like tamales than tacos - and at
Tito’s they are awesome. The corn
tortillas absorb all the juices and the
grease from the beef, becoming soft
and tender and intensely fragrant.
They’re so flavorful and perfect that
they don’t need salsa. You will never
look at a taco the same way again.
® 701N. HARBOR BLVD., SANTA ANA,
714-554-9871and 503 W.17TH ST.,
SANTA ANA, 714-543-2900
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STONEHILL TRVERN

Celebrity chef Michael Mina’s
glamorous “tavern” serves ear-
nest yet whimsical American
cuisine. If you’re lucky, your
meal will begin with an amuse bouche
of mushroom cappuccino and a little
biscuit served straight from the oven.
And if you opt for the chef’s tasting
menu, you might get an assortment of
canapes that delivers an immensely
gratifying shotgun blast of nuance and
texture, ranging from an intensely
salty, almost gelatinously fatty curl of
Spanish ham to a tiny kebab of sour-
lime-soaked pear and seared tuna.
® 1MONARCH BEACH RESORT N., DANA
POINT, 949-234-3900,
STREGISMB.COM/STONEHILL-TAVERN

EUGENE GARCIA, FILE PHOTO
Stonehill Tavern pours, from left,
Amber Lanterns, rye juleps and
Old Fashioneds.

i RESTAURANT

A Restaurant - I'm not being
generic; that’s what it’s called -
bills itself as the oldest conti-
nually operating restaurant in
Orange County, and it’s gone through
lots of changes since its inception in the
1920s. These days, it is more or less a
steakhouse, with a really great square-
cut New York strip, plus one heck of a
burger, which comes with textbook-
perfect french fries. People-watching in
the bar here is priceless.
® 3334 W. PACIFIC COAST HWY.
NEWPORT BEACH, 949-650-6505,
ARESTAURANTNB.COM

CINDY YAMANAKA, FILE PHOTO
Block-cut New York strip with
onion rings is a standout dish at
A Restaurant.
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PAUL RODRIGUEZ, FILE PHOTO
Halibut fin stars on the omakase
menu at Murasaki Sushi.

SUSHI MURRSAHI

The counter at this under-the-

radar sushi spot is reserved

strictly for diners requesting

omakase, or chef’s choice. With-
in seconds of sitting down, the succes-
sion of small plates begins: halibut fin
topped with a single drop of red pepper
relish; sea bass brushed with shishito
oil ... I could go on and on about the
omakase, about the yellowtail, the shad,
the yellow clam, the live sea eel, the
way each meal settles into an easy,
relaxed groove. The plates arrive at a
simple, unhurried pace so there’s pre-
cisely enough time between each dish
to contemplate what has just happened
and simultaneously enjoy your dining
companions.

® 2901W. MACARTHUR BLVD. #108,
SANTA ANA, 714-241-1000,
SUSHI-MURASAKI.COM

MICHAEL GOULDING, FILE PHOTO

Warm pear pistachio
cake is served with
glazed poached pear.

ANDRER AT PELICAN HILL

All the pastas are made in-
house in a temperature-con-
trolled pasta room, and chef
Marco Criscuolo’s bucatini
carbonara is a revelation. Risotto is
finished tableside inside a massive
wheel of Parmesan cheese. Exquisite
desserts are worthy of a special-occa-
sion splurge.
® 22701PELICAN HILL ROADSS.,
NEWPORT COAST, 888-507-6427,
PELICANHILL.COM/DINING

CINDY YAMANAKA, FILE PHOTO

NAPA ROSE Executive chef Andrew Sutton presents his carpaccio of

American buffalo tenderloin creation.

WATERMARC

The windows are usually flung
open to let in the ocean breeze.
The air is fortified with animat-
ed conversation and laughter,
punctuated by the chorus of cocktails
being shaken, the pop of a wine cork, a
Harley roaring past the front door.
Waiters weave through the crowded
dining room, up and down the wooden
stairs with armfuls of crab cakes and
oysters and blood-orange martinis. The
menu is divided into two sections: small
plates and the more traditional, sub-
stantially larger appetizers and en-
trees. Focus on the small plates. This is
where the kitchen excels.
® 448 S.COAST HWY.,
LAGUNA BEACH, 949-376-6272,
WATERMARCRESTAURANT.COM

LEONARD ORTIZ, FILE PHOTO

The seafood paella at
Watermarc.

CINDY YAMANAKA, FILE PHOTO
Clams with spicy hot sauce and
jalapenos are served at Tan Cang
Newport Seafood in Garden Grove.

TAN CANG
NEWPORT SERFOOD

The signature Newport Special
Lobster at this Vietnamese-
Chinese restaurant is some of
the best lobster you will find.
Go with a group of friends and get the
seven-pound platter. The dish is stir-
fried to perfection with literally hand-
fuls of garlic and chilies. You'll want to
order the yang chow fried rice to go
with it, which is loaded with Chinese
sausage and shrimp.
® 10541 BOLSA AVE., GARDEN GROVE,
714-554-3996

NAPA ROSE

With chef Andrew Sutton at
the helm, the kitchen at Dis-
ney’s premier dining room
continues to set itself apart
from the crowd with innovative dishes
such as a buffalo carpaccio topped with
toasted birdseed or fricassee of rabbit
with caramelized chanterelle mush-
rooms and pillowy chive dumplings.
Surrounded by so much childlike glee,
the dining room somehow remains an
oasis of adult charm and sophistication.

® DISNEYLAND RESORT,

1600 S. DISNEYLAND DRIVE, ANAHEIM,
714-635-2300,
GRAND-CALIFORNIAN-HOTEL/DINING/

MARO WOOD GRILL

This Argentine steakhouse
accommodates only about eight
diners inside, plus another 20
squeezed onto an outside deck.
The basic premise here is simple, un-
complicated, grass-fed, wood-grilled
steak. The best of the bunch is the
sirloin, a regulation baseball-size hunk
of beef perfectly cooked over smolder-
ing mesquite embers. The wood-fired
grill also produces an incredible burger,
a thick, half-pound patty of freshly
ground beef loaded with Neuske’s ba-
con and cheddar.
® 1915 S. COAST HWY.,
LAGUNA BEACH, 949-793-4044,
MAROWOODGRILL.COM

PAUL RODRIGUEZ, FILE PHOTO

The Maro Burger from Maro
Wood Grill is made with grass-
fed beef and topped with
bacon and other goodies.

