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caféchatter

Dining by 
Design

S itting at a table for two in Manhattan,  
I squeezed a plastic bottle filled with 
white liquid into a bowl of miso soup. 
As the gel squiggled through the nozzle 

into the toast-brown broth, liquid turned to solid: 
I had noodles. First I laughed; then I took a spoon-
ful. It was smoky and meaty and satisfying, just as a 
good miso soup should be.

I was dining at wd~50, one of a growing number of 
restaurants embracing an avant-garde style of cuisine 
some call hypermodern. The food is cutting-edge, 
to be sure, and the kitchens of these restaurants are 
more laboratory than hearth. The chefs tinker with 
the molecular makeup of their ingredients, changing 
liquids to solids and solids to dust, or better yet—to 
air. And the dining experience plays off the idea that 

Spain’s “hypermodern”  
cuisine has crossed  
the pond, and the  
Northeast’s most creative 
chefs are diving in  

By ELIZABETH JOHNSON

Top to bottom: Some 
of Chef José Andrés’ 
inspired creations, 
including organized 
Caesar salad; Cigala, 
a.k.a. Norway lobster 
or Dublin Bay prawn; 
baby corn, tomato seed 
“filet” and quail egg.

david hills
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anyone who’s ever been on a chat board knows is here 
to stay: interactivity.

The night I played with my food in New York, din-
ers at Alinea in Chicago were leaning over the table 
and using their mouths to pluck orbs of pineapple-
lemon-menthol marshmallows off long, thin skewers 
called antennae. At Moto, also in Chicago, they were 
squirting liquid salad into their mouths with a syringe 
and chewing edible paper colored with organic dyes. 
And in Washington, D.C., diners at minibar were 
eating the Light Bulb of Flavor, a flashing blue bulb 
made of sugar filled with air.

FEEdINg ME WITH ScIENcE
Sounds extreme, but these chefs—Grant Achatz 

at Alinea, Homaro Cantu at Moto, José Andrés  
at minibar and Wylie Dufresne at wd~50—say 
they’re not out for shock value. They want to make  
a good meal that you’ll have fun eating, while forging 
a new understanding of the way food behaves. To  
do that, they’re willing to try new gadgets that might 
not fit in at home next to your Magic Chef range, 
like a Cryovac machine for vacuum-sealing food in 

Chef José Andrés of minibar in     
Washington, D.C.



amtrak.com | arrive | JaNUarY/FEBrUarY 2007  45

plastic, or a centrifuge to create a sphere 
out of juice.

The chemistry behind Cheetos might 
wind up next to your foie gras in the shape 
of dehydrated peas. A technology used for 
commercially packaging food—sous vide, 
or cooking in that vacuum-sealed bag—
could be used to prepare your duck breast. 
The science behind liquid nitrogen might 
chill your ice cream very, very quickly.

These chefs are also willing to take 
food apart. One of Andrés’ signature 
dishes is Deconstructed Glass of White 
Wine, grape juice touched with gelatin 
and spread along a plate, topped with 
morsels of flavors you might taste if you 
were drinking it in a glass, like apple, 
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Top: Feta linguine. Bottom: Chef Andrés’  
raspberries, not to be confused with the 
grapes he used to create Deconstructed Glass  
of White Wine, which he concocted for the  
legendary wine critic Robert Parker. 

mint and grapefruit. Andrés created 
the dish for wine critic Robert Parker, 
inspired by the language Parker uses to 
describe white wine.

And at wd~50, each element of the 
pickled beef tongue dish, served with 
tomato molasses and fried mayonnaise 
(yes, fried: in cubes) arrives separated on 

a single, gleaming white plate. But when 
you put a mouthful together on your fork, 
it tastes like a terrific hamburger.

Wd~50 is “a research-driven restaurant,” 
Dufresne says. “Cooking is a science— 
biology and physics, but mostly chemis-
try. We’re trying to understand the idea 
behind the chemistry of cooking.”
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So that explains the noodles and 
the fried mayonnaise, as well as another 
course: the carrot-coconut “sunny side 
up.” Dufresne uses industrial gums to 
manipulate the textures of white coco-
nut milk and orange carrot juice so they 
form the shape and color of a perfect 
sunny side up egg. Except, of course, 
it’s not.

EdIBLE EXpErIMENTS
At first, I thought this kind of food 

sounded like too much work. But diners 
with an adventurous spirit will find them-
selves amused with the novelty while appre-
ciating the craft. For example, John Sconzo, 
a doctor from upstate New York, counts 
Alinea, wd~50, minibar and other avant-
garde restaurants among his favorites. One 
hypermodern meal in particular was “the 
meal of his life.”

“That gets to the crux of the matter—
the food has to be delicious,” says Sconzo, 
who is also a host of eGullet.org, a culinary 
Web site where the hypermodern move-
ment is dissected in detail, and where 
Achatz chronicled the opening of Alinea 
in real time.

caféchatter

“I like to think I’m somewhat cere-
bral about what I eat, but the bottom line 
is that I have to enjoy it,” Sconzo says. 
“If it’s fun, if it’s fascinating, if it’s intel-
lectually stimulating as well, then it starts 
becoming magnificent, especially in an 
environment where people make you 
feel welcome.”

