DOWNTOWN MIAMI

All the glories of the sea -- on solid earth

Philippine Buffet and Sushi Bento bring flavors of Asia to downtown Miami, from the exotic to the comforting and dishes in between.
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When discussed in the context of a Halloween surprise at Ben & Jerry's, ''chocolate blood'' sounds delightful. But when used as a description for a savory meat stew it sounds, well, intimidating.

Leave the snake hearts and animal blood indulgences to travel writer Anthony Bourdain, right? Well, in this case, not only does Philippine Buffet's ''chocolate blood'' -- formally called dinuguan -- taste like a Bordeaux-style rabbit stew, it's just one of the many surprises at this self-proclaimed Manila Asian Bistro.

Philippine Buffet and its counterpart Sushi Bento are easy-to-underestimate eateries tucked inside a downtown plaza between Western Union and Subway. Both restaurants are owned by Roselle and Frank Schmitt, who spend many hours operating the venues.

While Sushi Bento is a sushi café, catering mostly to the myriad people in downtown, Philippine Buffet is frequented by Filipinos who work on the large cruise ships that dock at the Port of Miami. On the weekends a large assembly of Filipinos can be seen dining at this small no-frills cafeteria, which boasts Pacific Island soul food.

''Always, when I come here, I think of mama's food in Pampanga,'' said Rosaley Flores on a recent visit.

Dinuguan is a stew of pork chunks in beef blood broth prepared with canola oil and seasoned with onion, garlic, white vinegar and ginger. It's excellent, sop-up food for plain white rice (challah or hard-dough bread, if you're taking out). Among the other buffet options are langgonisa, sweet, sticky Filipino sausages; menudo, sautéed beef liver, pork chunks, carrots, potatoes and quail eggs; and pancit, rice noodles sautéed with shrimp, chicken, celery, carrots and cabbage.

The Schmitts opened the restaurants two years ago. Each can be accessed from the other through an adjoining door, though they don't have the same hours for service.

Roselle, who is originally from Manila, spent 10 years working on Star Cruises as a hotel manager and traveled all over Asia and Australia. She then spent four years in Tokyo where she fell in love with Japanese cuisine.

''Filipino food is very comforting and Japanese food is so healthy and trendy, so we have the best of both worlds,'' she said.

The sushi café is a tidy, warm cafeteria with muted, sunflower-colored walls and cherry wood-stained furniture. It feels like a typical fast-food, sushi joint with the warm, Asian faces and extensive menu, but it definitely doesn't taste like it.

The sushi's very fresh. Feast on items like the assorted sushi combination ($6.95), which includes a silky, wild Scottish salmon, buttery snapper, imitation crab, which tastes like real King crab; and one can taste the oceanic essence of the eel. The combination is also available as sashimi for $8.95.

The rice is firm, lightly sticky and tasty enough to have on its own. Even the California roll seems more refined because of the articulate freshness of the cucumber, avocado and masago.

''We get everything from a Japanese company called World Foods,'' Roselle Schmitt said. ``And our chefs were former sushi chefs at The Delano.''

Other standouts include elegant interpretations of the dragon roll ($8.95) -- shrimp tempura, avocado, asparagus and cucumber (no cream cheese) and spider roll ($7.95) -- soft-shell crab, avocado and cucumber. For the cream cheese lovers, there's the Japanese Bagel with salmon and cream cheese ($4.75) and Nippon -- tuna, cream cheese, lettuce and avocado ($6.95).

Sushi Bento's Asian fusion experience also includes bulgogi, a Korean style beef with kimchi and rice; Pad Thai noodles and Chinese fried rice -- a reflection of the Schmitts' seafaring travels throughout Asia.

''After spending 14 years on the sea, I decided to go on land,'' said Roselle Schmitt. ``Seafood tastes even better on land.''

AT A GLANCE

• What: Sushi Bento.

• Where: 125 SE Third Ave., downtown Miami.

• Hours: Sushi Bento --

11 a.m. to 3 p.m. Monday through Friday; Philippine Buffet -- 8 a.m. to 4 p.m. Monday, Thursday, Friday, Saturday and Sunday.

• Information: 305-381-9003.

  

