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Sizing up One Off Hospitality's Gold Coast dazzler

By Michaal Magramt | Fon REDEVE
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Kennedy. Most of the locations that Madia,
Kahan and company chose, whether it was
Avec next door or Publican in the middle of
the meatpacking district, were always a little
edgy. The food was so goad, the spaces so cool,
that the fanciest of Gold Coasters were pulled
from their graystones to try them. In the early
days, the guys behind One Off Hospitality
didn’t go to the mainstream. It came to them.
Nico is a reversal of that. It’ still original;
unless your nonna went to culinary school,
few things on its menu would be recogniz-
able from her dinner table. But with Nico,
One Off has gone to the folks they once drew
toward themselves. They have settled in at the
base of the swank Thompson Chicago hotel in
the Viagra Triangle, right across from Gibson’s
steakhouse. On my way to Nico, I passed four
Lamborghinis, a million dollars worth of cars

CEinn

p;irkccl :‘1):]1[ g the sereet, A e
stocked with bro-Mionares ¢ I
Lingheer abour stock rading gone awry Gold-
Baneled and wrap-dress-clad cougars were on
the prowl

Femme Fatale

e s, like soomuch of ies clicnmele, lavish
The bar and dining room is a :hn«j.; IMESMIEE
fzing knockeut with a tin ceiling, towering lve
plant wall, comvex part hobedike miars and
wifted veheet sofzs. Eave r_\':hi.nf‘ abious Moo,

as “Swingers"-cra Vince Vimghn wsed tosay, is
“mnen Yoo can just deop in For the parey, but
iy have a marrage propasal, o promotion
o eelebrare or 2 date 1o ARIPress, MWicoawill
shing as a backdrog.

I'm Waiting for the Man

Given thar kind of pomp, vou'd expeer the
service o shine. Instead, a7 dimes the plnnz
felt undderscaffed. My friend and 1 sat foc 1o
mirutes efore mer sorver appueared with
meeenus. Wk T finished my excedlene Mos-




simo cockrail ($12) featuring grape-y grappa
and white wine-toned pistachio syrup shaken
and served over crushed ice (Matty Eggleston,
formerly of Perennial Virant and Bar DeVille,
heads up the bar program), the glass sat empty
while I ate two courses. I couldn’t find our
server, so I had to hail another for the wine
list.

Despite the waiting, the service ar Nico
seemed primed to deliver. Madia appeared
midway through the night, wearing a blazer
and 1980s-worthy ripped acid-wash jeans, and
glad-handed at nearby tables. I appreciated
that food runners switched out silverware and
plates with every course, which was crucial
given the family-style service and the poten-
tial to mix flavors and sauces from each of the
dishes we ordered.

Heroin

As Lou Reed of The Velvet Underground sang,

“First thing you learn is you always gotta wait
... He’s got the works, gives you sweet taste.”
Kahan's food has always been my drug of
choice. I was fine enduring the M.LA. servers
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After just a few weeks open, reservations at Nico are already hard to come by.
Try the first-come, first-served lounge area if you're not able to snag a table in the dining room.
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to get a taste of it.

At Nico, Kahan collaborates with chef de
cuisine Erling Wu-Bower, who has worked his
whole career with One Off (Avec, Publican).
Wu-Bower is killing it. The opening menu
has almost 50 dishes split into six main
areas: crudo (raw or lightly cured fish), fet-
tunta (bruschetta), antipasti (salads and small
plates), pasta, piarti (large plates) and contorni
(vegetable sides). Parties of two who choose
one plate from four of the six sections and
share a dessert will be plenty full.

My favorite dish was puree of fava bean
flavored with bottarga (salted cured fish roe)
topped with a crisp salad of fennel, radish
and briny sweet dungeness crab adorned
with wispy thin crackers that looked like the
billowing spinnakers of a yacht ($18). Spiedini
(817), or skewers of grilled smoky sweetbreads
enrobed in sweet and salty slices of pancetta
and topped with thick, meaty slices of sauteed
royal trumpet mushrooms, were like addic-
tive, savory bonbons. My friend and I threw
them back with abandon, racing to see who
could eat the most before we ran out.

The dish that was closest to what your
Italian grandmother might serve was the
Neapolitan-style ragu ($18 per person). A red
lacy-patterned trivet was set on the table,
and a pot bubbling with an Italian red sauce
gravy was placed on top. In the middle of the
gravy was a tender hunk of braised pork belly,

ajuicy golf ball-sized swordfish meatball and
a fried square of risorto. The sauce, which had
ahint of sweetness, a bit of spice and a meaty
richness, was deeply comforting. I scraped
every last remaining drop up with a spoon (I
wish the kitchen served up a side of bread for
sopping up leftovers) once the meatball, pork
belly and fried risotto had disappeared.

There She Goes Again

Pastry chef Amanda Rockman picked up
where she left offat previous post Balena,
serving hand-crafted gelatos and complex
well-crafted desserts at Nico. I especially liked
the creamy burnt honey gelato ($3) garnished
with a lacy pizelle cookie. If you're tired of
the gloppy bricks of tiramisu served at most
Italian restaurants, you'll love Rockman’s

version ($11), a shooter filled with white cof-
fee cream (coffee that’s cold-infused so the
cream doesn't pick up any bitterness or color),
marsala wine-spiked mousse, a crispy crunchy
layer of aged ladyfinger bits and a creamy Val-
rhona milk chocolate cremeux (a custard that
has a texture somewhere between a pudding
and a mousse).

It Was a Pleasure Then

From Blackbird to Big Star, One Off Hospital-
ity has put out a series of spectacular restau-
rants. Nico, which has impeccable seafood
and clean, light flavors, just might just be the
most elegant and the biggest hit yet. The cozy
kitchen counter seating and L-shaped layout
of the dining room provides an intimate
experience that falls somewhere between the
claustrophobia of Blackbird and the expan-
siveness of The Publican. Whatever your
occasion, it is the place you should celebrate
all of tomorrow’s parties.

MICHAEL NAGRANT IS A REDEYE SPECIAL CONTRIBUTOR.
REDEYE@TRIBUNE.COM | @REDEYEEATDRINK.
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