SEE PAGE 20
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CINDY YAMANAKA, FILE PHOTO
""Everyone needs a Weber," says chef Ryan Adams, proudly
showing off his culinary tattoo. He splits his time between
his restaurants in Laguna Beach and Santa Ana.

RYAN ADAMS

THREE SEVENTY COMMON & THE NORTH LEFT

It was inevitable that chef Ryan Adams at Three Seventy Com-
mon in Laguna Beach would branch out. He nabbed the space for-
merly occupied by the defunct notorious The Crosby, scrubbed it
clean and rechristened it The North Left. Lo and behold, a phoenix
has risen from the ashes. Much of the crew from the old place re-
mains at the stoves, but with
Adams now running the show
everything feels different: res-
pectable, organized and ear-
nestly focused on being taken
seriously.

Adams now splits his time
between North Left and Three
Seventy Common, devoting
quality time to both kitchens
every day. The cooking at North
Left is an evolution of what he
started at Three Seventy, a
dose of the familiar with a pinch
LEONARD ORTIZ, FILE PHoTo  Of the unexpected: a grilled

At Three Seventy Common the poutineis  cheese sandwich becomes an
topped with short ribs, leeks, cheddar, unlikely star, poutine trans-

horseradish crema and bacon bits. forms into a refined culinary
masterpiece, meatloaf awakens

as an individual work of art. Adams has a way of turning the mun-
dane into the extraordinary.

® THREE SEVENTY COMMON

370 GLENNEYRE ST., LAGUNA BEACH, 949-494-8686,
370COMMON.COM

® THE NORTH LEFT, 400 N. BROADWAY, SANTA ANA,
714-543-3543, THENORTHLEFT.COM
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PAUL RODRIGUEZ, FILE PHOTO
Pastry chef Nasera Munshi holds
her pear and cranberry crostata
topped with vanilla bean ice cream.

NASEAR MUNSH

LITTLE SPARROM

The power of a great last bite should never be underestimated.
That final impression often determines whether customers will
return.

One of the best things about dining at Little Sparrow is always
dessert. Order the seasonal clafoutis, Nasera Munshi’s interpreta-
tion of the classic French tart.
The filling changes regularly
depending on what’s in season. A
few months ago, it was plum.
Then it was apple. That doesn’t
matter. You don’t even have to
like apples or plums or whatever.
The crust alone makes this tart
so special, it will haunt you every
single time you attempt to eat pie
again for the next six months.

And it’s not just the clafoutis.
It’s everything I've ever encoun-
tered on the dessert menu here:
the chocolate doughnuts at
brunch, the decadent chocolate

PAUL RODRIGUEZ, FILE PHOTO
lle flottante from Little Sparrow Cafe
torte at dinner, the chocolate includes meringue floating in creme
mousse with caramelized bana- anglaise, topped with salted caramel.
nas, the ile flottante (floating island).

The meringue in Munshi’s floating island tastes as if she reached
up and pulled it from the clouds, so light and fluffy that the slightest
breeze could easily spirit it away. Fortunately it is weighted down
with toasted almonds and anchored in a bath of perfect creme an-
glaise.
® 300 N. MAIN ST., SANTA ANA, 714-265-7640,
LITTLESPARROWCAFE.COM
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fithough Taco Maria isn't a
faqueria, chef Carlos
Saloado does occasionally
serve @ faco. But of
course it's never ordinary.
In this dish @ house-made
Squid-ink forfilla gets
fopped with local squid,
charred peanufs, purslane
and edible flowers.

"I '1J_

\ A .
When Taco Maria opened = :
OF THe
',9”" %_ last year, the restaurant did .
f not serve tacos. The mes-

o sage was loud and clear:
RE?ISTER This isn’t that kind of place. e
W The menu has since evolved - ' 5
- growing more refined .
each day. At dinnertime, the
Taco mart® kitchen offers a four-course,
prix fixe menu that changes
monthly, and it usually includes a
single taco. But it’s never really just a taco. In
November it was a black tortilla topped with
peanuts and buttery-soft calamari, pigweed and »
delicate purple flowers. The tortilla got its color ’
from the ink of the very same squid that filled the
taco, and the cornmeal from which that tortilla
was made came directly from the farmer who

A typical first course in
the dinnertime tasting
menu might be a colorful
salad such as this one
with watermelon, avocado,
queso fresco and papalo,
a Mexican herb that smells
like geraniums.

grew the corn - because that’s the sort of a place "
this is. ™y . ,

~ The best way to experience the full-sensory ' CINDY YAMANAKA, FILE PHOTOS Dinner at TﬂFU MI::||'|ﬂ
ride of Taco Maria is to sit at the kitchen counter allways begins with a
and watch the crew up close. Led by chef and Vanessa Covarrubias, liquid amuse bouche. @
owner Carlos Salgado, a team of only three or ! '
four cooks remains laser-focused, each obsessing owner Carlos Salgado and . . . complimentary beverage

p U 0
over just a couple of dishes, all night long. It soon Michael Scoft, from left, While diners enjoy their such as tig prosecco
!oecomes clear that anythipg less than perfection ohsess over ll the detils Sammau mgm supper, ihe o
is not tolerated. It’s an attitude that permeates Taco Maria Sfaff, at lef cocklail with a lemon
the entire operation. The head waiter previously af Taco Maria, which some ' ' ;
worked at far ritzier places, such as the St. Regis Quests are surprised o Wworks with focused preci- r|.|]|9r..ﬁlll’.5t.5.mﬂl| ﬂ_|5|] opt
and Montage, which drives home the message: : ) ion. Each late is in- for wine pairings with the
Taco Maria isn’t a taco joint. The wine pairings learn is not a fagueria but sion. p h - i
ra chef's four-course dinner
are sophisticated and perfectly matched. rather a fine dining res- spected by chef/owner
Taco Maria has grown up awfully fast. It is ) Carlos Eﬂmﬂﬂﬂ I]Ef[le it men. -
quickly becoming one of the most important faurant serving Modem : o , .
Mexican restaurants in the Americas. Mexican cuisine |eaves the Kitchen. ot Enille Colsen of Taco Mot f " e
' 0SI Emille Loeisen 0f 1aco Maria pauses jor @ Quier momenr DEjore

