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Daniel Boulud) was executed with properly crisp potato 
scales and set into the smoothest, greenest broccoli puree 
you could imagine. However, the sauce, the only discordant 
note of the meal, was an overpowering combination of 
Malbec wine and maple sugar, acidic and heavy-tasting next 
to the delicate fish. That disharmony was underscored by 
the perfect balance of the next course: an earthy fricassee of 
sweetbreads with wild mushrooms that was exactly right. 
Two desserts capped off the menu, a fresh banana mousse 
and a crunchy-chewy chocolate gaufrette with chocolate 
sorbet. Though the food is certainly excellent, Fleur de Sel 
is, perhaps, too pricy for its casual ambiance; nevertheless, it 
satisfies a need for a simple, elegant French meal when you 
don't want to put on a jacket and tie. 

Greek 

The demographics are changing quickly and dramati

cally, but Astoria, Queens, is considered to hold New 

York's Greek neighborhood. For whatever reason, the 

Greek restaurants there, as much as they are large, 

busy, and fun, have food that is mediocre at best. 

Manhattan has a few Greek restaurants where the 

quality is much better, but whether because of high 

rents or what the market will bear, the prices are 

excessive. One interesting newcomer blends creative 

cooking with good value to provide an unusual Greek 

dining experience. 

Snack Taverna 

63 Bedford Street at Morton Street, Greenwich Village; 
telephone 212.929.3499 
moderate 

Chef John Fraser knows when to add a modern, elegant 
flourish to traditional Greek dishes and when to leave 
well enough alone. The traditional mezedes, or appetizers 
- delicate tzatziki (yogurt and cucumber spread), pungently
garlicked skordalia (potato spread), creamy taramasalata

(carp roe spread), smoky melitzanosalata (eggplant spread)
- are some of the freshest and lightest tasting I've had. The
faintly charred taste of the hot grilled pita served with them
is a pleasant complement. Almost-traditional dolmades

(stuffed grape leaves) are split and served on a decidedly
nontraditional saffron-scented almond sauce. Goat meat
has played more than one role on the menu, served raw
as a carpaccio appetizer and also roasted slowly until it
falls off the bone as an entree. A breaded and fried lamb's

tongue was tough but flavorful, bolstered by a tomato 
hash with harissa, the Tunisian spice paste, which may be 
out of context but enhances t�e dish. The entrees, which 
change often, all have solid Greek roots, but the end prod
uct is contemporary without being overtly American or 
"creative." I like that they don't read like menu items you 
see all over town. An all-Greek wine list requires the staff's 
help to decipher. They direct you to wines that are modern 
and drinkable, surprising to anyone who doesn't know 
about the wave of sophisticated Greek wines that has all 
but displaced the old ones tasting of pine resin. That this 
bright, clean, casual restaurant once housed Shopsin's Gen
eral Store (see "Breakfast") is nothing short of astonishing. 

Italian 

After Jewish, Italian is the immigrant food most asso

ciated with New York. When you live here, however, 

you realize that what most Italian restaurants in New 

York specialize in is overcharging for oversauced 

pasta. 

Al Di La 

248 Fifth Avenue at Carroll Street, Park Slope, Brooklyn; 
telephone 718.783.4565 
moderate 

I had been hearing about this small trattoria in Brooklyn for 
years, but I only recently ventured out on the R train to find 
it. During my first meal, I was overcome with regret that 
I hadn't been eating there all that time, and the following 
week, I went back twice. The menu is seasonal and changes 
daily. The food, atmosphere, and service together create an 
undeniably welcoming and authentic trattoria environment. 
If only Al Di La took reservations, it would be near perfect. 
The husband-and-wife owners are Emiliano Coppa, who 
runs the dining room, and Anna Klinger, who runs the kitch
en. Coppa is Venetian, as you might suspect from his grand
mother's giant Murano glass chandelier that dominates the 
dining room. On the menu, perhaps not originally Venetian 
but now a specialty of the Veneto, are casunziei, large 
ravioli stuffed with beets, tossed in butter, and sprinkled with 
ground poppy seeds and grated cheese. They are delicious, 
and at $9 for a portion of four, they may be the best pasta 
bargain in America. The torte/Ii di zucca, fresh pasta stuffed 
with squash puree and tossed in butter and sage, are also 
excellent, without the cloying sweetness that often weighs 
down this dish. More than once, I have made a meal of just 
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East Houston Street, Manhattan. 

