NORTH MIAMI BEACH

Nikin Café: Traditional fare served with flair

Nikin Café has been serving up Caribbean and African dishes in a North Miami Beach strip mall since November.
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Related Content

• What: Nikin Café 

• Where: 705 NE 167th St., North Miami Beach 

• Hours: 7 a.m. to 11 p.m. Sunday through Saturday 

• Information: 305-249-8901 www.nikincafe.com 

Ribbed crystal goblets and ceramic plates don't sound like the typical trappings of an everyday Caribbean restaurant, but Joseph Owanikin and Edline Pierre-Owanikin, owners of Nikin Café, are serving everyday Haitian and Nigerian dishes with aristocratic flair.

From Tuscany-style, solid wood-back chairs and tables and sheer, pleated drapery bound by lush tassels to tables boasting pepper grinders and vintage, ceramic tea cups, the North Miami Beach café has the warmth and elegance of dining rooms in many Caribbean homes.

The store's menu and motif is inspired by The Owanikins -- Edline is from Les Cayes, Haiti, and Joseph, Owo, Nigeria.

They want to debunk the notion that ordering at a Caribbean restaurant can be intimidating.

''Some Caribbean restaurant workers are like piranha,'' said Joseph Owanikin, who has lived in Miami for 30 years. ``They can be very unfriendly and you feel like you don't belong there. Here, we want you to feel at home and have an upscale feeling with an affordable price.''

Nikin Café is located in a North Miami Beach plaza, 705 NE 167th St., which has a Walgreens, Carvel, Jerusalem Pizza and a Staples. From the outside you can see the rich Caribbean, red soil-colored walls and painted images of palm trees and flamingoes. Inside the food is the star.

The menu features all the typical Haitian dishes: griot (fried pork chunks), lumbi (stewed conch in tomato sauce) and tassot cabrit (fried or stewed goat). Chef and Manager Markens Isidor adds haute cuisine-style to some dishes.

The iceberg salad side dish, for example, includes watercress and sweet, red beets and is topped with julienned fried, green plantain and carrots. Isidor prepares a vinaigrette from poached beets, sugar, water and cinnamon that is reduced into a beet syrup.

A welcomed surprise is the macaroni au gratine ($3), a dish that is atypical to Haitian menus though it is popular in Haitian kitchens. Nikin Café's recipe is inspired by Edline Pierre-Owanikin's grandmother: penne pasta boiled in carnation milk and water, then seasoned with red and green peppers, doused in a cheddar cheese sauce, topped with Parmesan cheese and baked in an oven at 400 degrees for 25 minutes.

The $10 Trip to Africa menu includes Fu Fu -- a traditional Nigerian staple made of yam, cassava or plantain flour that is transformed into a creamy dumpling and used as a dipping food for goat, chicken or beef stews. Stews are seasoned with tomato paste, hot curry powder, salt, pepper and nutmeg.

Sides include melon soup or egusi, an ackee or scrambled egg-like side, that is seasoned with peppers, onions and tomatoes. Other sides include coconut rice, white rice and beans or jolof rice, a traditional Nigerian rice seasoned with tomatoes, black pepper, nutmeg and sweet peas.

''I like the pleasant setting,'' said Evelyne Latortue on a recent visit. ``The cornmeal and the fish is so great.''

The cafe offers the Nikin Breakfast -- two eggs, grits, sausage or bacon, Cuban or Haitian toast and Cuban coffee or tea, or spaghetti with ham and cheese served with yellow yam, boiled plantain or cornmeal, both $3.99.

The most expensive dish is Poisson grilled or fried seasonal fish for $14.99. Pumpkin soup is available on Sundays only ($5.99 a bowl). Desserts include slices of pan patate ($2.50), a sweet potato pudding made with boniato, a dry, sweet, white-flesh potato, and Haitian cake ($2.99), a pound cake with a variation that includes pineapples and raisins.

Nikin Café opened Nov. 10, and the venue is usually packed on weekday evenings. Clients from Edline Owanikin's 14-year-old catering business, D'vine Creations, now dine at the restaurant. Joseph Owanikin also owned a Nigerian restaurant from 1993-94 on Northwest 47th Avenue and 183rd Street.

''At that time the African population wasn't what it is now and international cuisine wasn't really being embraced,'' Joseph Owanikin said.

  

