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FRENCH BISTROS

One of the most frequently asked questions is which is my favorite restaurant.  I do not have one because I am usually working at meal times.  I just do not dine out that often.  But, I do get out on occasion and although I may not have a single favorite, or two, I have found some places to which I would return.  These are all within walking distance of my home.

There is a delicious change from the ubiquitous, allegedly Northern Italian restaurants, where so many chefs of unknown background present their version of “Italian Northern Style”.  My view is that it is or it ain’t.  I am chuckle when asks if I created the recipes and we are doing a Thai menu!  I am an American with ties to Italian, Irish, French and possibly several other European affiliations, but I have never had a specific ethnic attachment.  Extensive research and study allows me to teach most cuisines and it is my obligation to keep to the truth of those cultures not make up my version and pass it off as authentic.

The arrival of several “French Bistro” restaurants is such a relief from so many of those “Italian” adaptations.  Some of these restaurants have been around for several years and some are even close to authentic French cooking.  Besides allowing for a food option several of these French Bistros are as delightfully frugal as the French have always been.  They are committed to reasonable pricing unlike so many “Italian Tratorrie” that are grossly overpriced and with food so over the top, that they make a mockery of  Italian cooking.  True, you can go to Taillevent, or some other 3-star Michelin stunner and drop a year’s salary.  But you can also go to a favorite Bistro and have a decent dinner at a reasonable price.  No, not mind-blowing, outré cuisine based on exotica such as fennel pollen, or pink Tahitian sea salt at $160 a pound, just simple food well prepared.  Food you want to eat and share not pray over.  Food even you could find at the local market and prepare with care and affection.  Exquisite.  

What criteria do I use?  I want a decent meal, well presented with a reasonable bill in a room where I can speak with my guests comfortably.  Not a lot when you think about it.

In the last several years these are the restaurants I have tried and my thoughts about them:

Acquitaine, Beacon Hill Bistro, Petit Robert Bistro, in two locations, and Pierrot Bistro.  

ACQUITANE.  569 Tremont Street, Boston.  There are other locations.

My first visit was laughable.  We were seated at a tiny table about halfway down the room. Shortly thereafter, the hostess put three people at a table the same size as ours. That table was at the end of the banquette and two seats opposite each such as we had.  But the hostess plopped a place setting at the left of the table and seated three men. They balanced their plates on the edges of the table as they attempted to “dine”.  Needless to say we learned more about them than we ever wanted to know.  The food was acceptable but not memorable.  The restaurant is nearby and on another visit while dining alone, I was seated in a tiny table pushed into a corner near the entrance.  There was barely enough space for one, if I had had a companion, it would have been truly uncomfortable.  A group of women were jammed into a corner next to me.  They were smart enough to ask for and get a table with more space.  The hostess immediately brought a couple that spent some time wriggling into the space.  (What happened to the days when we had Maitre’d’hotels, hostesses  and Headwaiters?  You remember those courteous people who, when they brought you to a table with seating along a banquette, pulled the table away from the banquette, and adjoining tables, to allow a guest to get seated in comfort, instead of dropping their posterior into someone’s soup?) 

As for the food, it is more Acquitaine’s view of French Bistro food more than the real thing, but that is not necessarily bad.  I had a delicious plate of snails served in a broth that was much lighter and as flavorful as the traditional Escargots Bourguignonne.  These were worthy of a return visit.  The other dishes I have had over the years have been good.  None were unforgettable for either being wonderful or terrible.  The pricing however is somewhat steep and for the money, I would like some more room and a higher level of cuisine.

BEACON HILL BISTRO. 25 Charles Street, Boston

My several visits here have also been good, not great.  I have enjoyed my solitary meals and also those with others except for a lunch where the croque monsieur was a ham and cheese sandwich on hard sour dough toast.  The ham seemed to come from a quick trip next door to Deluca’s deli department and chosen for price than quality.  The bread instead of being egg soaked was a hard crunchy toast that was painful to consume.  Other than that my meals have been appealing and worth a revisit.  I seem to have had more lunches than dinners here and seating has been comfortable.  However many friends on the Hill complain heavily about the noise level and crowded seating in the evening.   I like the food, am happy when I go there, but seldom does this come to my mind first if asked where I would like to dine. But for the most part I have enjoyed my meals and found the prices acceptable for the service, comfort and food quality. 