® 3313 HYLAND AVE., COSTA MESA,

714-538-8444, TACOMARIA.COM quests arrive for dinner at the SoCo eafery in Costa Mesa. Hands-on

chef-owner Carlos Saloado designed the enfire restaurant.
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CINDY YAMANAKA, FILE PHOTO
Scallops and Mexican shrimp with braised
endives, asparagus, baby zucchini, orange
and soy glaze is a favorite at Basilic.

BRSILIC

The O.C. Icon Award praises an institution -
open for at least 10 years - that continues to set
the standard and raise the bar for the entire res-
taurant community. This year that honor goes to
Basilic, a tiny storefront bistro on Balboa Island
where chef and owner Bernard Althaus has been
serving classic French/Austrian cuisine since 1997.

Basilic is a secret window into the past, a virtual
time machine to another era somewhere high in
the Alps. Keeping it classic — while also remaining
relevant - is an extraordinarily difficult balancing
act. Rare is the restaurant that pulls this off with-
out eventually feeling dated. Basilic understands
this perfectly and continues to feel fresh even
when serving something as simple as a slice of
cheese. Every meal here involves at least two pap-
er doilies, and the wine list is strictly, unapologet-
ically French. Dated? Not in the slightest.

Seriously, though, order the raclette, which is
nothing more than a slice of cheese, a couple of
fingerling potatoes, a gherkin and a pickled onion.
The plate is untouchably hot, the cheese bubbling.
The fragrance is intoxicating.

A salad of blue crab tastes of little more than
the crab itself, unpretentious and decadent. Endive
is melted into an ethereal cream sauce with prosci-
utto and becomes an enigma so much greater than
the sum of its parts. The rack of lamb is always
superb, as is the apple tarte Tatin.

Note: If you want a reservation, you will have to
pick up the phone - and, most likely, speak with
Althaus himself.
® 217 MARINE AVE., BALBOA ISLAND,
949-673-0570, BASILICRESTAURANT.COM

~ s AWARDS

NICK KOON, FILE PHOTO

Jean and Darren Coyle offer an always-changing
wine selection at Wineworks, which shares a chef
with their gastropub next door.

WINEWORHS FOR EVERYONE

If you asked the average sommelier to dream up
the perfect wine list, no expenses spared, all bases
covered, most would turn to a guide like Wine
Advocate and start checking off the classic estates
and legendary vintages until the cellar was full.
Darren and Jean Coyle, the duo behind Wineworks
for Everyone, chose a much different approach.

Scan their list. They make no pretense toward
the cult of Robert Parker. Instead, they offer an
obscure, constantly changing collection of terrific,
modestly priced wines - roughly 60 or 70 at a time
- that even the geekiest of wine geeks probably
hasn’t tasted. And in doing so, they have leveled
the playing field for everyone.

Ordering wine becomes an adventure, no matter
your expertise or private-cellar status.

But this isn’t merely a wine bar.

The kitchen has serious chops and pulls double-
duty with Dublin 4, the Coyles’ Irish gastropub
next door. On the Wineworks side, chef David
Shofner cooks butter-poached lobster, cabernet-
braised short ribs and pistachio-crusted halibut,
while on the other he deftly serves fish 'n’ chips
and ale-braised bangers and mash.

You will drink good wine no matter which side of
the kitchen you choose.
® 26342 0SO PARKWAY, MISSION VIEJO,
949-582-0026,WINEWORKSFOREVERYONE.COM

SAM GANGWER, FILE PHOTO
Great food, drinks and an open-air
dining room with a view come
together at Driftwood Kitchen.

DRIFTWOOD RITCHEN

“Oh, that’s beautiful,” I say, and my companions
instinctively turn and look at the sun setting over
the ocean. Someone sighs.

“No, not that. This,” I say, pointing to the shrimp
cocktail that’s just landed in front of us. The
shrimp arrive in a frosted bar glass with house-
made cocktail sauce, looking like an elaborately
garnished Bloody Mary that hasn’t yet been filled
with vodka. The shrimp are big and fat and beauti-
ful. I slip one out of the glass - like pulling a giant
rabbit out of a tiny hat - and take a bite. It’s the
best shrimp cocktail I've had in a very long time.

The food. The view. The wine. Driftwood Kitch-
en is the total package. The dining room is one big
sexy balcony with lots of umbrellas to block the
sun. The banquettes that hug the perimeter are
protected overhead by an awning, but everything
is still very much outdoors - and it’s lovely. At the
far edge of the patio, a second balcony dangles
over the beach.

Chef Rainer Schwarz turns out baked-to-order
Parker House rolls and beautiful charcuterie
boards. The buttermilk-fried soft-shell crabs are as
good as you'll find on the West Coast. And the
halibut is stunning, served atop a fricassee of corn
and fava beans. Rising-star pastry chef Rene Baez
seals the deal with the perfect sticky-toffee cake
and a tongue-in-cheek riff on carrot cake.
® 619 SLEEPY HOLLOW LANE, LAGUNA BEACH,
949-715-7700, DRIFTWOODKITCHEN.COM
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NANCY LUNA, STAFF
Carnitas tacos from Carnitas Los

Reyes come wrapped in paper.

CARNITAS L0 REYES

All the tacos here are great: al
pastor, chorizo, chicharrones,
carne asada ... But as the name
suggests, focus on the carnitas,
filled with so much delicious pork fat
it’s hard to get through a taco without
the double-stacked tortillas falling
apart. And that’s entirely OK. That’s
why they have forks. That’s also why
they wrap their tacos with tissue paper
on one end, to give you something to
hold onto without getting the filling all
over yourself.
® 273 S. TUSTIN ST., ORANGE,
714-744-9337

BRAD A. JOHNSON, FILE PHOTO
Wei Shian makes the best dan
dan noodles in O.C.

