RESTAURANT REVIEW

Top marks for tapas

ik Cava
1560 Yonge St., 416-070-0018

By GinNa MaLLET

In January, 1 was grousing about the
paucity of good Spanish food in To-
ronto, Then [ ate a great chile relleno st
Chimichangn in Yorkville, followed by
a good poells at Embruja Flamenco on
the Danforth. Finally, | got an invitation
1 eouldn't refuse — a paslla and Ontario
wine tasting at Cava, Chris MeDonald's
tapas bar in DelLisle Court, and T hap-
pily ate my words,

Cava's paella — duck, snails, savoy
enbhage, chorizo dotting fluffy bomba
rice fragrant with garlic and saffron —
wis 50 good that it sent me back to the
restaurant for another meal. Restaurant
reviewing is a first impression business.
But a5 I've learned, it's the second im-
pression that really counts, when a plaoe
has time to fulfill, or not, it potential,

T wasn't very enthusinstic about Cava
back in 2007, [ wiasn't sold on tapas as
4 meal, and [ was irritated by having
o wave for the waiter to translate the
menu. What a difference a foew years
radee. Shaking the kaleidoscope, the dis-
parate components of Cava have come
together as an impressive whole, It was
& restanrant that was ahead of its time
— now shared plates are ublguitous
and charcuterie’s the rmve, Doo't forget
that's a recent phenom. To put things in
perspective, two vears ngo Manhattan
superchef Daniel Boulud, while visiting
Toronto, asked me: “Oh, do voo have
charcuterie here? Do bers like honey?

As fnr as location poes, Crva exempli-
fies what may be the best advice ever
— Got o lemon® Make lemonade. A mini
mall isn't the most cheerful place and
the space’s low ceiling magnifies noise.
But the cave s mode warm and welcom-
Ing, a refuge from the city, and MeDon-
ald exudes welcome from a bar backed
by an armay of hams,

The food, oo, is self-confident, a
fancifiil spin on Spain — including the

newly introduced paella, for two ar
more ($23 per person), and tripe Bas-
quanise (§13), smoothly executed by
Doug Penfold whiose kitchen has gnined
i rep for consistency. True, [ still need
the waiter's help with anticuchos (skew-
ers) and T almost ordered albondigas,
which sounded so exatic until 1 learned
it meant meatballs, but T accept the
lingo as o charming idicsynerasy. Any-
way, do | hove to know exactly what I'm
going to eat? Spanish food, like Spain, is
atill an enigma, an adventure, The wait-
er'’s great — knowledge, advice about
wine and cheese at his fingertips.

W' start with a orisp Terra Altn white
and a perfect snack: pinchos of gumey-
poached fole gras with pear mustard
{§6.75), a thick slice of terrine on crisp
baguette with a subtle pear flavour
spiked with mustard. Then we gild the
lily with a plate of Cava charcuterie
($16.50), Genoese salami, chunky spicy
chorizo, o purple duck bresaola (alr-
dried) and more foie gras, this time
whipped up with chicken livers into a
sublime mouthful,

‘The next plate to slide into viewis o
pale Japanese eggplant, chopped into

ehinmks, fried and plunked into a sweet
honey and slighitly sour tomatillo gance,
matehed with Strips of creamy queso
(cheese) given a whiff of fish from sprin-
kled Bonito fakes ($8.75) An inspiriting
eombination of flavours and textiares,
The caulifiower and ksbocha squash
taging, with medjool dates and Span-
{sh saffron, makes spoonfuls of sweet
mash, a good set-up for the surprise of
the evening: Juicy venison an
nskewer (8975 on & bed of crunchy red
cabbage. I'd have liked n gamier tste to
the senison, which has the blandness of
ur-hung game, but it issuperbly tender.
Can't Jeave without a sweet from Xo-
eocavi, MeDonald's chooolate shiop right
nixt door At the paslla feast, we ate ice
cream stadded with candied Seville
I'm glad to say dessert tapas
(59) doesn’t 1t us down at all — small
deep-fried doughnuts with a melting
eream heart and raspberry compote,
n little candied ginger shell embracing
fee cream made from milk chioeolate, *
prunes and powerfully rich sherry, not
1o mention a brownie with wild blue-
herry sance, Great return match.
§ Wheelchair accessible, Dinner for
two, s dishes plus tac $76. Top yums
for bucks.
1 For an inedible dizh and how Biff's
Bistro handled it, go to ginamallet.com.
Nattonal Pret

MAiN GEsin

Tonsting the paellal A litte goes a long way at Cava, with tapas done right.
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