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Clockwise from
left: A well-mar-
bled corn-fed
steak; NONE steak
house in Dallas;
Santa Monica’s
Boa Steakhouse;
filet mignon, the
most tender cut

Top chefs rethink an American classic
BY GAYLE KECK

: ike jazz and baseball, the steak house is an American invention. Traditional venues such as Peter Luger in New
York Chicago’s Gene &: Georgetti, Morton’s (Los Angeles and other cities), and The Palm (27 U.S. locations) have thrived for
years. But there’s a new“breed” of steak house that’s breaking the mould. Spearheaded by top chefs seeking to put their stamp
on a favoured American cuisine, these next-generation steak houses are a dramatic departure from the classic male bastions of
old. They're designed to have equal appeal to women—finally valued in their own right as restaurant customers—with updated
menu choices and décor. In response to modern tastes, the menus are seasonal, using fresh local ingredients, as well as luxuri-
ous touches like truffles and foie gras. Here is a cross-country tour featuring some of the best of the new breed.
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CLOCKWISE FROM TOP: STEVEN MARK NEEDHAM/ENVISION; COURTESY NINE; BOA STEAKHOUSE; ZEVA OELBAUM/ENVISION, OPPOSITE, FROM TOP: COURTESY RL; LARKCREEKSTEAK (2); BLT STEAK.



STEAK-SPEAK

WAGYU "Wagyu” transiates as “Japanese cattle”
and refers to a breed developed in Japan. Often
called the "foie gras of beef,” the meat is intensely
marbled with fat, but has a higher percentage of unsaturated
fat than other breeds. Wagyu stock has been imported to the
U.5,, and in some cases is crossbred with Angus cattle for what
is termed "American Wagyu” or “American Kobe.”

KOBE This legendary beef is named after the capital of the
Hyogo Prefecture in Japan, where it is raised. Like a wine
appellation, the name Kobe shouldn't be applied to beef of
any other origin, though it often is. in general, Kobe cattle are
raised in shelters, where they are fed a mixture of grains, beer,
and sake mash, and receive massages, which are said to make
their meat more tender,

CORN-FED Cattle that is fattened with grain in feedlots.
Typically, the meat has more fat marbling than strictly grass-
fed beef, producing a rich, mellow flavour,

GRASS-FED Cattle that graze on pasture, producing leaner,
slightly tougher meat with a stronger flavour. Some chefs
serve grass-fed beef only in the spring and early summer,
when its taste is nutty rather than gamy.

WET-AGED The most common method of aging (used for 90
per cent of U.S. beef), whereby meat is vacuum-packaged in
plastic. This tenderizes the meat but doesn’t concentrate the
flavour.

DRY-AGED in this method, beef is hung in a climate-controlled
room for several weeks, or in some cases individual cuts are
placed on racks. As moisture evaporates, the flavour
intensifies and enzymes tenderize the meat. Some
top steak houses have their own dry-aging rooms or
offer meat with a choice of aging times. Optimum
aging times vary from steak to steak, with the
longest times often associated with New York strip
steaks (also known as Kansas City or shell steaks) and
rib-eyes. o
GRADE The top beef grade (out of eight),
USDA Prime, is awarded to less than 2 per
cent of beef in the U.S. Prime steaks have
more fat marbling than other grades,
enhancing flavour and juiciness. Typically,
it's the grade served at top steak houses.
USDA Choice is the next grade down, with
less marbling, flavour, and juiciness, This is
the grade most commonly found at U.S,
supermarkets.

CHOOSE YOUR CUT #ccording to Jeremy Bearman
of LarkCreekSteak, “fat equals flavour.” So for the
most flavourful steak, order a rib-eye, which has the
most marbling and intermuscular fat; New York
strips come in second. Juiciness relates to the
amount and evenness of marbling, so again rib-eye
comes out on top—but even a leaner flank steak can
be juicy if well marinated and properly prepared. For
the tenderest cut, order a filet (also known as a ten-
derloin), but expect less flavour due to lack of mar-
bling. For the best of both worlds, choose cuts that
include both strip steak and filet: porterhouse (a

larger filet and a smaller strip steak section) or T-bone (a

tasty strip steak section with a smaller filet).