WEI SHIAN NOODLES

Two things keep me coming
back to this Sichuan noodle
shop: the spicy pork and the
dan dan noodles. The pork is
served cold, which at first I thought
might be odd, but it’s not. Thin slices of
meat luxuriate in an aromatic, glisten-
ing, oily sauce made from chilies and
garlic. Dan dan noodles, a classic Si-
chuan dish, has been translated into
various regional dialects. This is the
best you'll find in O.C. Stir it up really
well before digging in. And ask for
extra napkins because your nose will
drip.
® 5408 WALNUT AVE., IRVINE,
949-653-6138, WEISHIANNOODLES.COM

RANCE'S CHICAGO PIZZA

Chicago-style pizza is like no
other. One slice is practically a
meal. Two slices borders on
competitive eating. Beware:
This ultra-deep dish pizza takes at least
45 minutes to cook. But as any true
Chicagoan knows, you never wait until
you get to the restaurant to place an
order. Call first and get the ball rolling,
then leisurely head to the restaurant.
Once there, you will still have ample
time to enjoy a couple of beers and a
salad before the pizza is finally done.
It’s worth the wait.
® 1420 BAKER ST. #B, COSTA MESA,
714-708-2143, RANCESPIZZA.COM

H. LORREN AU JR., FILE PHOTO
A pan pizza's caramelized crust is vis-
ible in the reflection of this pie made
with meatballs, bacon and jalapefos.

H. LORREN AU JR., FILE PHOTO
HUE Ol The banh beo chen dish of steamed rice cakes topped with ground
shrimp, green onion, fried shallots and pork skin is served on a tray. Relatively
small serving sizes are combined with a refined presentation.

HUE 0I

Nobody makes better Viet-
namese banh beo chen. What
I’'m talking about are poker-
chip-size rice-flour pancakes
topped with a relish of dried shrimp,
green onion, fried shallot, crispy pork
skin and bird’s eye chilies. They come
by the trayful, individually portioned in
ceramic ramekins. Take a spoon and
run it underneath the disc, then lift it
out and pop it - quivering and wobbling
- into your mouth. Sweet, savory, salty,
spicy: It’s the ultimate distillation of
everything I love about Southeast
Asian cuisine in a single bite. For dess-
ert: a tall glass of half-and-half filled
with tropical fruit Jello cubes, called
che Thai.
® 16537 BROOKHURST ST.,
FOUNTAIN VALLEY, 714-531-1305,
HUEOIRESTAURANT.COM

CINDY YAMANAKA, FILE PHOTO
A fried oyster po' boy is set
against the bar at Ritter's Steam
Kettle Cooking.

RITTER'S

The first restaurant to bring

steam-kettle cooking to Orange

County, Ritter’s makes some of

the most authentic New Orleans
gumbo that you're likely to find outside
of Louisiana. They’ll ask you how spicy
you want it, on a scale of 1to 10. Ten
will send smoke out of your ears; even 7
is not for amateurs. The steamed clams
are great, too, simmered with garlic,
butter and lemon. And this just in:
After nearly two years, they finally
have a license to sell beer!

® 1421 W. MACARTHUR BLVD. #G,
SANTA ANA, 714-850-1380 AND
180 5TH ST. #130, HUNTINGTON BEACH,
714-536-7733, RITTERSSKC.COM
4 Packing House. Order at the
counter, then find someplace to
sit if you can. The menu is short but
everything is impressive. How is it
possible that the chicken tikka masala
is so soulful and rich without being
overly heavy? And how can chicken
kebabs be this remarkably tender and
luscious? The best thing of all might be
the wickedly good Indian-style Sloppy
Joe, made with lamb. Don’t hesitate.
® 440 S. ANAHEIM BLVD., #201,

ANAHEIM, 714-533-2392,
ADYAOC.COM

ADYA

Adya is a fast-casual Indian
food stall inside the Anaheim

BRAD A. JOHNSON, FILE PHOTO
Keema pav, a spiced lamb slider, is
wickedly good, and the chicken
kebabs are worth trying.



Register

75 BEST PLACES TO EAT

s1U0I0

Every meal at the Montage’s
4 signature cliffside restaurant

begins with a delightful amuse

bouche, which might be a mi-
niature “taco” filled with caviar and
créme fraiche, for example, or a grape-
size ball of goat cheese into which a
small syringe-full of honey has been
inserted. Waiters clad in tailored black
suits weave between tables in what

feels like a highly choreographed ballet.

A choice of bottled water is compli-
mentary. Bread comes with three types
of butter. Every meal ends with an
array of bite-size candies and pastries.
Studio has the potential to be the best
restaurant in Orange County. It is cer-
tainly one of the most expensive.

® MONTAGE RESORT,

30801S. COAST HWY,,

LAGUNA BEACH, 949-715-6420,
MONTAGEHOTELS.COM/
STUDIOLAGUNABEACH

LEONARD ORTIZ, FILE PHOTO
The seared diver scallops at
Studio are served with bamboo
rice and kumquats.

Broadway gracefully merges
the soul of fine dining with the
casual spirit of a gastropub.
The kitchen is on display in the
center of the restaurant, and some of
the best seats in the house are the six
stools at the chef’s counter, directly in
front of the action where flames lick
the grill, steam billows from pots, pans
clank against the stove and chefs in
black jackets maneuver among the fire
and sharp knives. Chef Amar Santana
likes big flavors, whether it’s the pun-
gency of chorizo in a pot of steamed
mussels or citrus miso dressing served
over raw hamachi. On any given day
there might be 30 wines by the glass -
if you like pinot noir, this is heaven.
e 328 GLENNEYRE ST.,
LAGUNA BEACH, 949-715-8234,
BROADWAYBYAMARSANTANA.COM

CINDY YAMANAKA, FILE PHOTO

BROADWAY BY AMAR SANTANA Chef Amar Santana holds a dish of foie gras
at his self-named restaurant in Laguna Beach. It serves about 30 wines by the
glass and has a fine dining menu and the casual spirit of a gastropub.

