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L.A. Story: A Foodie’s Guide
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The Los Angeles restaurant scene has all the buzz of a Weinstein premiere. Baco Mercat
= chef Josef Centeno gives us a tour.
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ORSA & WINSTON: Josef Centeno in his third restaurant NOAH WEBB FOR THE WALL
STREET JOURNAL

By JEMIMA SISSONS
Updated Jan. 30, 2014 7:24 p.m. ET

ASIBITE INTO aslice of warm zucchini bread smothered with
cherry, limequat and plum preserve at Valerie in Los Angeles’s Grand
Central Market, a sharp-suited man in shiny Berluti brogues picks up
his morning flat white and quinoa muffin. At a nearby taco stand,
some builders are devouring pork tacos smothered with fiery hot

sauce. Two L.A.s converging under one roof.

Long a foodie mecca, the city has in recent years become a force to be
reckoned with. The charge is being led by a group of young chefs who
have opened up affordable, experimental restaurants in once-
forgotten neighborhoods like Echo Park and Silverlake.

"Los Angeles is experiencing a revolution in terms of its dining
scene,” says Cathy Chaplin, author of "Food Lovers’ Guide to Los
Angeles.” "Not just with regards to the diversity and range of
restaurants and cuisines available, but also in terms of residents’

willingness to step outside their comfort zones.”
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My guide through the food-packed lanes is chef Josef Centeno, who Tempura Master

opened his first stand-alone restaurant here three years ago. Bico
Mercat (408 5. Main St.; bacomercat.com )—named after his
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or lamb meatball (from $9/€7)—was followed in 2012 by the low-key P;:ésl;l:ame

Mexican restaurant Bar Ama (118 W. 4th St.) and, last October, Orsa
& Winston (122 W. 4th St.), a Japanese-focused place.
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Our lips still zinging from a tasting platter of cochinta pibil and

chicken tinga ($6.99) that's so spicy not even a creamy, cinnamon-y

horchado ($3) could cool it, we head to Silverlake. The neighborhood,

a hotbed of creatives and bohos, is an apt audience for L & E Oyster I
Bar’s craft beers (from $4) and market-inspired small plates, such as

roasted cauliflower salad ($9) and smoked mussels with Meyer

lemon zest ($14), that sit alongside the menu of oysters. An old deli-

style board displays the selection ($28 for a dozen), flown in daily and

bearing names like Battle Point, Malagash and Hurricane Island—

more Robert Louis Stevenson than Central L.A. (1637 Silverlake

Blvd.; leoysterbar.com)

On the way to Koreatown, we make a pit stop at Scoops (712 V.
Heliotrope Dr.), a forward-thinking ice cream joint in East
Hollywood, at 11:30 a.m.—the perfect time, it turns out, for a salty

avocado and rum and peanut butter curry taster ($3 a scoop).

After a short drive, Mr. Centeno pulls into a nondescript strip mall in
Koreatown. Sun Ha Jang (4032 W. Olympic Blvd.) has been an
institution in the city for 25 years—one of the few places where you
can get authentic Korean roast duck ($54 for four). When the order
arrives, our table groans with the sizzling slices of duck and the little
pots of chive, pickled onion, sprouts, pickled radish and steamed

cabbage that accompany it.
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"L.A. restaurants used to be high-end or ethnic. There was nothing in I

between,” says Mr. Centeno, a native Texan who trained in New York
at Daniel and Les Celebrites before moving to California. "There was
a demographic in L.A. that just wasn't being tapped into—a lot of the

younger crowd could only afford ethnic food.”

Now, a proliferation of food trucks and other affordable options are
joining traditional restaurants like Sun Ha Jang to offer Angelenos
haute cuisine without the haute prices. Mr. Centeno says it's part of a
nationwide movement. "Something great is happening across the
country,” he says. "You don’t have to be in the biggest cities anymore
to get the best food.”
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L&E Oyster bar: Seafood and small plates in Silverlake NOAH WEBR FOR THE WALL STREET I
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But being in a city as big as Los Angeles does mean you have more
options. So we head back downtown to Bico Mercat, our final stop
for the day. The airy room is full. After a day of feasting, soam I. ButI
manage to squeeze in one bite of the Toron béco, with oxtail hash and
horseradish yogurt ($13), before heading back to Chateau Marmont,
where I hit the pool in a vain attempt to burn off some of the day’s

EXCEes5e85.

Round two starts in Venice Beach. First stop, the Gjelina Takeaway
Cafe (1429 Abbot Kinney Blvd.; gjelina.com), where the smell of
freshly baked berry and buckwheat bread greets us at the door. The
open kitchen is busy with chefs making wholesome open-topped
sandwiches (from $6.50). Almost all of the ingredients come from the
Santa Monica Farmers Market. "It is uncommon for restaurants to
devote this much real estate to vegetables,” says Travis Lett, who also
owns the sit-down restaurant next door. But it’s ideal for this health-

obsessed corner of California.

Having learned my lesson yesterday, I eat only a sparrow-like bite of
the pillow-soft pumpkin bread. I want more but drag myself away to
follow Mr. Centeno to Lukshon, specializing in Southeast Asian
dishes (3239 Helms Ave.; lukshon.com ). We indulge in Manila clams

dancing with fiery Sichuan peppers.

with pork belly, cloud ear, hijiki and Thai basil, and dandan noodles I

With the clock ticking, we move on—but not very far, at least in
culinary terms. Kris Yenbamroong's Night + Market (9041 Sunset
Blvd.; thenightmarket.blogspot.com ) offers Asian cuisine with a
country market twist and a ramped-up chili kick. My request for
extra spice is granted with an off-the-scale crispy rice salad with

spicy sour pork ($35 for three courses).

At Bludso’s (609 N. La Brea Ave.; barandgue.com ), abarbecue joint

worth fasting for, the fire is saved for the Missouri-built smokers.

The brisket (cooked for 14 hours; $7 for 1.4 [bs.) and ribs (cooked for

eight; $14 for half a rack) are so tender they can be eaten with a spoon I
—but I save that for a decadent red velvet cake ($5).

Our final stop is another meat-heavy hangout. The highlight at Chi
Spacca (6610 Melrose Ave.; chispacca.com) is the home-cured salami
($12). Accompanied by wood-fired focaccia ($18), it is a tempting
appetizer to the kitchen's fiery chicken and chili ($25).

Leaving the Hollywood restaurant, I say goodbye to Mr. Centeno.
With the night lights of Tinsel Town glowing around us and a host of
restaurants checked off my bucket list, I feel very much a part of the
"eating side” of L.A. The egg-white omelet will have to wait another

day.
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