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Buzz With Bites: Fill Up (Your Belly) at These San Diego Coffee Houses
May 30th 2011 1:00PM / by Nanette Wiser  Photo by Nanette Wiser
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Everyone's loyal to their favorite coffee house. But all that caffeine could use a food pairing--and we're talking more than a mere scone. At these San Diego coffee houses, the food menu is almost as alluring as the fresh coffee offerings.

Cafe 976: Serene garden patio, local art gallery and kitschy cottage once home to an antique shop, Cafe 976 draws entrepreneurs, gal pals and college students to its Zen haven. Linger over steamed eggs (sun-dried tomato, feta, basil), breakfast burritos (spinach, mushrooms, feta), banana walnut granola waffles, acai bowl with guarana and bananas for breakfast. Then lunch on a spinach burger, Indian tuna curry sandwich or spicy eggplant wrap. Sip a yerba matte latte, Mexican mocha, a Milky Way espresso drink, eye-opening hammer head or organic teas (Sencha, Japanese cherry).
976 Felspar St., Pacific Beach; (858) 272-0976

Influx: This urban chic cafe is brimming with inventive Eurofare-- ham and brie croissants, fresh pastries, insouciant cupcakes (coconut, lemon). Influx' joie de vivre is contagious, and one of the more excellent spots to network.
750 W Fir St., Little Italy; 619-255-0735
1948 Broadway, Golden Hill; 619-255-9470

Living Room Cafe: Some of the best desserts and homemade soups this side of Austria are served up here--from the sacher torte to the and black forest cake to the lemon and plum tarts Perched on the peninsula, the Living Room cottage provides solace for readers, who gravitate upstairs with their iced banana cappuccino and quiche lorraine.
1018 Rosecrans St., Point Loma; 619-222-6852
Additional locations in La Jolla, National City, 

Reds Espresso Cafe: Navy officers, landscapers and poets powwow at Reds, now a bit smaller than before but still serving a whopper espresso, toasted brie or Nova Lox everything bagel. Heartier fare includes hippy hash and Espana eggs (mixed olives, goat cheese, sun-dried tomato) and awesome quesadillas (apples and brie, bacon cheddar).
1017 Rosecrans St., Point Loma; 619-523-5540

Twiggs Coffeehouse & Bakery: Part community center, part cake central, Twiggs draws artists and Mission Hill matrons alike. Best eats: curried chicken and egg salads, rosemary turkey and garlic aioli sandwiches and homemade desserts.
4590 Park Blvd, University Heights; 619-296-0616
2804 Adams Ave, North Park: 619-296-0477
Plump & Local: San Diego's Best Mussels Are Here
Apr 14th 2011 4:00PM / by Nanette Wiser
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For more than 20,000 years, we've enjoyed eating the bivalve mollusk known as the mussel. In San Diego, we cultivate them on special farms -- Carlsbad Aquafarm being one of the West Coast's finest purveyors. Spend an afternoon with wine and mussels at the following San Diego restaurants: 

Blue Point Coastal Cuisine: Well known for its Pan Pacific seafood entrees like the Alaskan black cod in spiced misoyaki, Blue Point cooks up pan-roasted green-lipped mussels sensually flavored with coconut and ginger and served with green curry. Its specialty cocktails and amazing oyster bar are not to be missed either.
565 Fifth Ave.; 619-233-6623

JRDN: The sunset view, boardwalk action and crisp boutique beers beckon you to meet friends at the bar, moving on to sup on steamed mussels, prepared with chorizo, garlic, Chardonnay and herb butter, just one of Chef David Warner's heavenly JRDN's "surf, sky and spirit" concoctions.
Tower 23 Hotel, 723 Felspar St.; 858-270-5736

Jsix: Discover garden flavors in this tarragon dijon mussel melange cooked in white wine and garlic broth with fennel pollen. Served with fries and lemon aioli, Jsix's California modern cuisine sings beautifully in this dish.
Hotel Solamar, 616 J St.; 619-531-8744

The Oceanaire Seafood Room: You know them for their global oysters (including Carlsbad's Luna, Blonde and Del Sol), but you'll love them for their glamorous decor and steamed Mediterranean black mussels mariniere (white wine, butter, shallots). At the Oceanaire bar, steamed mussels are only $7.99 nightly, and it pairs perfectly with a half bottle of Cakebread Cellars Chardonnay.
400 J St.; 619-858-2277

Pacifica Del Mar: Pacifica's steamed local mussels cleverly seasoned with chorizo, garlic, white wine and sweet onions pleases its beautiful-people clientele nightly. Do not overlook the stellar wine list either.
Del Mar Plaza, 1555 Camindo Del Mar; 858-792-0476

Quality Social: Belgian ale, leeks and fresh bay accent these fragrant West Coast mussels, accompanied by grilled bread for dipping. Add California artisanal cheeses (like Cowgirl Creamery's Mt. Tam and Point Reyes Blue) and chopped salad with goat cheese for a perfect Quality Social date night out.
789 Sixth Ave.; 619-501-7675
Photo Courtesy of avlxyr, Flickr
Taste of Hillcrest: 4 Reasons Why You Can't Miss It
Apr 12th 2011 1:00PM / by Nanette Wiser

Satisfy your culinary cravings this Saturday, April 16 from noon to 4pm for the annual Taste of Hillcrest, wherein locals nibble their way through San Diego's Hillcrest neighborhood. If you are a fan of the Sunday Farmers' Market or Fabulous Hillcrest's Tuesday Nite Out Happy Hours, you already know the delights of Ortega's Bistro, Urban Mo's, lovable Porkyland and Buonissimo 2. Indulge your taste buds, meet local chefs and enjoy the best of this movable feast.
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Babycakes: If you haven't brunched on Babycakes' red velvet hotcakes, sipped a chocolate cake (yes, sipped), nibbled guava mango cupcakes or sampled their chicken potpie, your foodie quotient just hit rock bottom. An ab-fab hotspot for dreamy Sunday morning dates and dessert proving that life is a bowl of cherries with sprinkles on top.
3766 Fifth Ave.; 619-296-4173

Bo's Seafood Market & Grill: Neptune's bounty and a lovely boutique wine list enhances Bo's fresh fish market's take-home or dine-in fare, especially the shrimp and crab Louie, homemade tuna salad, shrimp ceviche, beer-battered fish and chips and the calamari tacos.
1040 University Ave.; 619-574-2800

Gossip Grill: Popular sister of Urban Mo's and Baja Betty's, this clever eatery with feminist-inspired Dada art, a racy cocktail menu and delights including ahi tuna wontons, Moroccan veggie burgers, soba noodle and shrimp salad, and truffle mac 'n' cheese. Gossip Grill's $5.99 weekday lunch specials from noon to 2pm pack 'em in.
1440 University Ave.; 619-260-8023

The Tractor Room: The Tractor Room's unique brunch features elk sausage hash, ground lamb feta basil scramble, buffalo quesadilla scramble and sage fried chicken Benedict. The funky bar and restaurant continues to fly at dinner with the Indiana roasted duck or the pheasant with cognac and rabbit sausage -- best devoured with the black-skillet cornbread. Tractor always fulfills the promise of "honest drink and meats."
3687 5th Ave.; 619-543-1007

$30 (advance), $35 (day of)
Order tickets online; 619-233-5008
Photo Courtesy of BabyCakes San Diego
Spring Chicken & More: S.D.'s Best Meat Shops
Apr 5th 2011 2:00PM / by Nanette Wiser

Spring weather means more alfresco suppers, best purveyed by picking up Venissimo cheeses and salad goodies from Little Italy's Mercado, crab salad at Point Loma Seafood and fruit tarts from Extraordinary Desserts. You can also discover mustards, chutneys and heat-and-cook dishes at these local markets, known for their quality cuts and meat knowledge.
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Iowa Meat Farms: Formula-fed veal, Berkshire pork, carne asada, Kobe beef, free range poultry, game (venison, buffalo, elk), smoked sausages, linguica, andouille and a cornucopia of barbecue and meat sauces, even a Traeger meat-cooking grill overwhelm the senses at Iowa. You can even order a turducken, Paul Prudhomme's Cajun tradition. Learn more at their Great News cooking classes on April 11 (wild and exotic), May 2 (steaks) and June 6 (Ribs).
6041 Mission Gorge Rd.; 619-281-5766

The Linkery: You know The Linkery's quirky dishes, now celebrate delectable bacon made from Berkshire pork and other cured meats, especially the ham during holidays.
3794 30th St. at North Park Way; 619-255-8778 

99 Ranch Market: Asian superstore with unique produce (daikon, lemongrass), spicy sauces, soba noodles and meat and seafood fresh daily. The 99 Ranch fish tank mesmerizes, the whiskered catfish stare back at you in amazement that you're planning to fry 'em and serve 'em with hush puppies tonight.
7330 Clairemont Mesa Blvd., Kearny Mesa; 858-974-8899