MEDII HITCHEN

As night falls, the wrought-iron
4 chandeliers are dimmed to an

amber glow and the patio at

Medii Kitchen succumbs to the
subtle gurgle and fruit-scented per-
fume of a dozen hookahs. Guests pass
platters of startlingly delicious dolma
and falafel. The former are stuffed with
rice that’s been seasoned with pome-
granate and a souk’s worth of spices.
The latter are formed into golfball-size
croquettes and served with a sort of
slaw. The Lebanese-style beef tartar is
wonderful, and the sauteed dry Arme-
mian sausage is unabashedly spicy. But
all of that is just the warm-up. The
kebabs are the stars of the show.
® 116 S. FAIRMONT BLVD., ANAHEIM,
714-974-4633, MEDIIKITCHEN.COM

BRAD A.JOHNSON, FILE PHOTO
Appetizers at Medii Kitchen include
grape leaves stuffed with rice
seasoned with pomegranate and
spices.

LEONARD ORTIZ, FILE PHOTO

The Montadito de Costilla
at Pueblo in Costa Mesa
is topped with beef.

PUEBLO

I don’t know why Spanish cui-
4 sine hasn’t already become

hugely popular in Southern

California, but for some in-
explicable reason it’s a style of cooking
and rich culinary culture that has
mostly evaded us until now. Fittingly
for a tapas bar, Pueblo is tiny. Tables
are packed together rather closely.
Your elbows aren’t exactly bumping
your neighbors’ ribs while you eat, but
almost. Chef Michael Campbell riffs on
all the Spanish classics: queso fundido,
lamb meatballs, paella, bacalao, pan

con tomate ... And for brunch he serves

his papas bravas (fried potatoes) with

shredded beef short rib and a fried egg.

® 3321HYLAND AVE., COSTA MESA,
714-340-5775, PUEBLOTAPAS.COM
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THE NORTH LEFT

When The Crosby nightclub
came crashing down, chef Ryan
Adams saw a kitchen that need-
ed some adult supervision. The
dining room got a good scrubbing and
the name changed to The North Left.
Everything feels grown up, well-be-
haved, organized, and earnestly fo-
cused on being taken seriously. The
cooking is an evolution of what Adams
started in Laguna at Three Seventy
Common: a dose of the familiar with a
pinch of the unexpected. At lunchtime,
there are simple sandwiches and sa-
lads. But come dinnertime, they let
loose: prosciutto and biscuits, ribeye
tartare, duck confit, grilled octopus ...
Save room for dessert.
>> CHEF OF THE YEAR | PAGE 15

® 400 N. BROADWAY, SANTA ANA,
714-543-3543, THENORTHLEFT.COM

BRAD A. JOHNSON, FILE PHOTO

The North Left serves sand-
wiches and salads at lunch,
creative entrees at dinner.

BANDERA

It’s always a toss-up for me
between sister restaurants
Bandera and Houston’s. The
two are practically identical.
Both have the same super-attentive
service. Both kitchens make terrific
prime rib, great destination burgers
with hand-cut fries and wood-fired
rotisserie chicken. The kicker for me is
Bandera’s skillet cornbread, which is
possibly the best on the planet.
® 3201E.PACIFIC COAST HWY.,
CORONA DEL MAR, 949-673-3524,
HILLSTONE.COM

COURTESY OF BANDERA

Cornbread at Bandera is a signa-

ture dish that keeps diners
coming back for more.
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BRAD A. JOHNSON, FILE PHOTO
The fish, such as this sea bass,
is always pristine at Hamamori.

HAMAMORI

Hamamori is the nicest Japa-
nese restaurant in Orange
County, an oasis amid the bus-
tle of South Coast Plaza. James
Hamamori is as comfortable making
classic nigiri sushi as he is riffing on
new-style sashimi and California rolls.
He’s not afraid to splash a piece of
bluefin tuna with balsamic vinegar and
blue cheese or to pair grilled octopus
with shaved Parmesan and arugula
sprouts. This isn’t merely a sushi bar,
though. The menu covers a lot of terri-
tory, from rice bowls with freshwater
eel to fried pork cutlets and udon hot
pots with tempura prawns.
® 3333 BEARST. #320, COSTA MESA,
714-850-0880,
HAMAMORISUSHIBAR.COM

BRAD A. JOHNSON, FILE PHOTO
The tonkatsu ramen at Ramen
Yamadaya sets the standard
for this soup.

RAMEN YAMADAYA

Sometimes I just want a big
steaming bowl of noodle soup,
and I can’t think of anything
better than the spicy tonkatsu
ramen at Yamadaya. Other ramen
joints might make better karaage
(fried) chicken, or might have better
service. But when it comes to the ra-
men itself? This is it: heady and fra-
grant with simmered pork fat. The
noodles are appropriately springy, with
just the right resistance between your
teeth, and the chashu pork is plentiful.
® 1175 BAKER ST., COSTA MESA,
714-556-0091,
RAMEN-YAMADAYA.COM

CINDY YAMANAKA, FILE PHOTO

PLAYGROUND Quest for Ramen Perfection, with miso, double pork and noo-
dles, is served piping hot at Playground in downtown Santa Ana. Chef Jason

Quinn's menu changes every day.

PLAYGROUND

Chef Jason Quinn leads a crea-
tive team hellbent on making
everything from scratch at
Santa Ana’s most ambitious
gastropub. They huddle together every
morning to figure out what’s fresh that
day, then they brainstorm a game plan
for that night’s menu. Part of the fun of
dining at Playground is not knowing
what to expect. I've enjoyed beef tar-
tare that challenged everything I be-
lieved to be true about beef tartare. I've
had brilliant Chinese bao stuffed with
lamb curry. I've eaten better pasta here
than at most Italian restaurants. And
some of the best dishes are always the
vegetables, so don’t overlook those.
® 220 E.4TH ST. #102, SANTA ANA,
714-560-4444,
PLAYGROUNDDTSA.COM

COURTESY OF SAPORI RISTORANTE
Penne Otero at Sapori Ristorante is
made with tomato cream sauce,
fresh tarragon and bits of bacon.