THE SEAR Each chef has a personal favourite cooking method
for steaks, such as a height-adjustable grill over embers, a
super-high-heat infrared broiler, or a copper pan that travels
from stovetop to oven. The overarching goal is to sear the
meat to create a flavourful exterior that seals in the juices.
Some chefs like a char; others add basting or marinades that
caramelize and create a crust. All agree that a high-tempera-
ture sear is essential, but even among those who use the broil-
er method, preferred temperatures range from 1,200 to as high
as 1,800 degrees.
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From top: The dining room at RL; blue
prawn appetizer and the open kitchen
at LarkCreekSteak; D.C.’s BLT Steak

SAN FRANCISCO At LARKCREEKSTEAK, chef Jeremy
Bearman (who has cooked with Daniel Boulud and Joél
Robuchon) turns out prime steaks grilled over fruitwood
and charcoal embers, as well as superb seafood, like pro-
sciutto-wrapped diver scallops. The light, airy, modern set-
ting underscores Bearman’s emphasis on fresh artisanal produce—
think sautéed peas with pea tendrils or artichoke soup with duck con-
fit (875 Market Street, 4th Floor; 415/593-4100; dinner for two, with-
out tax, tip, or wine, $145).

SANTA MONICA The founders of BOA STEAKHOUSE wanted to
create "the place today’s Rat Pack would go,” says partner Lee Maen.
The dazzling décor, with a dramatic natural sculpture made from an
800-year-old piece of driftwood and a bold, steel-grid “wine room,"”
has indeed attracted a Hollywood crowd. Steaks are marinated, then
broiled at 1,800 degrees Fahrenheit (980°C), with a baste of
Cabernet butter midway through to form the signature caramelized
crust (101 Santa Monica Boulevard; 310/899-4466; $160).

DALLAS The Big D gets into the trend with N9NE, whose owners
include Michael Morton, son of the Morton's steak house chain
founder. Here, local celebs, high-powered sports stars, and the stylish
social set gather in a chic, lounge-style atmosphere, highlighted by a
round Champagne-and-caviar bar set beneath a silver-leafed vaulted
ceiling. Aged prime steaks are seared in a 1,200-degree infrared broil-
er, and the updated sides include crisp potato gnocchi with white truf-
fle cream. Consulting chef/partner Michael Kornick also champions
the freshest seafood, including signature platters of shellfish and
sashimi (3090 Olive Street, #110; 214/720-9901; $160).

CHICAGO When Ralph Lauren opened RL, the designer’s sen-
sibility infused everything—including steaks like the Double RL
Filet, a limited offering sourced from Lauren’s own ranch near
Telluride, Colorado. Located next to the world’s largest Polo
w  store, the restaurant’s menu focuses on refined renditions
| of traditional American classics like Steak Diane, a sirloin
' sautéed tableside in a veal reduction with cream, brandy,
Dijon mustard, shallots, and butter (115 East Chicago
Avenue; 312/475-1100; $140).

PALM BEACH GARDENS The sly, sexy STRIP HOUSE
features a lush, all-red interior lined with vintage photos
of burlesque stars. Steaks can be accompanied by deca-
dent sides like crisp goose-fat potatoes or black truffle
spinach. And don‘t miss the 24-layer chocolate cake. Tiger
Woods, Michael Kors, and Jack Nicklaus have visited (Downtown
at the Gardens, 11701 Lake Victoria Gardens Avenue; 561/296-
4900; $185).

WASHINGTON, D.C. Even renowned French chef Laurent
Tourondel has gone for steaks. One of his BLT STEAK restau-
rants—equal parts cosy French bistro and stylish urban bofte—
recently debuted in Washington, attracting politicians, real estate
deal-makers, and the District's business élite to dine on aged
prime steaks broiled at 1,700 degrees and finished with herb
butter. The Gruyére popovers are fast becoming a cult classic
(1625 | Street, N.W.; 202/689-8999; $170).

NEW YORK Tom Colicchio’s CRAFTSTEAK has soaring ceilings,
Hudson River views, and its own aging room to dry-age steaks up to
56 days. Offerings are listed by origin (ranging from Nebraska to
Hawaii to Japan) and whether they're grass-fed or corn-fed.
Colicchio’s steaks are seared in copper pans, then oven-finished and
served with a vast array of sides, including six types of mushrooms. A
favourite among Chelsea gallerygoers and a downtown fashion
crowd, seduced by the view (85 Tenth Avenue; 212/400-6699; $200,
higher for Wagyu beef).
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