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A Great

Raw Deal

by s. irene virbila

BEFORE MICHAEL HIDE CARDEMAS (FFEMNED
Sushn Roko on S Street a few months ago. e
sonnght out advice from a slew of Los Angeles
ot successiul chets, Make it ook good, they all
tebel B, but keep vour focus on the food, The
former manager of Matsulusa i Beverly Hills
st barve Dstenved], Soshin Boko is vwt ondy one o
the best-looking restaarants o open m LA n a
whube. the food is respectabsle, oo

The tunky beach shack that boused the shore-
livesdd Antartica next o the Beverly Connectuom
Ias been rranstormed oo o stadiously sivhish
sushi bar and restaurant, Open all madnghe all
week (but et vour order i by 11500, Sasio
Roku has bevome the Litest place where poople
i black Mok for sushi. Mavbe 1t's because the
interior’s grays, blacks and pale bamboo make
evervone look as il they re vamping for a fash-
won shoot, O mavbe it's the two Linle piles of
salt set discveetly on the
seps outside 1o bring
gonsd luck Personally, |
thimk w's the ooad, a
shirewd combanaton of

car and redlaurant with stone walls, paie Dam

strznehtforward susha
il rendy Calitormia- venser tablet
Asan ausine

Larger and more food ce

vomiornable than most

rafiteroles WINE PICK: 1554 Erude

sitshu e HITTETITEN
Sushi Roku wuses con- i Bia
Lrete, winil, rowck,

hamboo and rce pa-
per 1o great eftect. In

the muddle of the bar

1 boulder's deep hol ¢
low  becomes a ponl
where orange and § g ige %

white ko swim restless-

Iv. Behind the sleck sushi bar, where execunve
chet Hiro MNishomura iwho comes from R25
downtown ) wields a flashing koife, is a wall of
black granite relieved only by a graceful ke

fama arvangement ma plaited-bamboo vase

Fruyinaraph try ke Logan

SUSHI ROKU

CUISINE; Japanate AMBIENCE: Styilsh sushi

BEST DISHES: o

Rectangular Magstones
torm the long wall oppo-
st another is inser with
dowve-gray moks the size
of astrich egus. And in
the private dining room,
where eight  Japanese
businessmen are dimng
one might, boulders are
dramatcally paled up on
the loor The
rant s collors  are

ollset by

resianls
i BT
saffron beams
anil
bamboo veneer. Despie

tabletops . of  pale

the frenetic 1able-hop-
ping, the effect is serene.
Cardenas managed Matsuhisa tor five vears—
and helped open Nobu in New York and Lon-
don. To his credit, Sush
Roku 1s not a dish-by-dish
knockoll of the wildly
popular La Ciencga
Boulevard restaurant,
though Nishimra does
TODUS occasional niffs on Nobu's
eccentric palette of chiles,
Dady squic olive oil, caviar and garlic
Whan Sushi Roku does ol-
fer s soumiething for every-
sies FACTS one from sushn movices 1o
serions aficonados, plus
an array of other intenest-
g dishes. For amnwvone
whao hkes o graze, thas s
rl‘ll' illn.“ L o

(I one visit, 1 concen-
Jarking trate mostly on  migmn-
wishi: the |!1am|-wh;|pn'{|

ovills of nee topped with o hre-colored wm,
milky squid, shiny blue-skinned mackerel and
crunchy red clam. | like an umebodi | Japanese
pickled plum) and shiso roll jacketed in pearly
granns of rice, but U'm too much of & purnist to

Meonkfish pité wrapped in salmon and topped with caviar and uni.

ever enjoy the rich grilled eel with sweet bar-
becue sauce—and avocado. While [ tease
strands of seaweed from a terrific salad com-
posed of four ditferent tvpes of seaweed, two
hipsters at the table behind me discuss spin-
ning (not what Rapunzel did, but what you do
at the gyvm) and where 1o buy Cristal and
‘Dom” on the cheap. They natter on, com-
plaining about prices at Matsuhisa and what a
bargun this place seems in comparison, (oo
busy to notice their friend snatching up every
piece of beautibul toro.

Another time, | order enough appetizers o
cover the table. Twice. Yet | barely make a dent
int the menu. Fried baby calaman, usually pret-
tv dull, s excellent here, sheathed in a lacy
tempuri-like batter that's delicately orisp, Ra-
vored with bits of olive paste and a light drizzle
of ponzi sauce. Seafood ceviche in a lively avo-
cado sauce spiked with shiso and capers is
scooped into mussel shells. Yellowtail sashimi
strewn with chopped red and green chiles
would be fine if the sizzling truffle oil didn't
taste a little old. [ like the Japanese mushroom
sailisel, too—a mix of frisee, tender lettuce, pur-
ple basil, sumptuous julienned diitake mush-
rooms garnished with a flurry of white radish
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upped with red. The
shrunken regular brown-
mushrooms and flavoriess
diced tomatoes, however,
take the salad down a nowh.

Mixed wvegetable or
seafood tempura, cloaked
in a gossamer batter and
fried in clean oil at the
right temperature, is ter-
ritic. Every piece of whole
shrimp, spears of aspara-
gus, bright orange kabocha
squash, whitefish, shitake
mushroom and more is
Just what you hope to get
when vou order tempura.

But the kitchen really
shines with the spedals.
Be sure to have the waiter
tell you what they are be-
fore you order, and listen
to Cardenas’ counsel
when he comes around. |
had spectacular, fresh
Santa Barbara sweet
shrimp that was coarsely
chopped and served raw
with some diced tokobushi
(baby abalone with an ap-
pealing crunch) and a -
tle Beluga caviar. The
caviar isn't gratuitous: it
adds a saltv intensitv o
the more delicate flavors
of the prawn and abalone.
The dish also includes a
bamboo cup of the metic-
ulously  fresh  prawn
“brains” in pungent red
muso, a taste 1 find strong
but  irresistible. The
shrimp heads. red-and-
white banded tentacles
and all, come back mo
courses later as superla-

tive tempura. Superb oc-
topus sashimi, fine wawvv
slices of violet-edged ten-
tacle, comes lined up like
dominoes, each slice with
a drop of delicate green-
gold olive oil and a sprin-
kling of a special Japanese
salt. Called agumi, the
pure sea salt from an is-
land off Okinawa brings
out the sweetness of the
octopus flesh. Delicious
soft-shell crab tempura
comes with lemon juice,
that Okinawan salt and a
bowl of penzu for dipping.
But another night, when 1
give the kitchen free rein,
we end up with the odd
combination of whitefish
sashimi  dabbed with
strawberries and olive oil.
Go figure.

If vou ask, Cardenas of-
fers good suggestions from
the mostly California wine
selections. Some of the
waiters know their stuff,
too. The list also offers pre-
mium sakes by a half or full
bamboo carafe.

Dessert 15 easy: Pass on
the obligatory green tea ice
cream and have the prof-
iteroles filled with vanilla ice
ceam or the banana cream
tart cloaked in caramel and
chocolate sauces.

Sushi Roku is off 1o a
good start. If it can keep the
sushi consistent and produce
speaals equal to the Santa
Barbara shnmp sashimi. its
luck—piles of salt or not—is
sure to hold. —



