


- made."

I arrived a little before 2
pm. That was some four
hours after Jackson, Chef
Bernie Co and his "execu-
tive officer,” Sauce Chef Be-
nito: Chua, had. served
lunch and begun prepara-
tions for Saturday dinner.

By the time my "shift"
ended at 10:30, 310 cus-
tomers had dined on Ca-
pone’s spicy trattoria fare. I

had two grease burns, a -

welt from a rushed encoun-
ter with a 550 degree oven,
a blister the size of Puli on
my right foot — and a new
respect for folks who slice,
saute, spice, sauce and
. serve for a living.

Quiet Before the Storm

I had one worry going in.’

Would a chefs-eye view of
Capone’s diminish my pas-
ta passion and cacciatore
cravings?

"To retain respect for the
law and a taste for sau-
sage," goes an old adage,
"watch  neither  being

rants. Most diners prefer
not to know what goes on

Ditto for restau-

behind the scenes at a fa-
vorite eatery.

Not so with Capone’s
food preparation areas.
Sparkling counters. Table-

ware sterilized in Ameri--

can-made high pressure
dishwashers. Scrupulous
attention to refrigeration.
Plus a hard and fast Jack-
son rule on freshness, pre-
sentation and food quality:
"When in doubt, throw it
out.”

First Stop: Compulsory
KP in the dishwashing de-
partment. Modern appli-
ances or no, dishes must
be scraped, rinsed,
stacked, then removed at
the end of a wash cycle.
And, though men may walk
on the moon, only old-fash-
ioned elbow grease can
cleanse a pot used to melt
fresh chocolate. Mercifully,
an ebbing lunch bunch
saved me from terminal
dishpan hands.

By 3 pm dinner prepara-
tions were humming. Per-
haps the major difference

between home and restau-
rant kitchens lies in pre-
cooking planning and prep-
aration.

Diners demand freshly
cooked chow; yet they don’t
savor extended "bread and
water" sentences while
chefs start from scratch.
Fashioning a flavorful com-
promise between these dis-
parate demands separates

Chef Cameron brushes a coffee-kahlua liquor mixture atop a layer
of spongy cake to make a sheet of tiramisu. — Akie Ang

sucecessful restaurateurs
from amateur cooks.

Capone’s
gravy-stained 3x5 cards
like we use at home, Com-
puter printouts of carefully
tested, exacting formulas
to create consistent cui-
sine. (Remember: a restau-
rant is also a business; rec-
ipe sheets cost out every
entree component.)’

recipes? No-

Measurements are
spelied out to the gram.
And woe betide spice-stint-
ing cooks! Jackson, Co and
Chua — armed with dozens
of "quality control” spoons
— sample each sauce.
Their CIA-certified palates
can detect missing ingredi-
ents quicker than you can
say, "oregano!"

Under Jackson’s self-de-
signed systems hot foods
are "sauced and finished"
after a patronplaces an or-
der. Only minutes pass
from stove to stomach.

To make that work, ba-
sics must be lined up
throughout the afternoon.
Pasta cooked al dente,
plunged into an ice bath to
prevent limpness, then
weighed into individual
portions. Clams (60 dozen
— 1 counted!) boiled in sea
brine and individually
stuffed with garlic butter.
Garlic and shallots sauteed
in fruity olive oil, then com-
bined with spices and to-

-marinated

matoes to create fragrant
vats of bubbling pomodoro
sauce.

Tomato sauce added to
chopped steak (yes, steak!)
for meat sauce. More clams
plus kilos of squid and
shrimp par-boiled. Prime
meats sliced for steaks and
carpaccio, Italy’s version of
steak tartar. Hen halves —
overnight in
Mediterranean herbs —
baked on trays in sizzling
ovens. Chicken breasts
dredged in seasoned flour,
dunked in egg, then bat-
tered with  parmesan
cheese and bread crumbs.

Don't forget the ti-
ramisu. Chef Chua honch-
oed my assembly of 40 por-
tions of that delectable
dolce. Ingredients? Freshly
baked, spongy ladyfingers
plus two sauces: a coffee/
kahlua liquor mixture and
light vanilla custard. (Reci-
pe? Forget it. Jackson
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would sooner share Ca-
pone’s safe combination
than sauce formulas.) Atop
a ladyfinger layer, ("Gently!
Don’t bruise the cake!")
brush on coffee mixture.
Evenly apply custard. Re-
peat five times. Sprinkle
with freshly grated choco-
late.

s

t. — Akie Ang
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J Siiﬁfhlng wearily, the amateur cook relaxes with a glass of

Now lasagna. Discard
noodles that broke while
boiling. Start with a layer of
tomato sauce. Then pasta.
Then ricotta cheese. More
layers of pasta, sauce,

cheeses. Approaching the
final layer. Benito stopped
me, removed a piece of
overlapping lasagna and

whittled it to size with his
razor-sharp chef’s knife. "If
the pasta overlaps,” he in-
structed, "customers get an
‘all noodle’ bite. Always cut
the end lasagna for a per-
fect fit."

