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Newcomers


	


Jewel of Greenville
Hidden inside Kismet Lounge, the Saffron Room proves a brilliant find. 
by Cheryl Ng Collett

You can’t help but feel like you’ve stumbled upon a secret hideout when you see the small, halogen-lit words “Saffron Room” projected discreetly on a plain wooden door. Inside, votive candles in orange holders flicker like burning citrine. Sheets of sheer chiffon in rich jewel colors separate the tables, and dim hanging lanterns create a swanky Bedouin-like ambience. With only seven tables, the compact restaurant feels only a little larger than a treasure chest.

As we squeezed into our cozy corner, our server, Jason, promptly introduced himself and his assistant, Felipe. It was unusual for us to know the name of the usually “invisible” guy who serves dishes and refills drinks. We felt it was a nice personal touch, as was the offer of complimentary still or sparkling water—not your run-of-the-mill brand but Pellegrino.

A tiny portion of pork tenderloin topped with baby artichoke and drizzled with white truffle oil, an amuse bouche courtesy of chef Kelly Hightower, arrived quickly to whet our appetites. (Hightower has since left and been replaced with chef Pooya Habibi.) The warm, silky garlic saffron soup that followed was a heady bowl of liquid gold. And the garlic lamb ground with exotic Persian spices wrapped in slightly bitter radicchio leaves made us swoon. However, the darlings of the table were steamed mussels in an incredibly spicy broth with the added vitality of ginger and preserved lemons. We sopped up every bit of it with homemade foccacia.

For the mains, my pan-seared Diver scallops sat like fat Buddhas on top of a watercress and fennel salad. Lima beans the color of jadeite and traces of apple-smoked bacon and black-eyed peas ragout added to the mélange of flavors. I never knew that lima beans could be so delicious. We sliced through like butter the beef tenderloin grilled to medium-rare. The smoky, charred flavors complemented the wild mushroom pilaf and snappy brocolini.

On another visit, tender Greek-spiced lamb loin in an intense olive jus quickly took over as our new favorite. And though we heard many positive opinions on the pork tenderloin, the smoked tomato garlic sauce reminded us of less-than-exotic barbecue sauce. Crisp cinnamon-roasted duck breast was wonderful, albeit slightly heavy-handed on the salt, even for a robust bird.

For dessert, simple, smooth saffron gelato filled our mouths with its powerful scent, and the strong Turkish coffee ended the night on a high note. 
Service throughout was personal and nearly flawless. Server and assistant worked like a well-versed duet. They remembered our names, but we’ll forgive them for forgetting our water preference. (It was sparkling!)

We found the wine selection a little short, and though the bottles were reasonably priced, wines by the glass seemed high by comparison. (A glass of McMurray Pinot Noir sets you back $10, but a bottle is $35.) And just for the thrill of watching the server cart out the drinks trolley, we’d recommend ordering cocktails. There’s something classy and nostalgic about having your martini shaken tableside. That’s just one of the many reasons why we think this little nook is such a gem. 3707 Greenville Ave. 214-887-1858. $$-$$$. 
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