SAPORI RISTORANTE

Ask for a table on the patio,
near the fireplace, surrounded
by manicured greenery. And if
that doesn’t work out, the in-
door dining room is just as charming.
Either way, you’ll want to order the
linguine with clams and the off-menu

veal chop, which pairs amazingly with a

sexy Gattinara from Piemonte. This is
one of the best Italian restaurants in
Orange County.

® 1080 BAYSIDE DRIVE,

NEWPORT BEACH, 949-644-4220,
SAPORINB.COM

WATERMAN'S HARBOR

Waterman’s Harbor overlooks
the marina in Dana Point. The
windows are pushed open to
give the entire space a breezy
seaside vibe. Yachts and fishing boats
putter delicately through the channel.
Waiters rush up and down the stairs
ferrying armloads of fish 'n’ chips and
freshly shucked oysters. The shrimp
cocktail reminds me of Acapulco-style
ceviche. Even more it reminds me of
those little jars of shrimp cocktail that
you can buy at the grocery store, filled
with slightly sweet tomato sauce and
dozens of tiny shrimp - delicious.
® 34661GOLDEN LANTERN ST,,
DANA POINT, 949-764-3474,
WATERMANDP.COM

LEONARD ORTIZ, FILE PHOTO
Steamed Manila clams and
mussels are served with bread
at Waterman's Harbor.

BLH BURGAZ

I'm a little bit embarrassed to
be including a restaurant on
this list that serves a deep-fried
burger, but try to focus instead
on the build-your-own sizzling burger:
brioche bun, mayo, 12 ounces of ground
wagyu beef, cheddar cheese, fresh
jalapenos, red onion, tomato, shredded
lettuce. Boom. One astoundingly good
burger, guaranteed. The french fries
are perfection.
® 27742 ANTONIO PKWY. #7,
LADERA RANCH, 949-429-6666,
BLKBURGRZ.COM

BRAD A. JOHNSON, FILE PHOTO
You can keep it classic or create
your own burger at BLK Burgrz.
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BRAD A. JOHNSON, FILE PHOTO

Everything at Boiling Crab
comes to the table in a
plastic bag.

THE BOILING CRAB

On a scale of 1to 10, how much
heat can you handle? Are you
sure? I'm usually a 7, but at the
Boiling Crab I'm a wimpy 6.
When they say hot, they really mean
hot. Heck, the crawfish here are prob-
ably spicier than anything you’ll ever
find in New Orleans, which is where
this seafood joint draws its inspiration.
They’ll tone it down if you wish. Warn-
ing: You're about to get so dirty that
you'll need a decontamination bath
afterward.
® THREE LOCATIONS IN GARDEN
GROVE AND ONE IN SANTA ANA,
THEBOILINGCRAB.COM

LEONARD ORTIZ, FILE PHOTO

The pork schnitzel comes
with wild mushrooms at Vine
in San Clemente.

VINE

The bar scene sometimes gets
rambunctious (because the
bartenders are so good, and the
lights are dimmed so low), but
the adjoining dining room is always
low-key and quiet. The schnitzel is
fantastic. So is the bone marrow. The
burger is huge and spicy, slathered
with arbol chili aioli and roasted serra-

nos. And the wine list offers some great

discoveries that won’t break the bank.
211N. EL CAMINO REAL,

SAN CLEMENTE, 949-361-2079,
VINESANCLEMENTE.COM

EUGENE GARCIA, FILE PHOTO

GABBI'S MEXICAN KITCHEN The Cochinita Pibil en Hojas de Platano is
made with braised kurobota pork and house-made achiote and served with
red onion escabeche, habanero salsa, black bean puree and garlic white rice.

RICE PAPER

Rice Paper occupies a tiny
storefront in a forgotten strip
mall on an unusually barren

stretch of Little Saigon’s Bolsa
Avenue. If you're not afraid to get your

hands dirty, order the barbecued

shrimp on a stick. The lamb chops are

perfectly grilled and served with won-
derful garlic noodles. Blood clams ar-
rive on a cast-iron plate, splattering
and hissing, sending plumes of wet
smoke into the air.

® 10561BOLSA AVE., GARDEN GROVE,
714-554-8889.

LEONARD ORTIZ, FILE PHOTO
The grilled clams arrive sizzling at
Rice Paper, a Vietnamese bistro.

LEONARD ORTIZ, FILE PHOTO
Solita margaritas include, from left,
house, skinny, El Hombre, kiwi-straw-
berry, watermelon, grande casa noble.

S0LITA TRC0
& MARGARITAS

This place lives up to its name.
The margaritas are superb,
whether frozen or on the rocks.
You won’t lack for choices
when it comes to tequila. And the
shredded beef tacos are rich and heady.
Notice the mesquite-fired grill, then
order the chicken that’s cooking on top
of it. What else do you need, another
tequila?
® 7631EDINGER AVE. #1508,
HUNTINGTON BEACH, 714-894-2792,
SOLITATACOS.COM

OUAN HOP

I love this Little Saigon spot for
the goi bo, or filet mignon
salad. I can’t imagine a more
beautiful heap of shaved beef
tossed with a chiffonade of banana
blossoms, onion and sweet red peppers
along with handfuls of mint and cilan-
tro. It’s very light and refreshing. I also
really like their bun cha Hanoi. They’ll
bring you a small bowl filled with
grilled fatty pork and heavily charred
sausages, which arrive soaking in a
spicy fish sauce with lime and chilies.
This comes with cold noodles, herbs
and lettuce. Just dump everything on
top of the noodles and mix it up.
® 15640 BROOKHURST ST.,
WESTMINSTER, 714-689-0555

BRAD A. JOHNSON, FILE PHOTO
Filet mignon salad with banana blos-
som and rice crackers is a popular
dish at Quan Hop.