Sausage King: Brats, hot dogs, linguica, bacon and blood sausage is just the tip of the iceberg at the German-fare outpost that's long on history and big on tasty links.
811 W Washington St.; 619-297-4301

Siesel's Old Fashioned Meats: Siesel's is the place where everybody knows your name and favorite cut of beef, pork, lamb, sausage and poultry. They also sell Dietz & Watson deli meats and made-to-order sandwiches, fresh salads and party trays.
4131 Ashton St.; 619-275-1234
Photo Courtesy of Iowa Meat Farms
Eat Up, Get Happy: 5 S.D. Comfort Food Spots
Mar 31st 2011 5:00PM / by Nanette Wiser

Sometimes you can soothe life's little setbacks with Trader Joe's dark chocolate truffles, Cabernet and red velvet cupcakes. But sometimes you want a little more. When you don't have time to whip up Grammy's chicken soup or to make a meatloaf or devil those eggs, wash your sorrows away with this familiar fare.
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Brian's 24 Restaurant Bar & Grill: Open 24 hours with breakfast anytime, Brian's diner vibe, Absolut ruby red and grapefruit juice screwdriver and fried chicken with waffles will cure all heartaches. Fifties food faves rule, especially the hand-dipped malts, Monte Cristo sandwich, chili spaghetti, liver and onions, Brooklyn cheese blintzes and a peanut butter burger.
828 6th Ave.; 619-702-8410

Chicken Pie Shop: The chicken pie is iconic comfort food, and here, succulent crust reveals creamy veggies and chicken chunks, almost as good as the fried chicken and mashed potatos. No frills decor and old-fashioned "hey howdy" service pays homage to the legendary restaurant's fame.
2633 El Cajon Blvd.; 619-295-0156

The Corner: A cool modern rec room near Petco Park, The Corner serves up beer pretzels with spicy mustard, seasoned tater tots, fried dill pickle spears, mac 'n' cheese (with bacon, chicken or jalapeno) and mini corn dogs, plus pulls of icy cold boutique beers.
369 10th Ave.; 619-531-8804

Jayne's Gastropub: Retro cuisine, Jameson beer and Jayne's chic casual ambiance never fails to amaze. Warm your soul with buttermilk fried chicken, wiener schnitzel with Gruyere spaetzle or Kennebec chips with short rib gravy.
4677 30th St; 619-563-1011

Urban Solace: New American soul food reigns at Urban Solace, where the warm cheese biscuits with orange-honey butter, Southern fried pickles dipped in buttermilk ranch dressing, ground lamb meatloaf (bacon, figs, pinenuts, feta, fig Jus), sweet potato mashed, or mac 'n' cheese with duck confit, blue cheese, roasted garlic, arugula and scallion pair beautifully with the artisan beers and wine. Catch the bluegrass brunch Sunday for some downhome cheer.
3823 30th St.; 619-295-6464
Photo Courtesy of Brian's 24
Salad Days: New Takes on Greens at S.D. Eateries
Mar 29th 2011 4:00PM / by Nanette Wiser

Caesar may be king of salads, but around San Diego, beets rule this spring's salad menu: George's slow-roasted beet salad with hazelnut picada, arugula, currants, frisee and feta puree rivals Whisknladle's duck confit with beets, cured olives, goat cheese and citrus marmalade. Shrimp Louies go upscale with Maine lobster, as does Cucina Urbana's Caesar accented by a polenta crouton. Celebrate healthy with these tender veggie creations from four local restaurants.
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Cucina Urbana: The precious panzanella mixes malted brown bread, gorgonzola, cucumber, red onion and pumpkin seeds drizzled with sun-dried tomato vin to delight Cucina fans. The burrata and prosciutto caprese's aged balsamic tickles our tasebuds, especially when accompanied by smoked bacon butter on Fiscalini cheddar and herb biscuits.
505 Laurel St., Hillcrest; 619-239-2222

Flavor Del Mar: Enjoy Neptune's bounty, especially the chilled calamari and local sardine salad done up with haricots verts, kalamata olives and piquillo peppers in an aged red wine vinegar marinade, or the Dungeness crab and avocado with watercress, frisee and pomegranate vinaigrette. Mirrors, colorful glass and fabric complete the mermaid decor and coastal flair of Flavor Del Mar's cuisine and ambiance.
Del Mar Plaza, 1555 Camino Del Mar, Del Mar; 858-322-1555

Searsucker: Now open for lunch, Brian Malarkey's new American cuisine rocks at Searsucker, especially the smoked sea trout salad tossed with grapefruit, radish and avocado, the octopus and saffron aioli watercress salad, or the watermelon and tomato treat accented by honey sherry dressing.
611 5th Ave.; 619-233-7327

Tender Greens: Come for the salads, stay for Tender Greens' urban farmer vibe and garden veggies. You'll have a hard time deciding among the tuna nicoise, grilled chicken cobb, chipotle barbecue chicken with cilantro lime dressing or the happy vegan (farro wheat, cranberries, hazelnuts, tabbouleh). Homemade dressings (sherry vinaigrette) illuminate the pleasure.
2400 Historic Decatur Rd.; 619-226-6254
Photo Courtesy of Searsucker
Go For Mojitos: Sip San Diego's Finest Here
Mar 24th 2011 5:00PM / by Nanette Wiser

The mojito, a clever Cuban libation made with muddled mint, lime and rum, has been displacing designer martinis all over San Diego. The city's mixologists are melding fresh ingredients (Grant Grill's lemony mint) and top-shelf rums to create cocktails that are lightly sweet and oh so heady. Here are four San Diego establishments that are serving delicious twists on the mojito.
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Roppongi: This elegant La Jolla Asian fusion restaurant sports crafted small plates and a stylish crowd who can appreciate Roppongi's ginger mojito (Montecristo rum, ginger elixir, fresh mint and club soda), perfect to sip on while lounging next to the outdoor fire pit.
875 Prospect St., La Jolla; 858-551-5252

Table 509 and Level 9 Rooftop Bar: Cocktails made with fresh herbs grown in Hotel Indigo's eco-garden, small-plate seasonal menu and savoring a cocktail around the rooftop fire pit make the world-class mojitos (strawberry, pineapple) and tapas here even tastier. Downstairs, the elegant water wall tinkles while the bartender muddles your mint.
Hotel Indigo, 509 9th Ave.; 619-727-4000

Veranda Fireside Lounge & Restaurant: Veranda brings the garden to the cocktail with its infused rosemary mojito (Cruzan light rum, rock candy syrup, mint sprigs, rosemary) and heavenly lavender cucumber mojito (Bacardi light rum, rock candy syrup, mint sprigs, fresh lavender, sliced cucumber). Matched with seared spiced ahi and the lush view, you'll feel the tropical heat.
Rancho Bernardo Inn & Golf Resort, 17550 Bernardo Oaks Dr., Rancho Bernardo; 858-675-8555 

Whisknladle: Everything old is new again in this ode to Whisknladle's classic cocktail menu. The pomegranate mojito promotes health (acai, basil, lemon, tonic). Chef Ryan Johnston's new supper club prix fixe menu also debuts on the last Tuesday of every month in the private dining room.
1044 Wall St., La Jolla; 858-551-7575
Photo Courtesy of Roppongi
Grant Grill Chef: Eat Wild Greens & Drink Flowers
Mar 23rd 2011 4:00PM / by Nanette Wiser

For earthy Grant Grill Chef Chris Kurth, his 12-year journey down the "less is more" culinary path tastes of brilliance. Kurth injects creativity into his seasonal menus featuring the freshest local California produce, seafood, sustainable meats and artful arrangements. Gleaning inspiration from New Mexico, Las Vegas and San Diego kitchens (The Lodge at Torrey Pines, L'Auberge Resort and Spa, the Hotel Del Coronado) the venerable Grant Grill's gastro and decor is a haven of cosmopolitan sophistication. Here, Chef Kurth tells us about what's new at the restaurant and where in San Diego he likes to go when he's not there.
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What's happening in the restaurant?
The glamorous 1950s date night has been revived with San Diego's original speakeasy, Grant Grill's Saturday Night Supper Club, combining decadent cuisine, swinging grooves of a live local jazz band and creatively classic house-infused cocktails by mixologist Jeff Josenhans, such as the Privee Cocktail (Massenez ginger liqueur, passion fruit juice and Moet Chandon).

What are your favorite menu items?
In addition to our famous mock turtle soup, I suggest starting with the Dungeness crab risotto and chanterelle mushroom custard, then moving on to the Shetland Island salmon (horseradish potatoes, fried basil) or Niman Ranch pork cheeks (citrus ricotta) with a side of roasted vegetables or duck confit potatoes.

