Hot Dish
[image: image1.jpg]



A sampling of Fabulous Fern’s Fare  (clockwise from  Lower left): dusted chicken wings,

bruschetta and composed salad with Thai  peanut chicken.

Fern’s is fabulous for all-around goodness

I hate to say I told you so,” my friend said in a tone that suggested she very much relished the opportunity to tell me so. She was right, of course: I should’ve made reservations. But I got sidetracked and neglected to make the call. Besides, it was after noon in the middle of the week. How busy could Fabulous Fern’s Bar & Grill be? Plenty busy, it turned out. “I can seat you in the bar,” the hostess said. I balked at first, recalling the days when the sports bar adjacent to the restaurant was pretty smoky. For some reason, I keep forgetting that all bars are now smoke-free in Minnesota.

Though the well-appointed restaurant was packed with local politicos and business people, the bar was relatively quiet, with only a few scattered couples and a handful of retirees playing backgammon. Our group of five raised the activity level a couple of notches. According to the restaurant’s website, Fern’s took for its inspiration La Mome Bijou, or Miss Diamonds, the bejeweled Parisian barfly who is portrayed in a 1930s photograph by Brassai and who is said to have been the inspiration for Giraudoux’s 1945 play The Madwoman of Chaillot. Miss Diamonds’ life revolved around fine food and drink. To meet what may have been her expectations, Fern’s carries a vast array of libations and boasts a menu that combines “the ordinary with the unusual.” My friends and I started with what we considered unusual and worked our way toward the ordinary. For appetizers, we ordered the mussels ($9.25) and bruschetta ($7.95).
I’m not a particularly big fan of shellfish, but the mussels steamed in sambuca (an aniseed-flavored liqueur) and white wine with red pepper flakes, red onion and tomato

with basil, were prepared to perfection and not the least bit chewy. However, the big hit was the sauce. 
The wonderful basil sourdough French bread slices that accompanied the appetizers quickly disappeared as everyone soaked up the slightly sweet and salty sauce and finished off the tomatoes.

The bruschetta was devoured with only slightly less enthusiasm. The ciabatta (an Italian white bread) with pesto, diced tomato, extra virgin olive oil and basil was grilled just right and had a wonderful flavor, although some at the table felt that the fresh parmesan piled on top should’ve been melted.

One of my companions ordered the composed salad with Thai peanut chicken ($8.95) off the regular menu. It featured a heaping plateful of Thai-spiced chicken and rice noodles on mixed greens dressed with peanut sauce and framed in mushrooms, radishes, tomatoes and green peppers. The mushrooms

were a bit on the dry side, but that was the only quibble. Also off the regular menu was the fettuccini with chicken ($11.95), sautéed chicken, zucchini and mushrooms tossed in a garlic cream sauce. The large portion of pasta was appropriately al dente, and the chunks of chicken were generous, but the cream sauce was a bit heavy and not particularly flavorful. We also ordered from the special menu that changes every week, and none of us was disappointed. The shrimp and bacon salad ($10.95) came with a generous portion of large, moist, chilled shrimp and bacon with spinach tossed with sun-dried

tomatoes, balsamic vinaigrette, croutons, hard-boiled eggs and cucumbers. Pretty as a picture.

The K.B. ($9.25), served with fries or a salad, consisted of pounded pork loin grilled and dipped in Fern’s kalbi sauce—a barbecue sauce traditionally made with soy sauce, sugar, garlic, ginger, sesame oil and red and black pepper—with sautéed mushrooms and provolone cheese with a sweet and spicy

mustard on an onion bun. If you like slightly gooey, tasty, pork sandwiches, this is right up your alley. I devoured half of it, then enjoyed the other half for lunch the next day. The dusted wings ($9.25) were six whole deep-fried chicken wings, dusted with Cajun spice and served with a ranch and tangy orange mustard sauce. The skin was appropriately crunchy, the meat was juicy, the Cajun spice was just short of searingly hot and the tangy orange mustard sauce was great. Our server forgot the chicken tortellini soup ($3.95), but brought it out immediately after she was reminded. It was a hearty, tasty stock, but I’m just taking my brother and sisterin-law’s word for it, because they ate it all. No Christmas gift for them next year. For dessert, we once again ordered off the special menu. The

warm tiger brownie ($5.25) sat on what tasted like a layer of toasted coconut and was topped with chocolate caramel cashew ice cream served with chocolate and caramel sauce. It was decadently delicious and provided each of us with at least one bite. Next time I go to Fern’s, I want to try the Cajun meatloaf ($10.95). I’m also hoping someone invites me to a party and serves Fern’s crab rangoons from the bar buffet menu ($3.95 with a minimum order of 20). It’s too easy to say that Fabulous Fern’s is, well, fabulous, but any restaurant entering its 17th year is obviously doing

something right. Yes, it has a great location on Cathedral Hill’s restaurant row, but consistency is even more important. Fern’s keeps bringing people back with good food, a great presentation, efficient service and a comfortable menu that allows for some adventure.