GABBI'S MEXICAN HITCHEN

Gabbi’s is one of the most im-
portant Mexican restaurants in
California. Everything that
comes out of the kitchen here
feels fresh and innovative, even when
the dishes are based on traditions that
predate the revolution. Gabbi’s cochi-
nita pibil is a modern riff on the classic
Yucatan-style slow-roasted pork. The
Puebla-style tacos are stuffed with
carne asada, bacon and linguica.
® 141S.GLASSELL ST., ORANGE,
714-633-3038, GABBIPATRICK.COM
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RAMOS HOUSE CAFE

A wooden prairie-style cabin,
the Ramos House dates to 1881
The kitchen is indoors, but the
dining room is entirely outside.
Tables draped with burlap, adorned
with potted herbs, and silverware rolled
in old-fashioned dish towels await. It’s
the perfect spot for brunch, and it’s
always brunchtime here. Look at all
those mimosas. Start with the Scotch
quail eggs and the basil-cured lox. For
dessert, get the beignets (which also are
listed as an appetizer).
e 31752 LOS RIOS ST., SAN JUAN
CAPISTRANO, 949-443-1342,
RAMOSHOUSE.COM

MARK RIGHTMIRE, FILE PHOTO

A toasted marshmallow crowns
the Rocky Road S'more at the
Ramos House Cafe.

DIN TAI FUNG
S0UTH CORST PLAZA

This Taiwanese dumpling chain
has spawned lots of imitators
who try to replicate Din Tai
Fung’s famous Shanghai-style
xiao long bao, also known as soup
dumplings. Others come close, but
these are still the ones to beat. They
don’t take reservations, and the wait
for a table can stretch for hours. Good
thing it’s in the mall.
® 3333 BRISTOL ST., COSTA MESA,
714-549-3388, DINTAIFUNGUSA.COM

iy - AT
|

T

BRAD A. JOHNSON, FILE PHOTO

DIN TAI FUNG SOUTH COAST PLAZA The kitchen at Din Tai Fung is a

virtual factory for Chinese dumplings.

FIG & OLIVE

At lunchtime, this place is
magical. Olive trees line a
bright and airy dining room.
The patio is relaxing and luxu-
rious. Soft jazz, Adele and John Legend
waft gracefully over the elegant din of
easy conversation. The chicken paillard
is light and delicious. The beef tartare,
perfection. It’s important to know,
however, that this place has two dis-
tinct personalities. Once the sun goes
down, the velvet rope goes up, and a DJ
starts spinning loud techno music.
Don’t say I didn’t warn you.
® 151 NEWPORT CENTER DRIVE,
NEWPORT BEACH, 949-877-3005,
FIGANDOLIVE.COM

PAUL RODRIGUEZ, FILE PHOTO
Octopus a la Gallega from Fig &
Olive is braised, thinly sliced and
served with marinated bell

pepper.

CINDY YAMANAKA, FILE PHOTO
The Number 1 burger comes topped
with caramelized onions, prelibato
gorgonzola and crescenza, bacon,
arugula and Thousand Island dressing.

2o DEGAEES

Great burgers. Great wines by
4 the glass. Great onion rings. All

around, this is a little burger

bar with a sultry boudoir vibe.
It might help to spend a week or two
stretching your mouth before attempt-
ing to eat the Western-style burger. It’s
huge.
® 412 WALNUT AVE., HUNTINGTON
BEACH, 714-960-2525,
25DEGREESRESTAURANT.COM
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SUSHI NOGUCH

The omakase begins with a
spectacular display of sashimi
and continues with beautiful
nigiri sushi until you cry uncle.
And while the menu lists only four
American-style sushi rolls, the chefs
will make whatever you can dream up.
Otherwise, this place is really much
more than a sushi bar. They serve
chicken karaage and pork katsu, as
well as wagyu steak and fried Chilean
sea bass.
® 18507 YORBA LINDA BLVD.,
YORBA LINDA, 714-777-6789,
SUSHINOGUCHI.COM

BRAD A. JOHNSON, FILE PHOTO
Order omakase at Sushi
Noguchi and it will start with
a tray of sashimi.

IL BARONE RISTORANTE

Il Barone is a good reminder of
why the Italian-American clas-
sics became classics in the first
place. The spaghetti carbonara
is exactly what you hope it will be: rich
and creamy with egg, parmesan and
pig fat. The veal Milanese is excellent.
Chef/owner Franco Barone’s cooking is
solid and precise, steeped in tradition
and clearly weighted with heart and
experience. His wife, Donatella, will
greet you at the door with a hug. The
room barely accommodates 50 diners
squeezed together like Italian sardines.
® 4251 MARTINGALE WAY HA,
NEWPORT BEACH, 949-955-2755,
ILBARONERISTORANTE.COM

PAUL RODRIGUEZ, FILE PHOTO
The Margherita pizza with tomato
sauce, fresh bufala mozzarella and
basil is served at Il Barone Risto-
rante.
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BRAD A. JOHNSON,ILE PHOTO
La Choza makes one of the best
crispy tacos in Orange County.

LA CHOZA
MEXICAN RESTRURANT

Just inside the entrance,
7 there’s a display kitchen the

size of a broom closet where a

woman stands and makes fresh
tortillas all day. As soon as she sees you
walk through the front door, she counts
how many diners are in your party and
immediately starts making your tortil-
las, which will be served momentarily;,
still steaming, with a pat of softened
butter to spread over the top. But what
I like even more are the crispy tacos
filled with beef and finely shredded
yellow cheese.
® 7402 EDINGER AVE.,
HUNTINGTON BEACH, 714-842-7888,
LACHOZAHB.COM

BRAD A. JOHNSON, FILE PHOTO
It's not Din Tai Fun, but Super
Juicy Dumplings in Brea is an
excellent substitute.