What are your favorite hangouts?
I love any and all ethnic food, especially anything that has some degree of a craft behind it or is homemade, such as charcuterie, IPAs, even bourbon. I love Wa Dining Okan's savory egg omelet, salmon rice ball and pudding with black honey and the pho at Saigon. At Tacos el Gordo, I enjoy the tacos al pastor, and everything at The Sausage King, especially the black forest ham. Let's not forget about the Bind Lady Ale House's specialty pizzas and everything at Quality Social.

What inspires your cooking?
Talking to good friends about food or by just taking a good look around me, especially at other cities such as Portland, San Francisco, Seattle, as well as the cuisines of Japan and Spain. As for chefs, Michel Bras' cookbook is my favorite.

What San Diego culinary trends do you see?
More people are beginning to look for locally grown wild ingredients, utilizing what's actually in our backyard.

What's next for Grant Grill?
I am currently sourcing out San Diego's wild greens and veggies to use on the menu and working on a Flowers Mixology tasting dinner in April, as well as upscale cocktails made with house-infused floral flavors (calendula, lilac, dandelion and hibiscus) . On April 15, the seasonal flower cocktails ($12) will be $4.15, celebrating the end of tax season.

Grant Grill, U.S. Grant Hotel, 326 Broadway; 619-744-2077

Quick Guide to Chris Kurth's Faves:

Blind Lady Ale House, 3416 Adams Ave.; 619-255-2491

Quality Social, 789 Sixth Ave.; 619-501-7675

Sausage King, 811 W. Washington St.; 619-297-4301

Saigon on Fifth, 3900 Fifth Ave.; 619-220-8828

Tacos el Gordo, 711 Oliver St., Pacific Beach; 858-272-9133

Wa Dining Okan, 3860 Convoy St., Kearny Mesa; 858-279-0941 

Photo Courtesy of The Grant Grill
Eat Your Winnings: Casino Restaurants Near San Diego
Mar 22nd 2011 12:00PM / by Nanette Wiser

Whether you're catching a concert, playing poker or hitting the slots, don't miss the action at San Diego's casino restaurants. Serving up everything from steaks to sushi, you'll find noodle houses, all-you-can-eat traditional Vegas buffets, Italian bistros, handcrafted gelato and homemade desserts. Lady Luck smiles on full bellies, so eat well and prosper.
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Barona Valley Ranch Casino: Barona offers you the choice of elegant steakhouse, Italian cucina and more. Wood-fired pizzas and Chianti-braised short ribs vye for your vote with the buffet (seafood, Mexican, Chinese, Dim Sum, Mongolian, BBQ and more) and The Plaza (seafood and signature open-faced skirt steak sandwich topped with carmelized onions and fontina cheese). The newest option, El Rancho Grande, features Yucatan grilled shrimp chopped salad on its regional Mexican menu.
1932 Wildcat Canyon Rd., Lakeside; 619-938-6000

Pala Casino Spa Resort: With 10 fabulous restaurants, this stunning retreat set in the moonscape valley is a fab midweek hideaway. After your massage, indulge in The Oak Room's world-class steakhouse, graze the antipasti bar at Mama's Cucina, sample authentic Asian cuisine (Vietnamese, Thai) at Noodles, munch a rainbow roll at Sushi Sake, or go hog wild at The Buffet's seasonal dishes.
11154 Highway 76, Pala; 760-510-5100

Harrah's Rincon Hotel & Casino: Harrah's gives Pala a run for its money with nine restaurants to choose from: iconic Pink's Hollywood hot dogs, fine wine and dining (Fiore, Oyster) and casual eateries (Cafe, Club Cappucino, Fortunes, Buffet). Discover fresh tortillas and street tacos, smoked meats, savory seafood and more.
777 Harrah's Rincon Way, Valley Center; 760-751-3100

Sycuan Casino: Wachenga's serves up an eclectic ethnic menu, including Italian, Mexican, meat (Wednesday's steak and lobster special rules), seafood and burgers. If you're in a hurry, Oasis buffet's prime rib, peel 'n' eat shrimp and international stations will satisfy before you scratch your gambling itch.
5469 Casino Way, El Cajon; 619-445-6002

Viejas Casino: Before dancing the night away in the V Lounge disco, dine on Grove Steakhouse's chops, seafood and charbroiled steaks or Emerald Asian Cuisine's Chinese and Vietnamese dishes(pho, banh mi, kung pao chicken). The Harvest Buffet offers prime rib, shrimp, pasta, Mexican and Chinese fare.
5000 Willow Rd., Alpine; 800-847-6537
Photo Courtesy of Sycuan Casino
Local Steakhouses, Not Franchises: Eat Steak Here
Mar 18th 2011 3:00PM / by Nanette Wiser

Temples of meat include Fleming's, Morton's, Ruth's Chris, McCormick and Schmick's, but in San Diego, when you crave a casual, flavorful, non-chain-chophouse steak, follow the cowboys.
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Cowboy Star Restaurant and Butcher Shop: Wrangle a date who enjoys cowboy music, rawhide seats, fireplace and oversized leather booths. This steakhouse/saloon's innovative twist on classic prime cuts wow the tastebuds, especially the Cattleman's rib chop, Greater Omaha bone-in strip, Nebraska ribeye steak and Idaho wagyu skirt steak. The buttermilk fried sweetbreads with savory green apple slaw, heirloom beet salad and roasted bone marrow side merit applause.
640 10th Ave.; 619-450-5880

Bully's East: Red Naugahyde booths, Hawaiian-shirt garbed OMBAC members and an SRO crowd flock to Bully's East for prime rib, burgers, and mid-western corn-fed, aged filet mignon, New York and Porterhouse steaks so flavorful that you'll want to meet the cow. Best starters include crab-stuffed mushrooms with smoked cheddar cheese sauce and blue crab cakes with spicy Cajun remoulade.
2401 Camino del Rio S.; 619-291-2665

Saska's: Dated decor, more of the ubiquitous red booths, a vociferous bar, an awesome surf 'n' turf (surf is either lobster or sushi) and a killer late-night menu all adds to the charm of Saska's. Valet-park your car, then dive into Roquefort filet mignon, teriyaki steak or crab meat-topped charbroiled filet layered on a toasted sourdough square and Bearnaise sauce. You should start with sauteed mushrooms, King Kong-sized onion rings or French onion soup.
3768 Mission Blvd.; 858-488-7311

The Steakhouse at Azul: Featuring 100 percent USDA prime steaks (New York Strip, filet mignon, ribeye, porterhouse), Kobe-style Wagyu beef and a panoramic La Jolla Cove view, the romantic Steakhouse at Azul provides top-shelf service and extraordinary boutique wines. While outstanding, skip the Bearnaise, and order these taster sauces: sherry mushroom, three peppercorn cognac, port-glazed shallot or roasted garlic and white truffle cream.
1250 Prospect St., La Jolla; 858-454-9616
Mashed, Baked, Fried: Hot Potato Dishes to Eat Now
Mar 4th 2011 1:00PM / by Nanette Wiser

Imagine the perfect three-course dinner of potatoes: Heirloom potatoes, like Yukon gold or fingerling, mashed with garlic, blue cheese or horseradish creme fraiche, followed by thin-but-not-too-thin sweet potato fries and, finally, a perfectly crispy potato hash. The French have long celebrated pommes frites (and Vagabond tosses theirs in herbes de Provence or truffle oil!). The following six San Diego restaurants are serving up sensational spuds worth mentioning, and most importantly, worth eating.
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Bankers Hill Bar Restaurant: The star of Terryl Gavre's casual comfort food could easily be the truffled-aioli-parmesan-dusted French fries and comforting twice-baked potatoes paired with the spice-rubbed New York strip steak.
2202 4th Ave.; 619-231-0222
Cucina Urbana: Organic and exquisitely prepared vegetables à la Alice Waters inspire multiple visits to Cucina Urbana, especially for the truffle parmesan fries, mini rosemary-potato focaccia loaf with sun-dried tomato pesto, plus the artichoke-mashed-potato puree served with the grilled flat-iron steak.
505 Laurel St.; 619-239-2222

The Glass Door Restaurant: Duck entrees are all the rage, and the Glass Door's duck fries of confit Parmesan and herbs is a tantalizing tapas. The Parmesan potato puree that accompanies the mustard-crusted lamb tantalizes rather nicely, too.
Portofino Vista Hotel, 1835 Columbia St.; 619-544-0164

Neighborhood: Sample comfort apps and sides at Neighborhood, especially the Idaho potato fries with a garlic-herb mayo dip or peppered sweet potato fries with malt mignonette and cotija cheese crumbles.
777 G St.; 619-446-0002