these two pasta dishes, back to back. But then I was sorry to 

miss the braised tripe in a soupy tomato sauce with a pleas

ant peperoncino kick in the aftertaste, or the winter-white 

salad of fennel and endive, or the creamy garlic soup. Among 

other entrees, I have enjoyed the grilled and braised pork 

ribs in a sweet-and-sour sauce; their pork flavor is deep and 

they fall off the bone into the mild sauce. A peppery cabbage 

slaw served on the side cuts through the richness. If I didn't 

enjoy the pastas so much, I'd order the braised beef cheeks 

in a tomato-based sauce on mashed potatoes more often, 

but it's just too much food to eat. (One night delicate beef 

cheek ravioli were on offer, no doubt made from leftovers of 

the beef cheek entree from the day before, a homey frugal

ity I appreciate.) Desserts are simple in an Italian way. An 

informed and helpful waitstaff and reasonably priced wine 

list complete the experience. 

Oddly, the new wine bar Coppa and Klinger have opened 

next door has little in common with the trattoria. The decor 

is cold, almost sterile, the stools are uncomfortable, and so 

far the small tasting plates of interesting-sounding food have 

been disappointing. If you have to wait, you are better off 

having a glass of wine at one of the other restaurants down 

the street. 

Peasant 

194 Elizabeth Street, between Prince and Spring Streets, 

SoHo; telephone 212.965.9511 

moderate to expensive 

If Al Di La is akin to a trattoria in a small town in Italy, then 

Peasant is akin to a trattoria in Milan. Brick walls, wooden 

church pews, aluminum Emeco chairs, and the glow from 

the wood-burning ovens combine to produce an oxymoronic 

rustic-urban environment. Pretentiously, the menu is written 

entirely in Italian, and the waiters insist on translating every

thing for you, even after you tell them you read Italian. Of 

course, if they didn't, you wouldn't be able to hear them say 

silly things like "the osso buco is made the traditional way, 

with lamb shank, not veal." But all of this is beside the point. 

The food is excellent. Dinner begins with thick slices of Sul

livan Street Bakery's crusty bread served with DiPalo Dairy's 

creamy cow's-milk ricotta. Were I served nothing else, I'd be 

happy stopping there. 

Frank DiCarlo, the chef, is known 
1

in culinary circles as 

a bit· of a pyromaniac, and he uses his wood-fired ovens 

to good effect. Among the appetizers are sarde al forno 
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(baked fresh sardines), crisp outside and moist inside from 

the high-heat cooking. Pizzas are thin and crisp; the pizza 

bianca e funghi has a light topping of intense cheese and 

porcini. Fagioli toscani con tonno (white beans with tuna 

and arugula) is exemplary. The beans are cooked al dente, 

the arugula is fresh and crisp, the olive oil in the dressing has 

a gentle fruitiness, and the large shards of imported canned 

tuna are tasty. I laughed when I overheard someone at the 

next table tell his date not to order this dish because "it was 

just canned tuna." 

Most of the pastas are homemade and good, and they 

come in very large portions. Occasionally, the fire burns 

through this section of the menu, too, as when half a roasted 

lobster was balanced atop a pile of buccatini in spicy tomato 

sauce. Wide, delicate maltagliati were tossed in a light rabbit 

sauce, a sort of sugo without cream or tomato. The rice in 

a risotto with langoustines was cooked until it was too soft 

and could have used a stronger punch of flavor. 

Most of the entrees also come out of the wood-burning 

oven or off the grill; whole fish, porchetta, and that lamb

shank osso buco, benefitting from their high-heat cook

ing, are all moist, tender, and generously portioned. The 