BOUCHEES, Newbury Street, Boston

I loved the reception.  The man and women at the front door greeted me as if I were a welcome guest as opposed to an inconvenience.  That is an attitude that I find too often in many restaurants.  The dining area, one flight up from the entrance, had the feeling of a Bistro.  The noise level was bearable—on a Tuesday evening--but it would be improved if the noise from the bar were not rising through the hole in the floor.  I think on a busier night, the noise level could be unbearable.   The food was for the most part disappointing.  The steak tartare was a mash of pasty meat with too much mustard, cornichons and something white that took away from any beef quality. My test in these restaurants has been the escargots, specifically Bourguignonne style.  Here they were oily and very small with small globs of semi-melted Parmesan, not only uncharacteristic, but not very appealing.  The salads were large enough to be full servings, rather than first courses.  One guest found the sirloin on the Steak Frites less appealing than the more customary rib eye (entrecote) or hanger steak would have been. 

But the chicken frites was a crusty well-cooked bird with moist legs, thighs and breast.  I would return in a minute for the chicken.  The truffle sauce that accompanied it was good, not great and the truffle flavor was slight.  The downside was that this like the steak was accompanied by a huge mound of stringy little potatoes, much like the cut at McDonald’s and cold, much unlike McDonald’s.  Had they been hot and there were a cup or so as opposed to a quart they would have complemented the plate instead of being an impediment.  It was nigh impossible to slice into the chicken without spreading a carpet of fries over the tabletop.  Unfortunately the foods many of us consider basics to Bistro cooking are daily specials, so if you have a favorite other than Coq Au Vin, you may need to check the menu before you make your reservation.  On our evening, the offering was a Beef Stroganoff served with rice instead of the usual noodles.  In fact if you did not want potatoes, fried, the only option that stood out was rice.   I intend to return to sample some other dishes, but will pick my time carefully.  I expect the noise level to beyond comfort on many a day and also the prices are higher with only its Newbury Street location to justify the cost.

PETIT ROBERT BISTRO, Kenmore Square and Columbus Avenue

My visit to the Kenmore location was on a Red Sox game night and the fans at the table behind us were practicing their outdoor voices.  They were most successful.  The table spaces were cramped.  This became most apparent after the rowdy boys left and when the women seated on either side of us seemed to think we would all be fascinated with their unsuccessful lives spoken loudly enough for us not to miss a detail.  

The snails were oily although call a decent size and the food was good, but not great.  The pricing was reasonable but the physical discomfort of the room has made me reluctant to return.

More recently I went to the branch on Columbus Avenue.  The reception was friendly if a little scattered.  You hang up your coat on a hook when you realize no one on the staff is going to help.  Ok, it is a Bistro.  It was unclear if we were to be seated or requested to wait for the other members of our party.  We were seated and from then on the service was quite good.  The long narrow room can become quite noisy when filled and the mirrors into which many guests have to stare can be truly disconcerting.  Be careful if seated on the banquette, you drop a couple of inches and are well below the guests seated in the chairs.

The food was fine bistro fare.  The small snails were quite good, with a buttery and garlicky sauce.  I have had better, but definitely worth a revisit.  The pates were flavorful and portions generous to the point that two people shared the plate and did not finish it.  The main courses were well done, with the exception of the Boeuf Bourguignonne.  It lacked the sauce needed to make it worthwhile serving in a bowl and a reason to have more bread for sauce sopping.  My sweetbreads were crispy on the exterior and meltingly soft on the interior.  The modest amount of mashed potatoes was delicious and the vegetable mélange a delight except for the stalk of broccoli dropped on top.  The Ile Flottante, sometimes called Oeufs a la Neige had enough custard sauce to more than make up for the lack of it in the Boeuf Bourguignonne--if you are a dessert person.  Unfortunately the macaroons lacked almonds and were just sweet much too sweet.  Yes, I would return for a visit sooner than later.  I found this branch to be far superior to the Kenmore Square location.  

PIERROT BISTRO, Cambridge Street

This continues to be my favorite.  It looks and feels like a Bistro.  I would suggest they put a banquette on the long wall instead of the uncomfortable library chairs and install  larger tables, or use smaller plates.  I have never understood the point behind over-sized plates served at tables that are too small.

On my first visit my platter of assorted charcuterie was delicious.  I would have preferred that some of the saucisson slices had not been so thick, but the variety was a delight and the bread to accompany it was truly wonderful.

The snails here were close to perfect, buttery without being oily, pleasantly garlicky without overwhelming the medium-sized snails.  The Boeuf Bourguigonne and Blanquette de veau were memorable.  When was the last time you were served salsify?  This delicious oyster flavored plant was a more than welcome change from the usual offerings.  In addition the prices are perhaps the most reasonable of any restaurant of any quality in several hundred miles.  I do not get here anywhere as often as I would like.