Small Bar: You'll want to share Small Bar's diced tri-color tater tots that are served with a side of lemongrass aioli and beer cheese sauce for dipping.
4628 Park Blvd.; 619-795-7998

Urbn: Try my favorite pie of the moment at Urbn, a pizza topped with mashed potato, fresh mozarella and pancetta. (I like to precede it with the port-poached fig and artisan green salad with white balsamic glaze.)
3085 University; 619-255-7300
Photo Courtesy of Gudlyf, Flickr
Craft & Commerce's Chef: "You Are How You Eat"
Feb 24th 2011 4:00PM / by Nanette Wiser

Craft & Commerce's simple modern American cuisine, flavored with regional ingredients handpicked by San Diego native Chef Craig Jimenez, wows the tastebuds. After graduating the Art Institute of California with a culinary degree, he mastered his titillating fresh pasta, Italian and French cooking techniques, then won an intense team competition leading to a gig with master chefs John Miller and Tina Luu. Harmonious flavors are his calling card, expressed best at his foodie havens: Guild Restaurant & Lounge, Firefly, Neighborhood and since August 2010, Craft & Commerce. Chef Jimenez shares with us his favorite dishes, sources of inspiration, and what in his fridge he can't live without.
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What are your signature dishes and mission?
I love our fried chicken with buttermilk slaw and garlicky green beans, heritage burger with red onion confit and malt aioli and habanero, and uni butter mussels served with seasoned fries. I'm passionate about quality and freshness, and I believe you are what you eat and how you eat.

What's trendy on San Diego's culinary scene? 
Heritage pork, simple fare, good price value meals and an explosion of fun, creative venues.

Where do you dine and shop?
I like to eat at Market, Yakitori Yakyudori and Sushi OTA, and drink at El Dorado, El Camino and Noble Experiment. For product, I like Suzie's, Specialty Produce, Venissimo Cheese and Little Italy Mercato.

Where do you get your inspirations?
All facets of life, from architecture and cookbooks (Andrea Nguyen's Vietnamese Kitchen) to nature and farmers markets, especially cultural culinary practices and how we eat. When I travel, I discover all kinds of new dishes in my three favorites, San Francisco, New Orleans and New York.

What do you cook at home and what's in your fridge that you can't live without?
I like to cook smoked brisket, grill rib eyes or whip up a whole fish and ceviche. I make a lot of Filipino food. My staples include sriracha sauce, pork belly, guisado bagoong, kimchi, eggs, plus great beers and white wines.

If you weren't a chef, what would you be and what's on your bucket list?
I'd be a marine biologist. I'd still like to compete in an "American Ninja" warrior challenge and catch and release a marlin.

Craft & Commerce, 675 W. Beech St.; 619-269-2202

Quick Guide to Chef Jimenez's Faves:

El Dorado Cocktail Lounge, 1030 Broadway, Downtown; 619-237-0550

El Camino, 2400 India St., Middletown; 619-685-3881

Market, 3702 Via de la Valle, Del Mar; 858-523-0007

Noble Experiment, 777 G St.; 619-888-4713

Sushi Ota, 4529 Mission Bay Dr., Pacific Beach; 858-270-5670

Yakitori Yakyudori, 3739 6th Ave., Hillcrest; 619-692-4189
Photo Courtesy of Craft & Commerce
Love Bites: What Aphrodisiacs to Eat to Make Love Tonight
Feb 14th 2011 12:00PM / by Nanette Wiser

Looking for Love Potion #9? Feed your Valentine legendary ingredients purported to incite lust and inspire a frisky night after you've painted the town red (or pink). Consider the folktales: Aztecs ruler Montezuma drank chocolate before satisfying his harem while Greek goddess of love, Aphrodite, rose from the sea in an oyster shell. Athenian lovers drank honey to sweeten their interludes, hence ... honeymoon? Sip and nibble aphrodisiac delights at these romantic restaurants:
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El Bizcocho: Four-course Valentine's meal kicks off with oyster shooters with yuzu mignonette and another aphrodisiac, avocado (in the white asparagus soup), derived from the Aztec word "ahuacuatl" or testicle tree. For dessert, $75 per person will get you a choice of red velvet Valrhona chocolate or rose-infused ganache with white chocolate cream.
Rancho Bernardo Inn, 17550 Bernardo Oaks Dr., Rancho Bernardo; 858-675-8550

The Glass Door Restaurant: Love tapas and bay views? Chef Brent Calley's smoked salmon flatbread and duck fries rock, but on Valentine's Day, he steps it up with hand-shucked oysters and chocolate ménage a trois washed down with Piper Sonoma. A three- course meal tonight will cost $120 per person.
Porto Vista Hotel, 1835 Columbia St., Little Italy; 619-544-0164
Mille Fleurs: The aphrodisiacal menu features hot and cold asparagus with blood orange hollandaise, pan-roasted chilies with avocado, and mousse au chocolate topped with sautéed bananas and Meyer's rum sauce. An Islamic tale says banana leaves hid Adam and Eve's naughty bits, and what man hasn't swooned seeing his Cupid delight in a banana?
6009 Paseo Delicias, Rancho Santa Fe; 858-755-3085
Terra: Honey miso dressing drizzled over beets, greens, goat cheese, toasted hazelnuts and shave asparagus and bubbly kick off the $59 per person four-course meal, topped off by dark chocolate mousse clouds with raspberry bursts. Best of show entree is the filet mignon and vanilla butter-poached lobster tail.
3900 Vermont St., Hillcrest; 619-293-7088
Photo Courtesy of Mille Fleurs
Analog Chef Talks Tater Tots and Twinkie Tiramisu
Feb 11th 2011 12:00PM / by Nanette Wiser

Analog chef Mia Alio's comfort cuisine is both charming and whimsical -- Twinkie tiramisu, anyone? After multiple stints whisking away with San Diego's best chefs, the 33-year-old original SoCal girl landed the head chef position at hip Analog restaurant and nightclub. An avid runner and biker of Ocean Beach, Alio is also a music aficionado, calling Analog's Saturday Super Karaoke night an opportunity for diners to free their inner rock star (with backing by a live band!). Here, Alio discusses nacho-style tater tots, her disdain for truffles and her secret bucket list.
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What's the idea behind the menu at Analog?
Honest, retro-style comfort food, the kind you ate growing up and cafeteria favorites made exceptional by cooking with the best ingredients. It's new twists on favorites, such as lobster corn dog minis with yummy lemon tartar sauce and gourmet tater tots done nacho style with chilaquile sauce.

What's fun at Analog right now?
Meatloaf sliders, chicken cordon bleu and all of our salads, especially our chicken salad with dates and curry, or crab salad lettuce cups with mango and tamarind. We're very casual, from the masking tape prices on the bar bottles to the walk-up burger bar. And you can't beat our Twinkie tiramisu. We have happy hour from 4-7 daily and all day Sunday, and really strong drinks.

Where do you get your inspiration?
I get my inspiration from reading (Thomas Keller's Ad Hoc, Michael Symon's Live To Cook), eating out, talking with friends and family about their last great meal eaten and traveling to any city in Italy, L.A. or San Francisco.

What vendors and foodie havens do you count on?
Specialty Produce, Central Meats, Chef's Warehouse, Chino Farms, to name a few.

Where do you go on your night off?
For the food and wine, Pomodoro's, 3rd Corner and my kitchen at home -- it's never expensive and I'm always satisfied. I like live music and local bands, so I enjoy the Harp, Livewire and the Casbah.

What do you cook at home for friends?
Tri-tip, roasted chicken, pasta, cheese and meat boards, barbecue, hamburgers, french fries -- you name it, we make it! I love entertaining and cooking at home.

What's in your fridge that you can't live without?
I've always got ice cream in my freezer.

What's hip, what's not on San Diego's culinary scene?
Gourmet lunch trucks are all the rage, and I'm glad to see anything with truffles fade into obscurity.

If you weren't a chef, what would you be?
A radio or TV host.

What's on your bucket list?
Eat at French Laundry, write a cookbook. Travel to Spain, Italy (again), Japan and Guam. Have a family and a home -- there's soooo much I still wanna do. I'm still young, I'll get there.

