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If by some rare chance you were unaware the Heat played a home game Tuesday night, a reasonable assumption for the crowds and road closures would be the much anticipated arrival of celebrity Chef Scott Conant. For fear of being melodramatic, we’ll assume the role of cliché and mention—for those of you who don’t know—that Conant’s fame is due in part to his many appearances on Food Network’s Chopped. As a judge, Conant rarely held back, like when he vehemently detested (raw) red onions (which you can watch here). But that was long ago, and since then, the Food Network star has taken the culinary world by storm.

During his visit to Miami, the chef attended the 2013 Miami Book Fair International for a live cooking demonstration alongside legendary Chef Norman Van Aken at Miami Culinary Institute’s Food and Wine Theatre. When these two get together, expect a party that carries well into the evening and spans beyond the confines of Ocean Drive.

Chef Scott Conant prepared dishes from The Scarpetta Cookbook and Chef Norman Van Aken featured recipes from his cookbook My Key West Kitchen. The interactive design of Miami Dade College’s Food and Wine Theatre allowed guests to converse with chefs and truly understand the elements of each dish. Large TV screens displayed close-ups of food and prep, while students in the culinary program quickly refilled empty wine glasses. The first course by Van Aken was a melt-in-your-mouth wild mushroom on Brioche.

Up next Scott Conant, joined by Bravo’s Top Chef contender and Chef de Cuisine of Miami’s Scarpetta, Nina Compton, served tuna susci and a scallion pancake, swapping any rich flavors for a lighter and colorful approach. Conant’s impeccable attention to detail–a feature that truly makes the Scarpetta experience—was well noted in the ingredient pairings. The artistic display appeased any possible distaste for of the plate’s components (note: we’re not a fan of roe) and the creamy, mint-green color of the scallion pancake in contrast with the bright orange trout roe reaffirmed the notion that presentation must always be accounted for.

The two discussed inspiration, culinary philosophy, and their journey to stardom, but not without mentioning humble beginnings, like Van Aken’s short-lived career as a carnie, further discussed in his new memoir No Experience Necessary: The Culinary Odyssey of Chef Norman Van Aken. In charming candor, Conant debunked any talk of being the post-production version of himself on shows like Chopped and Top Chef—meaning he’s not really an “asshole” (his own words). And maybe it was the wine, but we’d have to agree. Both chef’s friendly disposition made the intimate evening truly enjoyable.

The demonstration was followed by a quick book signing, where guests were able to converse with the two chefs. Afterwards, the small party of foodies (and fans) slowly ascended to the 9th floor for a dinner atop the Culinary Institute at Tuyo, a dimly lit restaurant swathed in modern décor that overlooks the rich architectural history of Miami’s downtown skyline—including the Freedom Tower. Chef Norman Van Aken is Director of Restaurants at the Miami Culinary Institute and helms the kitchen at Tuyo. A small fireplace added just enough light in the back corners of the restaurant to reaffirm that, basically, Tuyo is the perfect place to experience a romantic, lulled version of Miami’s downtown.

If you’ve ever had the delight of dining at Scarpetta or Tuyo, it may be obvious to mention that each chef’s style is completely different, yet this spontaneous combustion of flavors worked—really well. Van Aken’s deliciously mild, clean and tart flavors prepped and cleansed for the richness of Conant’s. The beautifully plated, light bites from the sea, like the Octopus Carpaccio and Conch Salad, from Chef Norman Van Aken, were followed by selections from The Scarpetta Cookbook such as the Duck and Foie Gras Ravioli. And so the cycle went on—for seven courses. By the end, we could feel our pants growing tight, but we still finished Van Aken’s famous key lime pie.

Nearing the end of the seven course plate-swap of Van Aken’s New World Cuisine (he’s dubbed the founding father) and Conant’s Scarpetta favorites, the two made their way—wine glass in hand—around the restaurant to sit and talk with guests. A group of women we spoke with were long time lovers of Chef Norman Van Aken’s famed Miami restaurant Norman’s—now located at the Four Seasons in Orlando—and befriended the chef after years of dining. It’s not atypical for locals to hang with some of Miami’s most integral residents, especially if you’ve lived here long enough to dig the ever-changing rhythm of the city and its diversity.

From demo to dinner, the celebrity chef duo came to resemble the two Miamis: One that’s remained communal, despite constantly reinventing itself, and the other that’s garnered the ability to attract a new wave of creative minds. The Magic City’s charm lies in the optimism she holds over your head; a constant feeling that just about anything (delicious) can and will happen. 
