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SALAD SEASON

 

I go for months without entering a restaurant and then I may visit several in a few days.  This happened recently.  I was in Maine and had dinner at Arborvine in Blue Hill.  It is one of the finer restaurants in the country and it is always worth a visit.  However one of my guests ordered a salad.  A mixture of delicate greens coated with a dressing that I did not taste.  What I did notice was that the plate was too small.  The diner had to pay careful attention to eating because there was such a great chance of the leaves ending on the table cloth.

 

This past week I had lunch at Toscano’s on Charles Street and dinner at No. 9 Park Street.  My lunch was Aqua Cotta, it translates as hot water.  But what hot water it is.  The flavorful tomato broth is enhanced with mushroom and Swiss chard and served with a poached egg floating in the middle.  Unfortunately the poached egg was hard cooked, I suspect more because our less than enthusiastic waiter left the dish under the lights too long rather than the chef over cooking the egg.   I had a Caterina Salad to follow and here was the error.  The salad had delicate field greens with green olives not the black as listed on the menu, capers and anchovies.  The anchovies were not distributed throughout the salad, but ended up as a clump on one side.  The real objection was the sharp dressing that was drizzled over the salad.  But most of it landed on the shards of cheese and was not mixed into and amongst the greens.  The flavor of the olives, capers anchovies and mustard vinaigrette were too sharp for the delicate greens.  The salad would have been a much better with stronger more assertive greens such as escarole, chicory and Romaine or even arugula.  Needless to say they should have been mixed in a bowl with the dressing before being plated.  Then the garnishes could have stood out and the flavors would have melded.

 

At No. 9 Park I had the Charcuterie plate which was good but the three pates had flavors that were too similar.  I loved the warm toast that accompanied them.  I should add that the last time I ate here I ordered what I thought was a selection of pates and instead got a rather ordinary liver pate slice.  However that disappointment was followed by one of the finest dishes I have ever eaten in my life.  Absolutely perfectly cooked potato gnocchi served with lobster, mushrooms, cream and truffle oil.  Divine.    If they had shot me I would not have minded.  The potato gnocchi were perfect, light delicate pillows.  The lobster was just done without even a hint of the rubberiness found in so many cooked lobster dishes.  The flavors were frankly to die for.

 

This week I ordered the Mixed Green Salad with smoked potatoes, olives and white anchovy.  Once again the greens were delicate and overwhelmed by a much too sharp dressing.  The smoked potatoes were a conceit that did not help the dish.  The anchovies were a joke.  One tiny white anchovy fillet was cut into 4 diamonds and arranged on the edge of the plate.  It was as if they put them out there so those who do not like anchovies could avoid them.  They should make a choice to serve them or not.  I was not looking for a dozen anchovies, but at least two or three would have helped, especially if the greens were better able to stand up to the strongly flavored vinaigrette.

 

The next time you prepare salad think about using a dressing that enhances the greens rather than overwhelms them.  That means if your choice is Blue Cheese, Ranch or Thousand Island, iceberg is a good choice or a crisp Romaine or any other assertive firm green.  If a high acid dressing is your selection then consider greens such as Romaine, escarole, or even Belgian endive.  But if the choice is delicate field greens a delicate oil and vinegar mix with a perhaps a touch of mustard is going to do those best.  Mache is your choice?  Think of perhaps a cream and lemon juice dressing.  

 

 

 