Analog Bar, 801 5th Ave.; 619-233-1183


Quick Guide to Mia Alio's Faves:

Pomodoro Ristorante Italiano, 2833 Avenida de Portugal, Point Loma; 619-523-1301

3rd Corner, 2265 Bacon St., Ocean Beach; 619-233-2700

The Harp, 4935 Newport Ave., Ocean Beach; 619-222-0168

Livewire, 2103 El Cajon Blvd., North Park; 619-291-7450

The Casbah, 2501 Kettner St., Little Italy; 619-232-HELL
Photo Courtesy of Analog
Love in Bloom: Where to Buy Flowers for Your Valentine
Feb 8th 2011 12:39PM / by Nanette Wiser

Soulfully sweet, flowers are the perfect Valentine's gift no matter how long you've been dating. Short-term romance? Reject roses for tropical flowers or spring bouquets in pink or lilac. Red hot passions deserve long-stem roses or creative designs such as these.
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Adelaide's: This classic La Jolla florist is known for its unique blooms and art-inspired designs. "Island Romance" whisks your Valentine to a tropical island of South Pacific blooms, arranged in a silvery metallic vase. My favorite? A trio of glass cubes, each filled with red or hot pink gerberas, roses and tulips, set into a whitewashed wooden trough. Tres chic.
7766 Girard Ave., La Jolla; 858-454-0146

Trader Joe's: Penny-pinching Cupids can get creative here. Fill a basket with a dozen pink tulips, rose champagne, dark truffles and a homemade card promising "true love begins with two lips (tu-lips) together." Aww, shucks -- and it's under $20.
Check website for locations (PacificBeach, Point Loma, Hillcrest and more)

San Diego Rose Company: Other than the swap meet, nobody offers better prices on roses with robust choice of color, hand-arranged by designers, and for $59.95, accompanied by chocolate-dipped strawberries. Prices may rise as the holiday approaches, so order and pay for yours now. Starbursts of Peruvian lilies are another stellar selection.
3517 Del Rey St., Ste. 109; 858-273-5902

Windy's Flowers: After a trip to Windy's, you can give her your heart made from red carnations nestled in a cloud of baby's breath and ferns and presented in a tall red vase adorned with a pretty satin ribbon. Give him a hug of red spray roses, carnations and gypsophila accented with greenery, set in a lidded Hershey's Hugs candy ceramic dish. Lavender roses signify love at first sight, and their exotic bouquet scented with eucalyptus greens says it all.
4223 Genesee Ave., Clairemont; 858-279-5963
Photo Courtesy of Adelaide's
That's Amore: Get the Best Gelato Scoops in S.D.
Feb 7th 2011 1:20PM / by Nanette Wiser

Want a taste of Amalfi? One dessert says amore: creamy, tongue-titillating gelato. Sometimes two gelatos are better than one, banana split-style (chocolate with banana walnut) or with an alcoholic kick (peach champagne, Merlot). International flavors are all the rage now, so you can splurge on Mexican (dulce de leche), Asian (green tea) or go all-American with cake batter or peanut butter cup. Here's where to get the best scoops:
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Caffe Italia: In addition to being the best Sunday brunch waffle bar, this cappuccino king inside the kitschy La Pensione hotel is dog-friendly and offers free Wi-Fi. Spoon up sensational gelatos exploding with flavors, especially spumoni, espresso bean, pistachio and a brownie-caramel concoction that will make you swoon.
1704 India St.; 619-234-6767

Cafe Zucchero: A little bit of Sicily from the Busalacchi family, visit one of their seven trattorias, featuring the marzipan floral sponge cassata. Get a dose of Zen on the patio by the fountain with their homemade gelato (amaretto, pistachio, nougat, strawberry, eggnog or limone) after a passionate panini or pizza.
1731 India St.; 619-531-1731

Chocolat Cremerie: From Mama Luisa's crepes to the gelatos made daily, it's an oasis of exotic flavors in the heart of the Gaslamp. Discover flavors like spicy cayenne, orange chocolate, vanilla rum brittle, amaretto, apple cinnamon, Oreos and cream and cinnamon coconut. It's best topped with fresh whipped cream -- calories be damned.
509 5th Ave.; 619-238-9400

Gelato Vero Caffe: After a late-night comedy show next door or for breakfast, this hole in the wall caffeine joint dishes out scoops of scrumptious mango, Mexican chocolate, Nutella and pistachio gelatos served in environmentally-friendly cups. Despite skimpy parking, the cafe offers free Wi-Fi and great people-watching from the second floor overlooking I-5. It's a home away from home for artists and hipsters.
3753 India St.; 619-295-9269

Paciugo Italian Gelato: It boasts a robust menu of milk-, water- and soy-based gelatos with the most unusual selections: florals (blueberry lavender or rose chocolate chip), spicy (black pepper olive oil), fruity (banana biscotti, herbal coconut basil), Japanese (green tea cheesecake or chocolate chip) and my favorite, chocolate black cherry swirl. For a little romance at home, get the Hunka Hunka Burnin' Chocolate to go.
3030 Plaza Bonita, National City; 619-475-8200
Photo Courtesy of Caffe Italia
Bling, Bling: Unique Jewelry for Your Valentine
Feb 5th 2011 12:00PM / by Nanette Wiser

For Valentine's Day, give a man a watch (Nautica, Tag Heuer, Fossil) and he might give you the time of day and plan a Friday night date in advance. Maybe. Shower a woman with a Tiffany key or Elsa Peretti heart, and she'll never let you go. Not everyone can afford chocolate diamonds at Neiman's. Be creative and shop antiques shops for costume jewelery, Leo Hamel's for estate bling or museum stores (MCASD, Mingei) for unforgettable designs that sing XOXO.
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Belloccio: Architectural designs, sterling silver and Cirello stainless steel jewelry inspired by sacred geometry, perfect for the casual socialite. Bonus buy: sensational Cosabella lingerie will heat up the night.
1219 Camino Del Mar, Del Mar; 858-259-8636

FeeLit: Is your lovey an art, music and theater fiend? Find eclectic jewelry at this hip vinyl record, apparel and gift shop featuring local-artist-designed, one-of-a-kind jewelry and couture to match from Amber Rae Designs, Chi Stylezs, Fortune 421, Goorin Bros. Hatmakers, Grammatique, Inpeleto, Jungmaven, miles to go, Obey, Om Apparel, ropeadope, Sedgwick & Cedar, Splaff, Stiska, Threyda and Ubiquity Apparel.
909 E St.; 707-733-3548

Noon Designs: Is she your sun and moon? Celebrate her Mother Nature soul with these fabulous sterling silver earrings made from semi-precious stones and/or exotic organic materials. Especially lovely: the turquoise teardrops and graceful leaf drop earrings.
349 S. Hwy. 101, Solana Beach; 858-436-7108

SoLo: This collective of eight talented designers offers an eclectic mix of vintage and contemporary jewelry as well as architectural gifts, objets d'art and fab furnishings. Explore every corner for amazing collections of antique and modern jewelry, from modern and industrial to vintage and girly girly.
309 S. Cedros Ave., Solana Beach; 858-794-9016 

Photo Courtesy of SoLo
Where to Get Your Last-Minute Super Bowl Grub
Feb 4th 2011 5:12PM / by Nanette Wiser

Super Bowl Sunday is two days away, and of course, you haven't figured out party food yet. Not a problem -- from barbecue to crab salad to "frings," we offer the four best do-it-now takeout solutions.
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Hodad's: Perfect for a retro party (pictured at right), especially if you whip up green milk shakes and serve "frings" (french fry onion rings) and cheeseburgers, mini or oversize. Ask for the lettuce, tomato, pickles and onions served on the side, and sizzle up some bacon for the fixings table at home (plus banana peppers, flavored mayos and mustards, ketchup).
5010 Newport Ave., Ocean Beach; 619-224-4623

Bronx Pizza: Iconic pies, so succulent and authentic. Swoon over the white pie (mozzarella, ricotta, garlic and Parmesan), the deluxe (pepperoni, sausage, green peppers, black olives), tomato garlic, pesto, spinach or artichoke, Eight people per pie -- it's that easy. Don't even think about asking for California-fancy chicken or Hawaiian-goofy ham and pineapple. Cash only.
111 Washington St., Mission Hills; 619-291-3341

Phil's BBQ: Those Cheesehead fans love their brats and ribs, so pick up slabs of ribs slathered in tangy barbecue sauce, plus coleslaw, macaroni salad, fries and delectably-battered onion rings. Celebrate Green Bay by serving pommes frites in Tostito cheese sauce.
3750 Sports Arena Blvd., Point Loma; 619-800-2908

Point Loma Seafood: Warm up the crockpots for Point Loma Seafood's succulent red and white chowders served with warm San Francisco sourdough bread. San Diego traditionalists stock up on smoked fish for nibbling on crackers with hot sauce; add this to Neptune's buffet of sushi, herring, crab salad, ceviche and poached salmon. It's always a madhouse -- order now!
2805 Emerson St., Point Loma; 619-223-1109
Photo Courtesy of Hodad's
Eat the Wackiest Wings For Super Bowl Sunday
Feb 3rd 2011 5:00PM / by Nanette Wiser