The meal of his life “so far” was at El 
Bulli, the restaurant outside Barcelona 
where Ferran Adrià has been cooking—
or rather, creating—hypermodern food 
for nearly 20 years. Adrià, who has been 
called the mad scientist of the culinary 
world, is the field’s trailblazer. If you’ve 
eaten in a high-end restaurant in the past 
five years, you’ve likely seen an imitation 
of his best-known dish: foam.

But his creations are ever evolving. 
Nowadays, Adrià—who spends the six 
months of the year that El Bulli is closed 
in his laboratory, developing new dishes 
for the next season’s menu—is playing 
with the enzyme transglu-
taminase, bonding 
proteins so he can 
contain liquids inside 
a jiggling membrane: 

faux olives made of olive oil; “caviar” 
made of tiny bubbles of melon.

Trompe l’oeil is part of the reason 
that hypermodern cooking is so much 
fun: It’s surprising. And surprise is a 
very important element in the cuisine, 
Andrés says. So important that he pre-
fers diners at minibar to space out their 
visits. He doesn’t want to see the same 
person three times in one week. If diners 
come too often, “then we take away the 
surprise of eating something for the first 
time,” he says.

for the next season’s menu—is playing 
with the enzyme transglu-

To see what’s in Jose 

Andrés’ kitchen, go to 

arrivemagazine.com.

Be it spring, summer, winter, or fall, sail
aboard the Arabella to the best kept secrets
and must see sites in the Caribbean, New
England & Chesapeake Bay. Arabella features
20 relaxing cabins, all w/private bath and
individual climate control. New for 2006,
St. Barts, Maine & Long Island wine cruise.

Available for private or corporate charter.

THEArabella  
800-395-1343

The More Intimate Cruise Vacation.

www.cruisearabella.com
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THE JOy OF QuELLE SurprISE!
I know what he means. I’ve been fol-

lowing along with the development of 
hypermodern cuisine since about 2001, 
and things that I used to find bizarre 
(Andrés’ organized Caesar salad, for 
example) simply don’t faze me anymore. 
Then again, I haven’t yet been to Alinea, 
where Achatz serves crispy bacon on a 
swinging trapeze and pheasant tempura 
with smoking oak leaves.

“Surprise is an emotion we hope to 
get by default,” Achatz says. The res-
taurant commissioned 30 service pieces 
unique to the restaurant. (That tempura 
is served on a metal whisk-looking con-
traption called a squid.) “If you dine here 
you’re never going to see food presented 
like it is here.”

Simply brilliant.

restaurant . lounge . custom events .

Open for dinner seven days a week. Open for lunch Monday–Friday.
At the Cira Centre®. Connected to Amtrak’s 30th Street Station.
2929 Arch Street. Philadelphia. 215 922 3839. raerestaurant.com

Atrium. Ballroom. Mezzanine. Private dining room. Wine room. Chef’s table.
Private events for up to 350 guests. Please join us for Valentine’s Day.

Of All The Big Apple Hotels
Recommended By The Washingtonian... 

Only One Offers Rooms 
For Under $2oo.

H TEL
WOLCOTT

TH
E

Mention booking code
2352 to take advantage

of this great deal..

Visit our website and
enter the contest to 
win 2 Free Nights

4 West 31st Street, New York, NY 10001 
(212) 268-2900 www.wolcott.com/2352 
*rates start at $160, slightly higher on 

certain dates subject to availability plus taxes.

The Wolcott Hotel. Just two blocks from the Empire
State Building. Wthin easy reach of Penn Station.
Every comfortable, clean room has all the 

modern amenities, plus free express breakfast in
the stunning marble-pillard Beaux Arts lobby.
Afforable never looked this good.
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Sometimes it’s a bit too sur-
prising. When Carol Hamburg-
er, the sister of a friend of mine, 
dined at Alinea, the man at the 
table next to hers ran screaming 
from the dining room when his 
burning oak leaves course came 
along. He was terrified of fire 
and allergic to smoke.

But even if your meal is served 
on a plate, it can still catch you 
off guard. The foie gras terrine at 

wd~50 stands vertically on one 
end, like a flat tire shaped like 
a hockey puck. Wispy beet ten-
drils perch on top, looking like a 
dragonfly just landed. A mound of green 
dust (dehydrated peas) sidled next to 
the terrine. In it were tiny studs of brown 
candied olives.

I sliced open the terrine, and warm 
beet juice red as blood rushed out of the 
center like lava. I couldn’t help but giggle. 
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Ruben Garcia works with Chef Andrés at minibar. Here he puts 
the finishing touches on this hypermodern version of a Philly 
cheesesteak. Bon appétit!

After a few bites, I wasn’t laughing; I  
was cooing. I started plotting my next cu-
linary purchase: a dehydrator so I could  
re-create those candied olives. Hyper-
modern? Interactive? Avant-garde? 
Progressive American? Sure—all of the 
above. But add fun and delicious, too.

