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	Every August and September, dozens of fine (and pricey) restaurants take part in the Miami Spice promotion, offering three-course meals at reduced prices: lunch is $22, and dinner is $35.

So is it worth the hype? Should folks be scrounging around their couches for loose change to pay the Spice tabs? For this week's column, the Palate visited four major Miami Spice players.

At Chef Allen's, themed Spice Cooking Classes are offered at 6 p.m. Tuesdays before sampling his Spice Menu. In the half-hour classes, guests not only watch Chef Allen prepare one of the main dishes on that night's menu, but they receive corresponding spice packets so they can experiment at home. The classes cost $10.

For a recent Euro Spice-themed evening, the pan-roasted mahi mahi was seasoned with crushed fennel, dried thyme, among other herbs and was prepared with clams in a Cava-based sauce and served with green lentils, chorizo and pine nuts. The sommelier selected a Martin Codax Albariño to complement the dish (a wine experience comparable to eating blood oranges on a beach shore. After the presentation, guests were served bite-sized samplings of the dish with a one-ounce pour of the wine.

The three-course dinner that follows changes according to that evening's theme. Also, there is a suggested wine pairing per course, at an additional $25 for all three glasses of wine.

On the Euro Spice evening, appetizers included an über-creamy, Caribbean lobster and macaroni prepared with tiny mushrooms and Parmesan cheese. That was paired with an airy, crisp Joseph Drouhin Pouilly-Fuisse.

Entrees included a woodfire grilled hangar steak served with curried cauliflower mash, haricot verts -- French for green beans -- and red onion chimichurri in a red wine sauce. This was paired with a juicy, dark berry-flavored A Mano Primitivo.

Upcoming Spice Class themes include Indian, North African, Southeast Asian and Pan Asian.

At The Food Gang Gourmet Company, the Miami Spice lunch menu offers a cool, savory watermelon tomato gazpacho and a grilled calamari over tomato tartar. Main courses include a chicken brie panini made with an arugula aïoli -- a garlic mayonnaise.

This is a magnetic pairing with a bottle of Puligny-Montrachet 1st Cru "Les Folatieres" 2004 for $160. For those on a limited budget, try a glass of the Bertani "Velante" Pinot Grigio, at $9.

The Miami Spice lunch menu also includes a grilled lamb loin salad with watercress, lavender peaches and figs that is filling. Desserts include a fair crème brûlée.

At Michy's, the Miami Spice dinner menu changes regularly. On a recent visit, a chilled corn appetizer soup tasted like a sweet, silky, summer porridge and was served with oyster beignets. Entrées can include sautéed Australian barramundi -- a type of sea bass -- served with artichokes barigoule, a traditional Provençal dish of braised artichokes in a warm and slightly lemony, white-wine base.

For Miami Spice, Michy's offers unique wines by the glass. Selections included an '04 Etienne Dreyer Alsatian Pinot Noir that was slightly medicinal tasting, despite the faint aroma of strawberries ($13 a glass). A tastier choice was the '03 Fantino Barbera d'Alba Vigna dei Dardi ($11).

For dessert, the warm, old-fashioned banana pudding was made with brioche and dramatized with bittersweet chocolate chunks, raisins and orange zest. The Miami Spice menu is not available on Saturdays at Michy's.

Wish is Miami Spice's quintessential Miami Beach Art Deco experience. Executive Chef Michael Bloise, of Italian and Vietnamese parentage, uses radical flavor combinations that reflect the versatility of his familial, culinary exposure.

On a Miami Spice dinner visit, the golden beet salad appetizer was a candied, earthy experience of curried goat cheese, raisins and radicchio. The crispy chick pea raviolo, served with greens and a sweet ginger dressing, tasted like a flaky, veggie empanada. A crispy, light Australian sea bass entrée sat in a sauce made of bell pepper nage and marjoram and was served with Japanese eggplant griddle cakes. The roasted pork was bulky and sat in a salty, chorizo clam hash.

Wine flights are $15 and include a '05 King Estate Pinot Gris, a lovely match for the bass. Despite its lovely Madagascar vanilla bean characteristics, the '05 Rodney Strong Pinot Noir is chunky for the outside humidity.

Chef Bloise's rendition of the chocolate torte had beguilingly complex flavors reminiscent of Oaxacan chocolate, but it was just plain ol' Verona chocolate.

THIS WEEK'S ESTABLISHMENTS

Here are the establishments noted in this week's column: 

* Chef Allen's: 19088 NE 29th Ave., Aventura; 305-935-2900. 

* Food Gang: 9472 Harding Ave., Surfside; 786-228-9292. 

* Michy's: 6927 Biscayne Blvd., Miami; 305-759-2001. 

* Wish: 801 Collins Ave., Miami Beach; 305-674-9474.