Whether you throw a Super Bowl bash at home or park it at a local bar, chicken wings are the Switzerland of appetizers. Everyone loves drums and flats, but prepare to wrestle over how to cook them: naked or not, sauced and tossed? As for sauce, it's not just Buffalo-spicy, mild to inferno, anymore -- San Diego's wings sport wild-child flavors like teriyaki, garlic Parmesan, Hawaiian savory, hickory-smoked BBQ, lemon pepper, Cajun and more. Hooters notwithstanding, here where you can find some of our favorite cluckers. 
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Dirty Birds: Juicy, tender wings crisped perfectly on the outside, the yummiest of which include dirty ranch, buffalo, maple chipotle, Hawaiian, taco, lemon pepper and devilishly hot habanero. Wings are served with a side of chunky blue cheese dressing upon request. The Pacific Beach wing spot has a small beer list, too. You may want to ride your bike or get 'em to go -- parking is tough.
4656 Mission Blvd.; 858-274-2473

Olde City Grill: Pub-style gargantuan wings go from "Ridonkulously" hot to BBQ, Parmesan garlic, teriyaki, spicy garlic, tangy chipotle or old-fashioned Buffalo. A favorite among surfers, the Grill also features a small outdoor patio and icy beers.
967 Garnet Ave.; 858-483-4614

New York Buffalo Wings: Just the right amount of zesty flavor pays homage to authentic, spicy-hot style. Wings are even tastier when you order the chipotle chicken fries to go.
263 E. Orange Ave., Chula Vista; 619-423-9464
Wings N Things: Buckets of Buffalo-style wings, celery, carrots, breadsticks and dip make this the easiest way to celebrate football Sunday.
6717 El Cajon Blvd., La Mesa; 619-462-9464
3904 Convoy St., Suite 100, Clairemont Mesa; 858-576-2526
3445 Midway Dr., Point Loma; 619-226-0185

WingStop: Never breaded, flavorful meat is done in nine flavors, including hickory smoked BBQ, lemon pepper, garlic Parmesan, Hawaiian, teriyaki and Cajun, available in family wing packs, party platters, combo meals, boneless as well.
1550 E. H St., Chula Vista; 619-482-2123
3365 Rosecrans St., Point Loma; 619-523-9464
Photo Courtesy of WingStop
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Dinner With a Side of Showgirls, Mafia and Murder
Jan 27th 2011 5:00PM / by Nanette Wiser

At a cleverly themed eatery, dining out is more reminiscent of a movie set than a restaurant. Beyond Sea World's themed gastro destinations, sample five other playfully themed restaurants in San Diego -- and don't forget to dress the part when you dine there.
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Buca di Beppo: The Rat Pack thrive here -- Dean Martin crooning in the background, heaping family-style dishes and campy Jersey Italian '50s decor reign, including a private dining booth with a Pope's head spinning as a centerpiece. Order a pitcher of sangria or lemon basil mojito and share plates of chicken carbonara, Chianti-braised short ribs, stuffed shells and Old World broccoli Romano.
705 6th Ave.; 619-233-7272
10749 Westview Pkwy., Mira Mesa; 858-536-2822
1921 Calle Barcelona, Carlsbad; 760-479-2533

The Godfather Restaurant: Tony Soprano lurks in this fancy shmancy but casual Italian restaurant, complete with banquet room. Having celebrated its 35th anniversary in 2009 makes this family favorite the real deal, complete with favorite mafia movie celebrity photos (Marlon Brando's on the website) and authentic cuisine, especially the cuori di carcioifi (seasoned fried artichoke hearts baked in lemon, garlic, capers and Parmesan), the spaghetti carbonara, linguine alle vongole and eight cannelloni stuffed best with fresh chicken livers and mushrooms or with marsala veal medallions.
7878 Clairemont Mesa Blvd., Kearny Mesa; 858-560-1747

Kansas City Barbecue: Smoking-hot horseradish pickles, lip-smacking pulled pork, pulled links or brisket and "Top Gun" memorabilia star here, a downtown original near the original cop shop pre-Seaport Village (the tailor next door specialized in removing bloodstains long ago). Tom Cruise's Maverick jukebox scene was filmed here and despite the 2008 fire, Martin and K.C. fans restocked the walls with Navy hats from all the ships, global license plates, Kansas sports memorabilia, the "Top Gun" piano and K.C. the pig mascot, now dubbed Smokey the Pig.
610 W. Market St.; 619-231-9680

The Marble Room: Before the movie "Burlesque" premiered, locals flocked to this bawdy venue festooned with costumed servers, boa-clad shimmying dancers and funky bordello decor (think red and paintings of naked ladies). Enjoy outlandish California cuisine, blue-plate specials, jazzy Jezebel Missy Anderson for blues Thursday, the Dime Store Band Friday and erotic era-themed cocktails (working girl's martini: Absolut Mandarin, Apple Pucker, Cranberry soda).
535 Fifth Ave.; 619-702-5595

Mystery Café Dinner Theater: Whodunnit? You won't know until dessert. One of San Diego's favorite interactive experiences for more than 20 years is full of giggles, four-course fun and a chance to be, rather than eat, a ham. Moll and gangster attire recommended, "Bonnie and Clyde" style.
505 Kalmia St., Hillcrest; 619-460-2200
Photo Courtesy of claytron, Flickr
Eat at Sbicca: Let Chef Bryan Graham Comfort You
Jan 18th 2011 6:40PM / by Nanette Wiser

Born, bred and having gracefully cooked in New England, you'd think that chef Bryan Graham would've clam-chowda-ed the entire menu at Sbicca Bistro. Instead, Graham has embraced the ingredients of Southern California and is producing Del Mar's finest bistro fare at Sbicca. His culinary resume reaches Martha's Vineyard's prestigious Black Dog Tavern to the exclusive Telluride's Excelsior Café, but finally trading ski for surf in 2008, Graham took the executive helm in January 2010 -- and the appetites in Del Mar couldn't be more thankful.

What's Sbicca's menu all about?

We strive for a locals-friendly bistro atmosphere, where you can dine daily and sample something new. I use minimal ingredients in our dishes to focus on the quality of each product, hormone-free meats, fish and seasonal organic produce. You see this in my grilled vegetable stack (squash, asparagus, roasted red pepper, spinach), salmon and brie bruschetta, pear arugula salad with salted almonds and pan-seared New Bedford sea scallops in a lemongrass vinaigrette with green pea parmesan risotto.

What are your favorite dishes?
I enjoy our house-made raviolis filled with shrimp, asparagus, and mascarpone cheese in a lemon basil buree blanc, a very light but filling dish. My other choice would be the red wine-braised beef short ribs, served with a thyme demi-glace, horseradish cream and mashed potatoes -- very comforting.

Where do you go for inspiration?
My vendors, Specialty Produce and Little Italy's Mercato farmers market, cookbooks by Thomas Keller and Mario Batali, and when I travel, the food scene in New York City where I eat all day and night for research.

Where do you like to dine around town?
Brunch at 1540, especially the corn beef hash, Shimbashi Izakaya for the fresh fish and sushi chef personalities and the cassoulet with every kind of meat at Flavor Del Mar.

What do you cook for friends at home?
Comfort foods like roasted chickens, meatballs and barbecue dishes.

What's in your refrigerator that you can't live without?
I love salted Europe butter.

What foodie trends are you glad to see go?
The no-wheat no-dairy diet. I support it for those who have medical reasons, but too many do it because it's the thing to do.

What's on your bucket list? 
Journey the world on a year-long food and wine tour at my own pace, going wherever I wanted to at anytime.

