Playboy Club in Las Vegas
shows off the new shot-
ready liqueur HARLEM. 4
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VALENTINO'S THIRD LOCATION BOOSTS HOUSTON'S
REPUTATION AS A TRUE DINING DESTINATION
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reports regulacly from around Can Chef Cunninghame
the Lone Stir State, West's modern ltalian cui-
sine match up to Valentino's
wine raputation?

Austin-based Anthony Head



don’t know If Houston will ever be known Tor egg
plant Parmesan, but if it does, the benchmark will
have been prepared at Valenting. It's the best 've ever
o I elidn 't ever
ings until just now.
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Piero Selvagaio sat down

of the Valent

Nno Concept
location in Santa Monica, California

version, which is re -|| WO rest

PEne aci
September. tucked along-

side the funky, elegant
Hotel Derek. and there is

lots of color and shine 1o

guestion: Why Houston?
Howston Is a candy stare
10 Wines Here | think

yand, so

there is real «

wie'vie put together already
qu e & |il_'k ent wing list,”

t 0 replied with sincernty.

The list-already abounds

with gems from Italv and

Caltfornia, but he's just ¢
ted with it. "We will g

definitely have an exciting

wine program. But a great

Wi list |'I|I:.lil'=.'f!‘~' 1N Years. . 7
You have to have verticals

and vintages at 18] varety.

You have to be sensitive to

yOur customers,”

My response was that the
Stoneleigh 08 Pinot Noir o
from Mew Zealand went
perfectly with the eggplant.
Thats when Piero put all his
cards on the table: "Wine

the respanses you get from l

Is very dear 1o me. | have
two restaurants with Grand Awards by Wine Spectator.
I want to have three. So that is going (o be the chapter
I work on personally, to make sure number three can
happen here in a couple of years.”

| could end right here because, knowing Piero (and
| hardly do). he'll have his third Grand in good time
And I'm pretty sure when that happens, Houston will
have already developed quite a fondness for Chet
Cunninghame West. He's meither Texan nor ltalian, but
in the end none of that matters a bit: West knows how to
mn good eggplant. And also, having worked
in the Las Vegas Valentino for about five years, he’s well
aware of Piero’s devotion to wine. “'ve seen him bugz
through a distributor’s list, picking two cases of this an

one case of that and a pallet of that

Co0k a da

" recalls the chef
“We had 240 wines when we opened, but Piera's been
atlding to that so quickly and so regulariy.

West does the same thing with the menus, originally

Crudo selections from Valentino's Vin Bar.

A LONE STAR LIFE
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ind gxeculiyve Lnel Luciano

i regularly, with cantem

parary ltaliar 1 flavars bullding on
e another. Bu
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before, the space is actually

taurants, the I Valentino in back and

the bright and casual

vin Bar up front. West cooks for
wath, but he has the m :

15t freedom with Vin Bars
crudo selections

| think it's safe to say that most Houstonians have the
pleasure of discovering crudo bars still waiting in their

futures. The tapas-style

dishes are already popular
/ in Los Angeles, where

Valentino helped introduce
i the country to the conce
of the ltalian raw bar
Wmicing West's offerings

ire Diood orange f .-|..l'-.|l.;|

tail with baby aruoula and
passion frult white tuna
with fennel. (Such skill
clearly influgnces West's
super-thin-sliced treatment
of the eggplant

There are also vareties
of Old World cured meats
and 16 cheeses from all
OVEr
combo, West says, is the

The four-cheese

number-one seller. He also

Loos
explains that since he s

MErg
to keep things fresh by

he has
never bothered developing

f Signaiu

always updating

market and seasorn

£ dish. "No such
re dish
for me. Its ke asking an

ning as a Signanud

artist, "What's your favorite
patnting ™"
| can say that West’s

buffalo tenderloin with vineotto, an intense grape-must
reduction, gets & lot of press coverage. And [ adoned
the pasta pocket filled with earthy sautéed mushrooms
He says both dishes are good examples of his overall
philosophy, which includes never wasting tlavor anc
remembering that a beautiful dish must also eat well

With dinner owver
| was convinced West's food will rise and fill out just as
superbly as Valentino'’s wine list. That's when [ momen
tarity lost my bearings. Within the last couple of years,
Houston haswelcomed numerous places—Bedford
YVoice at the Hotel leon, RDG + Bar Annie, for exampie
that adhere to similar standands
wing, Suddenly, H-Town has been transf

and Piero off 1o greet more guests

i excelient food and

10 1o e
of those exciting dining destinations. | had a Jack Rocks
at the Vin Bar while recalling the delicious eggplant dish
from earlier in the evening, and I thought o mysell
*Iust what the heck is happening to Houston?™
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