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CALIFORNIA

LE CLUB, BIZOU, GINGER ISLAND
RANDOM NOTES: SHOPPERS” STOPS

Chef Lisa Cannelora of Le Club with assistants Jennifer Spiegel (left) and Amy Welles (right)

BY CAROLINE BATES

San Francisco and Berkeley

his place has been here forever,” said the silver-

haired gentleman to his guests as they settled down at the table
next to ours. Well, almost. LE CLUB, tucked away in the Clay-
Jones apartment house on Nob Hill, has been here since 1947,
although first as a private restaurant. For the last twenty-five
years it has served a larger public, including many prominent
San Franciscans who have come to rely on it as a home-away-
from-home for entertaining friends and business associates.
And this month, when Nob Hill is alive with the sounds and
scents of Christmas, the tempo of holiday parties quickens.
Though never adventurous, the Continental cooking at Le Club

was solid and reliable—lamb, Caesar salad, and dessert souf-
flés were the favorite specialties—and no one ever had reason
to fault the discreet and polished service. But recently Le Club
closed briefly and reopened under new owners. The intimate,
mahogany-paneled rooms, which once enveloped diners in a
cocoon of red and gold damask, are now in autumnal hues of
striped beige velvet with gold accents. The gracious Fritz Fran-
kel, who charmed and cared for San Franciscans for some thir-
ty years at La Mirabelle and Le Castel, was brought in to help
guide the service, maintaining the previous high standards.

"The kitchen, however, is unrecognizable.

The people at the next table were raving about the food, ex-
claiming over the bread and the saucer of parsley gremolata
that came with it, the crunchiness of the soft-shelled crab, the
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Three San Francisco landmarks: Bay Bridge, Transamerica Pyramid, and Le Club

deep mushroom flavor of the creamy soup.
“Please compliment the chef on a superb
dinner,” said the host grandly, calling
Frankel to the table. “And be sure to tell
him how much I liked the squab.”

“I'll be happy to,” Frankel said, adding
with a mischievous twinkle, “but ‘him’ is a
‘her.” In fact, they are all *her’s in the kitch-
en. What I am saying [for the man didn’t
understand] is that our chef is a woman.”

She is—and she’s very, very good. For
thirteen years Lisa Cannelora has been
gaining experience in the kitchens of such
restaurants as Greens and Campton Place.
To sharpen her pastry- and breadmaking
skills, she worked as a pastry chef at the
Westin St. Francis and as a baker at Acme
Bread. Half Italian (“I grew up in Berkeley
with an incredible Italian mother who
cooked all the time™), she spent a yearin It-
aly as an assistant to Lorenza de’” Medici at
her Tuscan cooking school. Now she is in
charge of her first kitchen in the Bay Area,
and her intelligent, seamless cooking is the
work of a chef thoroughly at ease in a com-
manding position. With only two assis-
tants, Jennifer Spiegel and Amy Welles,
she makes everything from scratch, from
rustic breads to the delectable little cookies
that garnish a perfect granita.

The chef’s dishes have the sense of abun-
dance and the artful simplicity that underlie
good Italian cooking. The fragrant breads
delivered to the table—a finely textured
semolina along with, perhaps, a walnut or
whole-wheat loaf—are an expression of
that generous Italian spirit, and so are the
complimentary first tastes, such as a savory
tart. We, too, were impressed by the mush-
room soup with its swirl of lemon créme
[fraiche softening the musky intensity of the
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dried porcini, shiitakes, and cremini. And
those soft-shelled crabs (they will return in
the early summer) were spectacular with a
flying-fish-roe sauce.

There were other appealing ways to be-
gin dinner. From Carmel Valley came ex-
ceptional salmon smoked over alder and
cherry woods, which the kitchen draped
over airy semolina blini with créme fraiche
and capers. A warm goat cheese tart was ir-
resistible alongside a salad of the sweetest
red and golden beets imaginable. (Now
there might be a winy ragout of rabbit, cara-
melized pearl onions, and raisins in a hazel-
nut-crust tart.) Most customers ignored the
delicious Gorgonzola-sauced malfatri
when the chef put the dish on the menu, but
they loved these spinach and ricotta dump-
lings when listed as “gnocchi.” And there
is still a Caesar salad, although it is no long-
er assembled at the table. When Cannelora
tried to do the salad with whole romaine
leaves, the restaurant’s longtime patrons
spoke up. Now they get the Caesar they
want—torn ]EaVCS, square croutons, and a
thick dressing in which garlic and anchovy
fairly shout their presence.

The succulent roast squab with garlic
mashed potatoes and a lovely preserve of
plums more than lived up to its notices, and
the rack of lamb with a mustardy crumb
crust and an onion and potato gratin upheld
Le Club’s sterling reputation for that cut of
meat. The polenta that sometimes accom-
panies meats is notable, being coarse-
grained and almost chewy (one guest
admiringly called it porridgy). Cannelora
cooks polenta with water as Italians do.
These days, seafood sometimes surpasses
the meats. I liked sea bass with a lemony
sauce, a ragout of corn and slivered bell
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peppers, and tumbleweedlike tangles of
crisp fried zucchini cut into matchsticks.
Also sampled was an exceptional treatment
of grilled lobster out of the shell in a saffron-
scented tomato broth with a colorful palette
of vegetables and lemon couscous.

Equally at ease with the sweet and the sa-
vory, Cannelora knows how to make a can-
taloupe or strawberry granita with the
proper consistency and texture, and she tru-
ly shines in pastry. One of last summer’s
fleeting pleasures paired blackberry ice
cream and a sensational almond strudel
filled with a light almond-paste mixture.
In any season you’re likely to find a silky
créme briilée and a steamed chocolate-
hazelnut cake with custard sauce.

As for the wine list, [ yield to GOURMETs
wine editor, Gerald Asher, our guest one
night: “The restaurant doesn’t waste your
time, It offers only good California Char-
donnays and Cabernets.” He also remarked
on the reasonable prices of many of the
French wines on the reserve list, proving
the point with an elegant Saint-Julien
Chiteau Gruaud-Larose "80 ($38).

Le Club serves dinner from 5:30 to 10
Tuesday through Saturday. It is closed on
Sundays and Mondays. The menu is entire-
ly a la carte with first courses $5.75 to $8,
most entrées between $17.50 and $22, and
desserts $6. The restaurant will be open on
Christmas Day and New Year’s Day. Some
of the chef’s ideas for Christmas dinner
are seared foie gras with Gravenstein
apples and pearl onions, honey-glazed
game hen with thyme-rice stuffing, and
ginger-pumpkin bread pudding. No smok-
ing is allowed.

Le Club

1250 Jones Street
San Francisco

Tel. (415) 771-5400

Le Club’s lobster with lemon couscous