SUPER JUICY DUMPLINGS

This dumpling joint has no
qualms admitting to imitating
Din Tai Fung. They have an
article about Din Tai Fung’s
soup dumplings hanging on their own
door, even though there’s no relation.
However, this place is a good substi-
tute. The pork dumplings are delicate
and juicy, and they come out of the
kitchen at lightning speed. Waiters can
barely keep pace. Pay heed to the warn-
ing signs on the tables: “Hot Juice!”
® 2445 E. IMPERIAL HIGHWAY, BREA,
714-928-7666

PAUL RODRIGUEZ, FILE PHOTO

LOLA GASPAR Pork belly and octopus tacos garnished with pickled onions and
yoqurt are presented on a platter at Lola Gaspar restaurant in Santa Ana.

URBAN SEQUL

Urban Seoul didn’t invent the
Korean taco, but they certainly
perfected it. The menu effort-
lessly spins together a delicious
mash-up of Mexican and Korean cui-
sines. Chicken katsu torta swaps the
Mexican-style fried chicken patty of a
cemita poblana with the panko-crusted
cutlet of Seoul’s ubiquitous katsu
shops. Some items such as the short rib
arepas, veer resolutely into Latino
street-food territory, while others like
the fried chicken lollipops, play straight
into the youth pop culture of Myeong-
dong.
® 2750 ALTON PKWY. #131, IRVINE,
949-553-0188, URBAN-SEOUL.COM

EUGENE GARCIA, FILE PHOTO
A steaming bowl of ““urban 3b" is
Urban Seoul restaurant’s take on
bibimbap with spicy pork, romaine
lettuce, red cabbage and radish.

CINDY YAMANAKA, FILE PHOTO
Thin-crust pizza from Filomena's is
piled with cheese and Burke Swiss
American deep-cup pepperoni.

FILOMENA'S [TALIAN HITCHEN

7 Chef Linda English makes fresh

pasta every day, including a

ravioli that changes almost

nightly. The handmade fettuc-
cine is excellent, especially when tossed
with a hearty bolognese. I also like the
spaghetti and meatballs with Sunday
sauce which is essentially a marinara
into which the drippings from meat-
balls and roasted meats are collected,
creating a boldly flavored ragu that
pairs well with just about any of the
pastas. The pepperoni pizza packs a
spicy punch.
® 2400 NEWPORT BLVD.,
COSTA MESA, 949-642-3810

BRAD A. JOHNSON, FILE PHOTO

Classic guacamole makes a tempt-
ing starter at EI Cantarito.

This family Mexican cafe serves
7] bled eggs with chorizo are
cause they serve breakfast whenever
Tuesdays, if you can eat 20 tacos in 20
want to try.

breakfast, lunch and dinner

seven days a week. The scram-
worth getting out of bed early for, but
there’s no need to set the alarm be-
you want it. Their roasted tomato and
jalapenio salsa packs a gentle punch. On
minutes, they’re free. Their tacos al
pastor are good enough to make me
® 120 W. SANTA FE AVE., PLACENTIA,
714-528-6090

LOLA GASPAR

Lola Gaspar is one of down-
7 town Santa Ana’s early adap-

ters, a sometimes-wild-and-

crazy gastropub where the
kitchen channels mostly pan-Latino
flavors. Mussels are steamed in a del-
iciously spicy miso broth that merges
the flavors of ramen and pozole. The
burger is made with decadently fatty
beef and a lavishly buttered and toast-
ed bun. The fries are outstanding. Ca-
veat: This isn’t a great place to drink
wine. But hey, who needs wine when
you can have a cocktail made with
tequila, yuzu sour and chili powder.
® 211 W. 2ND ST., SANTA ANA,
714-972-1172, LOLAGASPAR.COM
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PRIME CUT CAFE

PRIME RIB » STEAKS  SEAFOOD

Arguably,
The Best Prime Rib
In Orange County

714-532-4300

FOR MENU AND RESERVATIONS
www.primecutcafe.com

A B

1 i
ey LR
J‘*\ ‘ INRE Bag

1547 West Katella Avenue #101, Orange, CA

reservations are a must.

MANPUHU

Don’t even think about showing
up to this elegant Japanese
barbecue spot on the weekend
without a reservation. It's al-
ways packed, and the waiting list (for
those who forget to call) generally
starts at a minimum of 90 minutes, if
they allow a waiting list at all. One of
the reasons it’s so hard to get in is
because this place is really small, with
only a dozen tables, four of which are
tatami-style. The hospitality is warm
and genuine. The staff goes out of its
way to make everyone feel at home,
another reason it’s always packed. I
typically order the Kobe beef set menu
because the meat is so rich and fatty
it’s almost impossible to overcook,
which is important when you’re cook-
ing it yourself at the table.
® 891 BAKER ST.,, COSTA MESA,
714-708-3290, MANPUKU.US

BRAD A. JOHNSON, FILE PHOTO

At Lillie's Q, the chicken is
first smoked, then fried.

LILLIE'S 0

This gourmet barbecue empori-
um doesn’t serve brisket. I
figure it’s important to know
that ahead of time. Rather, they
focus on Santa Maria-style tri-tip and

MANPUKU is small, with only about a dozen tables, so

BRAD A. JOHNSON, FILE PHOTO

Chicago-style pork ribs. The tri-tip is
so tender you’ll think you're eating
steak. And the ribs aren’t the kind
where the meat just slides right off the
bone. You'll have to gnaw on it, but in a
good way. Meanwhile, pay attention to
the smoked fried chicken. First they
smoke it, then they fry it. Goes great
with a bottle of Shiner Bock.

® 240 S.BREA BLVD., BREA,
714-482-2001, LILLIESQ.COM

MARK RIGHTMIRE, FILE PHOTO
Chicago Dawg at Linx comes with
neon green relish, sport peppers
and vine-ripened tomato.

Hot dogs are not my thing,
normally. But this place isn’t
normal. They construct a beau-
tiful Chicago dog with flores-
cent green relish, tomato, peppers,
mustard and a pickle spear. Also great
is the T.J. street dog: a spicy Polish
sausage topped with pulverized bacon,
chorizo mayo and pepper relish on a
toasted bun. The hot dogs are sort of
small, so if you're really hungry, consid-
er the burger. It’s a beast. And don’t
forget the fries. They don’t get much
better than the ones here.
® 238 W. CHAPMAN AVE., ORANGE,
714-744-3647, LINXDOGS.COM
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