Quick Guide to Bryan Graham's Faves
Flavor Del Mar, 1555 Camino del Mar, Del Mar; 858-755-3663

Kitchen 1540, 1540 Camino del Mar, Del Mar; 858-793-6560

Shimbashi Izakaya, 1555 Camino del Mar, Del Mar; 858-523-0479
Photo courtesy of Sbicca
Lounge Lizards Love VIP Hot Spots
Jan 8th 2011 8:30AM / by Nanette Wiser

Bottle clubs and Vegas-style lounges abound where you can get your freak on, rubbing elbows with Hollywood hoi polloi and local hotties who may be your next Cupid crush. E-mail or call ahead to reserve bottle service, a VIP package or access to the private lounges. Dress down or up with style.[image: image23.jpg].! Wmn
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Ivy Nightclub At Andaz: The W started the aerie rage, but Ivy's poolside hullabaloo one-ups it with celebrity guest DJs, Lipstik Inc. go-go dancers (who for a price will wiggle tableside or pull you on the stage), an 88-bottle wine bar and VIP bottle service. Elevate your party posse to "The Sure Thing": a champagne toast, one premium liquor with mixers, a hotel room and an intimacy kit if you dare. Weekday happy hour from 5pm to 8pm features $5 Grey Goose or five tastes for $5 wines.
600 F St., Downtown; 619-814-2055

Eden San Diego: Drink, CrEATion, Dance: In October, DJ entrepreneur David Laurent (Side Bar) and chef Scotty Wagner's new love child started serving global fare and a bodacious brunch in advance of the club's updo. After the Tuesday, January 11 grand opening with The Perry Twins, the eclectic entertainment complex "will serve as San Diego's foremost gay and lesbian venue," says nightlife manager Michael Mack. It features bottle service, an expanded dance floor, pulsating light and sound shows, and plush seating. 
1202 University Ave., Hillcrest; 619-236-3336

FleetWood: This relaxing bar, restaurant and lounge features contemporary décor, an outdoor patio, wireless access, leather couches, oversized TVs (nine 50-inch screens and two 10-foot screens) and laid-back chic where you can sip champagne and brunch on the same couch where you necked till 2am. By night, the sports den converts to an underground, San Francisco-style lounge with sick DJs, cool crowds, bottle service and chef Mark Bolton's comforting American dishes on the late night menu (bacon-wrapped meatloaf, beer-battered prawns).
639 J St., Downtown; 619-702-7700

Hard Rock Hotel: Heaven and hell, both under one roof. Upstairs, the angels boogie under the stars at Float's rooftop poolside lounge with a private VIP cabana complete with flat-screen TV and mini-bar, or hang-out on the sectional seating and opium beds flanking the fire pit. Downstairs at 207, little devils scramble for action in a black leather bar studded with white crocodile bar stools and crystal chandeliers, heated up Thursdays to Saturdays by local spin doctors' pulsing beats.
207 5th Ave., Downtown; 619-764-6926

Fluxx: The ultimate Vegas experience, this 11,000-square-foot nightclub caters to stylish clientele (hosting A-list celebs like Usher and Snoop Dogg) and features partymeister Sid Vicious Saturday, vibrant color, eye-popping cocktails, a pulsating sound system and a collection of eye candy, fetish freaks, cirque performers and sexy dancers. Music ranges from mash-ups to house, from hip hop to soul-shaking live bands. Look for drink specials, but dine before you arrive (limited menu).
500 4th Ave., Downtown; 619-232-8100

Stingaree: Check out celebrity guests (Paris Hilton, Kate Hudson, Fergie, John Legend and Kanye West all played here) at this Conde Nast Traveler hot spot. This posh state-of-the-art nightclub and restaurant blend superstar buzz with three floors of hipster shenanigans, including fishnet-clad bikini dancers in cages. Top-notch bottle service and rooftop cabanas set the stage for romance as does the sizzling hot menu (crispy skin Sonoma duck breast in a whiskey cherry sauce, caramelized Negro sea scallops) and sensational specialty drinks (ply her with Strawberry Seduction, him with Get Wet 12). 
454 6th Ave., Downtown; 619-544-9500
Photo by kaoticsnow, Flickr
Pot Pleasures: Where To Do Fondue
Jan 6th 2011 4:30PM / by Nanette Wiser

Historic dishes are all the rage but nothing says the '60s like fondue. If you like cheese for dinner and chocolate for dessert, and want to play with your food, what's more satisfying than skewering your beef or bread in a bubbling mini-cauldron of broth or fromage? Traditionally a Swiss dish made with Emmentaler or Gruyere cheese melted in a tangy white wine/cherry brandy hotpot, this peasant meal became an overnight sensation in the Big Apple circa 1964. Enjoy the romance of this throwback cuisine, made modern with seafood and other gourmet goodies. Go-go boots, optional.
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Brigantine: On a winter's day, there's nothing better than bellying up to the horseshoe bar in this cozy seafood haven and dipping your garlic toast into crab and shrimp fondue, an app best matched with the Brig oysters, topped with red crab and baked with jalapeño cream sauce.
1333 Orange Ave., Coronado; 619-435-4166 (check website for other locations) 

Confidential: Spectacular modern interior, sexy red lighting, tapas under $9 and a tender beef tenderloin skewer dipped in gorgonzola fondue and port wine triumph, as do the bacon-wrapped dates and filet mignon bites at Confidential.
901 4th Ave., Downtown; 619-696-8888

Forever Fondue: San Diego's original fondue spot. Dip herby crusts, tart Granny apples and veggies into cheddar and smoked gouda, Camembert and Swiss, Baja Queso, blue cheese cheddar or cheesy lobster bisque. Save room for strawberries bathed in dark chocolate crunch butterfinger fondue. It's sinful.
909 Prospect St., La Jolla 858-551-4509

Karl Strauss Brewery & Restaurants: At the original small but beautiful alehouse, you can enjoy Black Garlic Fondue -- gobs of Cambozola cheese, herbed Red Trolley beer sauce, sautéed peppers, black garlic cloves accompanied by savory herbed bread. Magical, especially when paired with the bite of Tower 10 IPA. 
1157 Columbia St, Little Italy; 619-234-2739 (check website for other locations)

The Melting Pot: Top cow in the ooey gooey cheese wars, The Melting Pot offers a memorable experience, from the attentive service and fine wines to the beyond-traditional dishes: Fontina, Butterkase and blue cheese with white wine, scallions and sherry; spicy beer jalapeño cheddar cheese and spinach artichoke garlic cheese blends to the table d'hôte land and sea presentations, cooked in coq au vin, bourguignonne, mojo, ginger plum or gorgonzola port style sauces. Kiss your diet away at dessert by dipping strawberries, bananas, Rice Krispies Treats, pound cake and brownies into milk chocolate swirled with peanut butter or Amaretto white chocolate.
901 5th Ave., Downtown; 619-234-5554 (check website for other locations) 

Photo courtesy of The Melting Pot
New Year, New Tastes: San Diego Restaurant Week
Jan 3rd 2011 11:30AM / by Nanette Wiser

Check your diet at the door during San Diego Restaurant Week, January 16 - 21. For six wine-infused nights, culinary enthusiasts and enophiles can dine with a discount at the region's 180 restaurants (just $20, $30 or $40 per person), enjoying chef-curated three-course prix fixe dinners (appetizer, entree and dessert); reservations recommended and prices exclude tax and tip. Best bet? Explore ethnic dishes, check out a new hot spot or sample an expensive restaurant on the cheap. Traveling California? More than 20 destinations share in this gastro-bration in January as part of California Restaurant Month.
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Acqua Al 2: Sister to Firenze and East Village's new ToastEnoteca, this authentic Tuscan eatery attracts celebrities, ballplayers and pasta-loving patrons wowed by the farfalline sautéed in zucchini, garlic and rosemary sauce, or the ricotta spinach homemade canneloni. For $40 per person, this is a steal.
322 5th Ave., Downtown; 619-230-0382

BO-Beau Kitchen-Bar: Ocean Beach now boasts another gourmet bistro in the former Thee Bungalow location across from 3rd Corner, another favorite. Our picks are the cream of celery root soup with red beet chips, the chicken fricasee and dumplings in champagne mustard sauce, and for dessert, the chocolate pot de crème with white chocolate streusel.
4996 W. Point Loma Blvd., Ocean Beach; 619-224-2884

Gaslamp Strip Club: It's always a blast to hang out at this restaurant, especially for the meat. Go big with a juicy bone-in rib eye or ginger chili lime ahi accompanied by blue cheese onion potatoes au gratin, then sweeten the night with a decadent caramel sauced chocolate mousse cake.
340 5th Ave., Downtown; 619-231-3140

La Bastide Bistro: A taste of Paris and Brittany in suburbia; mon Dieu! In addition to fresh Maine lobster for under $20 on Wednesday, you can't go wrong with the moules marinieres, duck duo (confit and seared duck breast with caramelized onions) or grilled chicken tossed with Parisian gnocchi in a sherry cream sauce.
10006 Scripps Ranch Blvd., Suite 104, Scripps Ranch; 858-577-0033

333 Pacific: Discover why it's worth commuting to this elegant Oceanside seafood and steakhouse during Restaurant Week. We suggest the spicy sweet chili calamari, sesame crusted albacore in coconut ginger curry sauce, and Meyer lemon panna cotta -- and the view's not bad, either.
333 N. Pacific St., Oceanside; 760-433-3333
Photo courtesy of Al Acqua 2
New Year's Week Lucky Foods
Dec 31st 2010 8:00AM / by Nanette Wiser