The new Avalon Hotel puts the excitement of
Ocean Drive at your doorstep. Features
include complimentary breakfast, quilted
down comforters, unlimited WiFi and more.
There’s also our award winning restaurant, “A
Fish Called Avalon” offering local seafood
with a delicious tropical flare. Come, be part
of Ocean Drive at the Avalon.

S T Y L E
O C E A N  D R I V E

700 Ocean Drive
Miami Beach, Florida

800-933-3306

At the South Seas Hotel, the vibrance of
South Beach surrounds you. Just one block
away is the Convention Center. Just two
blocks the shops & cafes of Lincoln Road.
On premise, enjoy guest rooms with quilt-
ed down comforters, complimentary break-
fast buffet, unlimited WiFi, and for lunch or
dinner, our convenient poolside cafe & bar.

LOCATION

1751 Collins Avenue
Miami Beach, Florida

800-345-2678

B E A C H F R O N T

book online for best rates:
www.southbeachhotels.com
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Finale’s desserts include the seasonal sampler (left); Fantasia (top) and Boston Cream (right).

After Places
These sweet-tooth restaurants 
specialize in the last course, but 
they’re more than just desserts

hypermodern cooking may be  
on the forefront, but it’s already 
finding its way into a niche: the  
dessert restaurant.

one pastry chef alum from wd~50, 
Will Goldfarb, opened room 4 dessert 
in manhattan last year, and another, 
sam mason, left last fall to start his 
own restaurant in soho, which had 
not yet opened at press time.

and though you might find savory 
elements or bits of molecular gastron-
omy in some, not all dessert restau-
rants are avant-garde. consider the 
viennese cafe, the patisserie, or even 
the ice cream shop where you might 
stop after a date to the movies.

“We’re the after place,” says Paul 
conforti, the president and co-founder 
of Finale, which has three locations in 
Boston and plans to go national. “after 
dinner, after the movies, the theater, 
shopping—anything.”

here’s a rundown of “after places”  
to cure your sweet tooth.

chikaLicious, 203 e. 10th St., Man-
hattan; 212-995-9511; chikalicious.com

two signature dishes at chikalicious 
are the fromage blanc island cheesecake 
and the warm chocolate tart with pink 
peppercorn ice cream. But husband-and-
wife team don and chika tillman set up 
their restaurant so you wouldn’t have to 
stop there. You choose among six desserts 
on the menu, then watch as chika and 
pastry chef safia osman prepare you a 
three-course dessert menu from behind 
the bar. don pairs the wine or helps you 

select coffee or organic tea. and you’ll 
get out for under a double sawbuck: the 
prix-fixe meal with wine pairing is $19.

finale, mass.
three locations: finale Park  

Plaza, \1 columbus ave., Boston,  
617-423-3184; finale harvard  
Square, 30 Dunster St., cambridge, 
617-441-9797; finale coolidge corner, 
1306 Beacon St., Brookline,  
617-232-3233; finaledesserts.com

With a dessert-plating stage in the 
center of the room, Finale is as much the-
ater as restaurant. desserts are american 
with European-style presentation. the 
menu changes seasonally, but two main-
stays are molten chocolate cake with cof-
fee ice cream and vanilla crème brûlée. 
there’s also a bakery with a takeout area 
for cookies and pastries.

P*ONG, 150 W. 10th St. (at Waverly 
Place), Manhattan; 212-929-0898

Pichet ong, the former pastry chef for 
Jean-Georges vongerichten at spice mar-
ket and Perry street, whose thai Jewels 
dessert with tapioca was named best des-
sert in New York magazine in 2005, opens 

his own restaurant 
with snacks, and 
savory and sweet 
dishes this winter. 
ong says pastry 
chefs opening 
their own places is 
a natural progres-
sion. “the new 
generation of chefs 
has turned to the 
pastry kitchen for 
inspiration. You see 
a lot of techniques 
or compositions of 
dishes that are pas-
trylike: crisps, coolis, 
tuiles and sorbets.” 
he says his menu 
incorporates some 
of the hypermod-
ern trends, but “i 
also like cheeses.” 

hence, a dish like roquefort soufflé with 
twice-cooked walnuts and maple syrup. 
his opening menu also leans on fall fruits 
and tropical flavors: concord Grape tapi-
oca Float, or sour cream and hawaiian 
Ginger soda, for example.

Dessert, 806 S. Sixth St., Philadel-
phia; 215-923-9733.

Greg Pastore and Joann Greco have 
what you might consider a viennese cafe 
in Philadelphia. But 
the quaint, 27-seat 
restaurant also leans 
more classic ameri-
can, with dishes like 
tiramisu, apple pie 
and chocolate hazel-
nut bread pudding.

“We are a little 
more traditional,” 
says Pastore. “Peo-
ple are very happy 
for dessert and 
coffee—they just 
don’t need a once-
in-a-lifetime dessert 
for $13 and a $5 
cappuccino.”
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