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YOU SHOULD DEFINITELY TRY
to get to Samar soon, while chef-
owner Stephan Pylesis there,
spending quality time with his
new baby. At any given moment,
he might be greeting newcom-
ers, rushing back to the kitchen,
or explaining the exotic menu
to the tables of downtown busi-
nesspeople and arts patrons
who have wandered over from
nearby museums and perfor-
mance halls. “Isn’t this fun?!” he
blurts out to agroup he’s escort-
ing around. The guy is obviously
having ablast. 9 Indeed, it’s al-
most impossible not to have
agood time here, especially if
you're in the main room, with its
semi-open kitchen and jangling
music. Located on the ground
level of acommercial building,
the space is defined by tall plate-
glass windows, glowing lamp
shades, yards of crimson fab-
ric around secret alcoves,and a
majestic Syrian beaded chan-
delier. 9 Ever the trailblazer,
Pyles helped invent Southwest-
ern cuisine in the eighties, then
applied abold Texas veneer

to the style in the nineties. In
2005 he veered off into Span-
ish and Peruvian styles when
he opened his signature restau-
rant, Stephan Pyles. Now he’s
cutting an even broader swath
through the Iberian Peninsula
while also plunging into the ba-
zaars of the Middle East and
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the Mediterranean. Forarestaurantthat’s
fairly casual and not horribly overpriced,
Samar has an ambitious agenda.

A great appetizer to share comes from
the menu’s Spanish section, the pimien-
tos de Padron, addictive small green chiles
roasted and sprinkled with hickory-smoked
sea salt. But by far the best Spanish dish
isthe mussels. They are poached inavin-
egary, spicy broth, which is then blended
with sherry, cream, and pears to make a
breathtakingly delicious soup.

Afterthatlittle showstopper youmight
beready for anap, butyou're only getting
started. From the Mediterranean section,
try the manti maalehme, cubes of spiced
beefin pasta (think Turkish wontons) sur-
rounded with a creamy, tart yogurt sauce
and swirled with ribbons of hot paprika
butter. Definitely order thatrather thanthe
two somewhat heavy, boringkoftas, one of
pumpkin, the other of red lentils.

The Indian part of the menu brings in-
terestingnaans, baked to tender fluffiness
in atandoor, along with pungent sauces,
like the smoky fenugreek and diced pear—
outstanding. But save the calories for the
excellentchunky chicken inawonderfully
aromatic masala sauce.

And speaking of calories, reserve a few
for the desserts, which are consistently
fabulous. Custardy things dominate, the
bestbeingthe Turkish coffee pot de créme,
itstasteaheavenly deep espressoaccented
withwhipped cream. The traditional Mid-
dle Eastern rose flavor makes a couple of
appearances, most successfully in Pyles’s
adaptation of a Syrian ice cream of pista-
chios, rose essence, and the pungentresin
ofthe mastic tree.

And eventhough you've had enough for
one visit, you should definitely think of
coming back before or after the theater.
With a few plates and a glass of wine, you
can fortify yourselffor the evening ahead
orhavearelaxingtéte-a-tétewhenit's over.
Bar. 2100 Ross Ave (214-922-9922). Lunch
Mon-Fri 11-2:30 starting in December;
call for date. Dinner Mon-Sat 5-midnight.
Closed Sun. $$-$$$ @D

For arecipe, go to texasmonthly.com.
PATRICIA SHARPE
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CiaoBello

Houston

The Vallone restaurant dynasty—spe-
cifically Tony and Jeff—has an instant
hit on its hands with Ciao Bello, whose
name translates aptly to “Hi, gorgeous.”
Itseemsthatadding dramatic arttothe
striking setting that previously housed
Jimmy Wilson’s Seafood and Chop
House (high ceilings, visible kitchen,
massive wine walls, and alovely patio)
and offering classic Italian dishes atmid-
level pricesresultinapacked house. Our
favorite entrée was pure Tony: skinny
strands of fedelini pastatopped by abut-
terysauce cut withlemon and vermouth.
We were also quite fond of the cusci-
netti, plump pasta “pillows” stuffed with
chicken, fontina, sausage, and spinach.
Ciaobello,indeed. Bar. 5161 San Felipe,
nearSageRd (713-960-0333). Open Mon—
Thur11-10, Fri11-11, Sat 5-11, Sun 5-10.
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Justine’s
Austin

Thebistro’s Web site, featuring grainy
black and white photos of seminude
womeninabathtub, hasgenerated acer-
tain amount of tittering. But the food—
from Chez Nous alums Pierre Pelegrin
and Justine Gilcrease—is what’s en-
ticing people to venture past the Cap
Metro bus barn and wait for a table at
this east side bungalow. Listening to
old records, guests sip kir royales and
nibble on traditional French fare like
house-cured meats and patés. Wafts
of garlic announce the arrival of es-
cargots. Steak frites, featuring a well-
marbled ribeye with a creamy brandy-
peppercorn sauce, is a big favorite,
though it’s the silky créme brtlée you
may want to bathe in. Laguiole cutlery
and the constant pop of champagne corks
make the chic crowd seem even chicer.
Bar.4710 E. 5th (512-385-2900). Dinner
Wed-Mon 6-1:30. Closed Tue D)
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