I admit surprise: Ca-
pone’s kitchen staff worked
hard. Fast. Mass produc-

tion. But whether cooks
were rounding corners on
tiramisu, seasoning sauc-
es, or slicing man-sized
steaks, quality comers
weren't cut. Capone’s
cooks labor with love. Cus-
tomers get a‘fair shake.
Rumors of War
Five-thirty. Staff supper.

wine in Capone'’s serving area after finishing his eight-and-a-half hour

Daily, while his crew eats,
Chef Co walks through a
75-item quality checklist.
Tastes everything diners
will. Smells fish and meats.
Rifles salads for wilted veg-
gies. Confirms refrigerator,
steam and grease tempera-
tures. Sniffs aging oils.
Makes sure breads are
fresh and spices spicy.
Conflrms it's salt in salt
shakers.

Remember old-time war
flicks? Paratroopers pre-
pare to jump. Sarge walks
around quietly, checking
equipment. Troopers know
itll be tough. Nervous?
Sure. Scared? Hell, no:
We're Marines!

That’s the mood in Ca-
pone’s open “finishing”
kitchen as the first custom-
ers drift in. Saute Chef
Robert Shieh greases three
dozen pans. Broiler Boss
Dennis Lim adjusts con-
trols. Saucier Chua men-
tally counts portions. Chef
Co rallies his troops. Me,
nervous? You bet. Can I
keep up with the pros?

Battle Stations

Jump light flashes
green. Geronimo!

Order a Capone’s entree.
Your server enters the or-
der on a computer. Kitchen
computer prints it out. No
print-out, no platter.

First order: Antipasti
plate, fried squid, seafood
pasta and broiled tuna.

"Give it your best shot,
rookie!" Co commands.

Thirty seconds for anti-
pasti: Sprinkle olive oil and
grated parmesan cheese

over beef slices. Neatly
align pasta salad and mari-
nated squid rows to either
side. Garnish with herbed
mushrooms and olives.
Make a "T" of freshly seared
bread. Order up!

Squid? Dredge pre-cut
squid in herbed flour. Into
the deep fat fryer for three
minutes. Drain. Sprinkle
with spicy seasoning. Gar-
nish with lemon slices. Or-
der up!

Sauteing. Tough! Lots to
remember. Sear seafood.
Add oil. Saute shallots and
garlic. Add seafood... Oops.
Finish pasta in boiling wa-
ter. Reduce whipping
cream, tomato sauce, spic-
es over flaming stove. Add
drained noodles. Order up!

By eight, every table was
filled. Diners-in-waiting
circled the bar, intently
monitoring seated patron’s
progress.

"In the Weeds"

That’s Jackson’s term
for a restaurant bursting at
the seams. Orders piling up
faster than cooks can fill
them.

I had lost count a half
hour earlier at 39 squid
fries, 44 antipasto platters,
two dozen chicken parme-
san orders. All 60 dozen
clams were gone, too. Lim’s
broiler was hopping. Like-
wise the deep fat fryer.
Saute Chef Shieh had five
dishes going at once. It
couldn’t get worse, could
it?

Sure! Enter Capone's
enforcer. A gaggle of serv-
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ers waiting for orders part-
ed as boss Jackson ap-
proached the counter. He
snatched up unfilled or-
ders, shuffled through

; them with croupier’s. eyes,

then issued soft, but insis-
tent orders.

"l need a cacciatore!"
"Jared, move on those Cae-
sar salads. " "Four ti-
ramisu, now!" A server
whispers urgently in Jack-
son’s ear, "Table 122’s been
waiting 20 minutes for la-

. sagna. Move!" "Two calima-

ri on the double.” "Robert,
two hands, two pans!
"Bernie, overcooked! Do a
new one!" "Two large ravio-
li. Now!" "Where's my small
tagliatelli?" "Need two
salmon!"

Reporter's notes? Get
serious. This was combat.
Next time 1 check my
watch, it's 9:45.

Stretching strained sin-
ews, I'm thinking, "Type-
writer pounding isn't so
bad after all!"

Did I tell you it was hot?

., Working in a kitchen with

an open broiler, deep fat
fryer oven set at 550 de-

. grees, a steam table and

pasta water constantly
boiling is like working-out
in a sauna. One degree
cooler than the sun’s sur-
face. No pudgy Chef Bo-
yardi here. Amateur help
aside, Capone’s cooks —
sample as they might — ra-

. diate a lean and hungry

look.
1 did mention it was hot,

right?

At 10:00 the jazz combo
took song. Jackson reas-
sumed his role as jovial
host. Late dessert orders
drifted in. Colleagues
slipped away for a smoke.
Bernie and Benito turned
their attention to Sunday
lunch. Counters were
cleaned and perishables
transported to the big
walk-in fridge in back.

A late dining duo or-
dered pasta. But I could fill
those orders standing on
my head.

At 10:30, I pronounced
my research completed. Po-
litely declining collegial of-
fers of an after-work beer, I
pondered a taxi to save
barking dogs a two-block
walk home.

How did the amateur
cook fare in the big
leagues? Veterans shook
my hand and mumbled,
"Not bad for a beginner."

Executive Chef Jack-
son? He’s in the weeds four
nights some weeks. Noth-

.ing effusive:

"'m short-handed for a
big party at lunch tomor-
row," Caleb deadpanned.
"Wanna work it?"

1 stood a little taller as I
limped home.

P.S. Lunched at Ca-
pone’s the next afternoon.
Sat at a table. Ordered
chicken parmesan and
Caesar salad from favorite
server Lisa Chen. Food

tasted great. Different than'

before my night in the
weeds, but great!
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