In Spain, revelers guarantee their new year luck by consuming 12 grapes at midnight. Cooked greens (cabbage or chard) represent folded money, with the Danes dining on stewed kale sprinkled in sugar and the Germans gorging on sauerkraut. Lentils and other legumes swell when cooked, representing prosperity/coins, and in the South, black-eyed peas or hopping john are all the rage. Pigs symbolize progress, so pork is popular, such as pig's feet in Sweden. In Mexico, hiding a trinket or coin in a cake and eating sweet tamales guarantee great fortune. The Chinese associate citrus fruit with prosperity since the words for orange and gold sound similar. If you're looking for lady luck, follow these fortunate fare.
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China Max: Dim sum delicious, awesome Peking duck and the best Asian seafood live from the tank, this bustling restaurant's pork dishes are brilliant, especially the stir fried minced pork taco, pan fried minced pork with salted fish and the Peking sauce pork chop. The fortune cookie says a perfect start for the new year.
4698 Convoy St., #C101, Kearny Mesa; 858-650-3333

Don Carlos Taco: Surfers swear by the burrito bowls and carnitas tacos at this Mexican restaurant, but the big kahuna is the top-notch tamales (mango peach, sweet corn, pineapple raisin, jalapeño cheese, mushroom tofu and the usual chicken, pork, turkey and ground beef).
737 Pearl St., La Jolla; 858-456-0462

Opera Café & Patisserie: Read your tea leaves while devouring citrusy concoctions such as Key lime mini cheesecake, lemon meringue tartlettes, pucker up lemon bars at this café and patisserie. If that's not enough, lunch on a pear blue cheese or duck confit and spinach salad, honoring your gobble greens resolution.
9254 Scranton Road, Suite 101; 858-458-9050

Kaiserhof: Authentic German décor, beer steins filled with Dinkel Acker Pils and heaping helpings of spatzle, red cabbage and sauerkraut, best consumed with creamy herring or schnitzel, promise 2011 will be a gas at this German restaurant.
2253 Sunset Cliffs Blvd., Ocean Beach; 619-224-0606

Magnolia's: Authentic Southern cooking, from the crispy fried chicken to the collard greens and black-eyed peas, this strip mall jewel celebrates all things Cajun, complemented by simple chic decor. Deep-fried oysters, crawfish bisque, jambalaya and Creole Okra gumbo, finished with peach cobbler or sweet potato pie, promise a happy belly in 2011.
342 Euclid Ave., Suite 403, East San Diego; 619-262-6005

Photo courtesy of Opera Cafe & Patisserie
New Year, New You: Eating Right In 2011
Dec 30th 2010 4:00PM / by Nanette Wiser

Resolve to eat healthy in 2011? We've got six simple edible rules. When coupled with smaller portions, no fast food, less sugar, more veggies and daily exercise, you can still enjoy dining out and trimming your BMI. French women swear that a glass of red wine helps the heart, so viva la vino with supper, and skip the calorific cocktails -- even cosmos.
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Extraordinary Desserts: Indulge your senses with sweet little bites and fruit at Extraordinary Desserts. Deprivation does not make a diet and Karen Krasne's petit coconut haystacks blended with fresh apple, apple brie scones, fresh fruit tartelettes, homemade organic granola or French sorbets and a bowl of berries with lemon curd will cure your candy urge. Lunch on a matcha green tea latte, parmesan pesto, bruschetta with surfing goat ping pong cheese and Maui mango chutney. 
1430 Union St., Little Italy; 619-294-7001
2929 5th Ave., Balboa Park; 619-294-2132

JRDN: Eat seafood, especially fish low in mercury and harvested with a small carbon footprint. Chef David Warner's menu at JRDN overflows with options, but we applaud the double happiness of healthy Asian cuisine and Tai snapper. Says David: "I like the Tai Snapper dish because the fish is long line caught, which falls into our sustainable program. The flavors of the pumpkin purée and the baby vegetables lends to the season. With New Year's approaching, the word Tai in Japanese translates to good fortune." 
Tower 23 Hotel, 723 Felspar St., Pacific Beach; 858-270-5736

Hash House A Go Go: Gas up your engine with breakfast at Hash House A Go Go. You can't go wrong with pecan flapjacks, house hash (mushroom, artichoke hearts, sundried tomato, spinach), meatloaf and eggs or Farm Benedicts (sage fried chicken, smoked salmon with fresh asparagus, undried tomatos chili cream). 
3628 5th Ave., Hillcrest; 619-298-4646

Kitchen 1540: Dine on farm to fork cuisine, especially local produce and seafood. Best of show in this elegant bistro are Alaskan halibut with black mussels, artichokes, fava beans and preserved lemon mussel broth, charred scallop carpaccio with watermelon radish, and roasted pumpkin risotto. 
L'Auberge Del Mar, 1540 Camino del Rio, Del Mar; 858-793-6460

The Oceanaire Seafood Room: Eat fresh veggies prepared stylishly and you'll never go back to fries. In addition to the elegant surf and turf, you can make a meal out of the tomato and fresh mozzarella or Bosc pear salads; browned butternut squash soup and snowcrab; fried parmesan crusted asparagus with blue cheese; zucchini and squash provençal; or rosemary scented sautéed mushrooms. Add a kumamoto or malpeque oyster for protein or romance, if you dare.
400 J St., Downtown; 619-858-2277

Vagabond Kitchen Of the World: Why take supplements when you can eat real. Explore the healthy benefits of mint in the lamb kafka, lemongrass marinated tofu in the Vietnamese spring rolls, green curry in grilled shrimp satay and cumin-crusted seared sea scallops with apple-fennel slaw at Vagabond Kitchen. 
2310 30th St., South Park; 619-255-1035
Photo courtesy of Hash House A Go Go
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Culinary Stylemaker: Chris Idso, Pacifica Del Mar
Dec 30th 2010 8:00AM / by Nanette Wiser

San Diego native Chris Idso honed his knife cooking with his Filipino grandmother. It was love at first bite, and after working in the Marriott kitchens, he relocated to Las Vegas to pursue his culinary dreams. A graduate of San Francisco's California Culinary Academy, Idso worked with Hawaiian fusion king Roy Yamaguchi and his mentor, David Abella, becoming executive chef of Roy's La Jolla in 2002. "Food to me is a part of living and wellness, nurturing your body to give energy for life and to delight the senses with abundant flavors," says Idso, now Pacifica Del Mar's chef/partner, who takes pride in his list of more than 75 vodkas, his raw fish and shellfish, and his Pacific fusion cuisine.
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What's happening on our culinary scene?
It's becoming very progressive, with lots of new, young chefs doing different takes on modern cuisine, including molecular gastronomy and farm to table. Unlike the rest of the U.S., in San Diego you can get everything fresh within a two-hour radius, such as Carlsbad's oysters and clams, Catalina Seafood's uni and spiny lobster, and Chino's produce.

Any gastro-trends?
Both locally and nationally, I see comfort food, slow food and going "old school Asian," especially dishes that were popular in the late '70s, such as bone marrow.

What tickles your palate these days?
I eat anything and everything and am always trying different cuisines: Japanese, Italian, French, and right now, I'm passionate about Vietnamese food (bahn mi sandwiches, pho), Korean and Spanish, because they are pioneering new modern cuisine.

What are your favorite foodie spots in town?
I like the short ribs and prawns at Nine Ten, the foie gras with pop rocks, liquid nitrogen ice cream station at Kitchen 1540, and when you can get it, blue fin toro and Batera sushi at Sushi Ota. Comfort foods like bone marrow, macaroni and cheese at The Pearl are good, and when I'm drinking, Ketel 7 with lime at The Office or beer and a good burger at Rocky's.

Where do you like to shop?
Chino Farms, whatever is the most beautiful in season. Right now I like to find kabocha squash, celery root, and sunchokes.

Where do you get your culinary inspirations? 
Reading about restaurants in cities overseas in elBulli and Alinea, as well as jaunts to San Francisco, Chicago and New York, with Tokyo [being] one of my favorite cities to dine in. I admire Heston Blumenthal, Joel Robuchon, Thomas Keller, Alain Ducasse and Nobu Matsuhisa. Apicius is my favorite go-to cookbook.

What's up and coming at Pacifica Del Mar in 2011?
I look forward to hosting more wine dinners to exhibit our extensive wine selection and great seafood cuisine.

Pacifica Del Mar, 1555 Camino Del Mar, Del Mar; 858-792-0476

Quick Guide to Idso's Faves

Nine Ten, 910 Prospect St., La Jolla; 858-964-5400

Kitchen 1540, L'Auberge Del Mar, 1540 Camino Del Mar, Del Mar; 858-793-6460

The Office Bar, 3936 30th St., North Park; 619-450-6632

The Pearl, 2010 Jimmy Durante Blvd., Del Mar; 858-259-0176

Rocky's, 3786 Ingraham St., Pacific Beach; 858-273-9140

Sushi Ota, 4529 Mission Bay Drive, Pacific Beach; 858-270-5670
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