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As hot
as 1t gets

The kitchen at Mistral,

Boston’s glitziest, finds
a blueprint for success.

Jamie Mammano
(center), the chef and
co-owner of Mistral,
with seme of the South
End resiaurant’s
kstchen staff. The
centerpiece of the
kitchen is an island
of shelves, sinks,
warming siations, and
refrigerated drawers.

By Alison Arnett

Tomatoes simmer in a straight-sided pan
10 times the size of a home saucepan. A
mountain of onions is rapidly reduced to
small dice as a prep cook’s knife flashes.
Gallons of meat stock bubble on another
range. #J~ The mood in the kitchen of
Mistral 1s purposeful but calm. It’s still
midday, hours away from 6 o’clock, when
the first diner will open a menu and set
into motion the nightlong frenzy that has
marked Mistral since it opened last June.






Easily the hottest new
restaurant on the Boston
sceng, the South End
dining room is booked
months in advance for
weekend reservations,

The dining room, with
its lofty ceiling, oversized
windows, and wonderful
play of light on stone walls
and terra-cotta floor,
conveys @ sense of serenity,
The space, designed by
Celeste Cooper, of
Repertoire, is. comfortable,
with beautiful Provencal-
style fabric-covered ban-
quettes and deep rattan
chairs. Marvelous details
catch one's eye everywhere.

The energy level begins
to rise as soon as the
restaurant opens. As the
crowd swells, conversadon
and the clatter of dishware
reverberate against the
stone surfaces. The task for
chef and co-owner Jamie
Mammano is to keep the
commotion from turning to
chaos ~ a challenge he was
acutely aware of when he
designed the restaurant’s
kitchen,

THIS 1S THE ERA OF THE
kitchen — both home and
professional. Residential
kitchens are expanding like
the muscles of a weight
lifter on steroids, as
homeowners splurge on
luxurious materials,
Continued on Page 35

Alison Arsett is the Globe’s
restasrant critic.

Details such as the terra-
catta floor and rattan
chairs make Mistral's
dining room comfortable
and sevene. Provencal
Plates are part of the

restasrant’s signature.
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At hot as it gets
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countless gadgets, and lots
of acreage. Restaurant
kitchens, too, are getting
bigger and more expensive.
Where once even tony es-
tablishments might have a
kitchen the size of a broom
closet, celebrity chefs and
the public’s fascination with
dining out are reinventing
the work space and pushing
up the price tags.

In New York City, Le
Cirque 2000's lavish new
kitchen reportedly cost $3
million. Charlie Trotter’s
remodeling job last year for
his eponymously named
restaurant in Chicago hit
the $1.5 million mark. Chef
Gray Kunz, of Lespinasse,
also in New York, installed
a new $1 million kitchen
several years ago. Mistral’s
kitchen, though costing a
comparatively modest
$400,000, is as lavishly de-
signed and conceived as its
dining room. Mammano,
after years of working in
big but sometimes ineffi-
cient hotel environments,
poured his passion into de-
vising a kitchen that works.

On a busy night, as
many as 900 dishes may
come out of this sleek stain-
less-steel kitchen in a five-
hour span, prepared by a
staff of three dozen sous-
chefs, line cooks, pastry
chefs, prep cocks, and as-
sistants. Waiters and wait-
resses barrel in and out,
dropping off dirty dishes
and picking up freshly pre-
pared ones. To choreograph
food preparation and deliv-
ery in his 1,500-square-foot
kitchen, Mammano — a ge-
nial man with a quick sense
of humor and 24 years of
experience in restaurant
kitchens — plotted every-
one’s movements. Loo
much space, he says, would
have been as unworkable as
not enough. His goal was to
eliminate flying elbows,
crossed paths, confusion,
and delays: “l don’t want
food traveling any longer
than necessary.”



The centerpiece of the
kitchen is a massive
$21,000 custom-fabricated
island of shelves, working
space, sinks, warming sta-
tions, and refrigerated
drawers. The line cooks
manning the stoves and the
sous-chefs behind this
counter are able to swivel
180 degrees from the work
surface to the stoves, grills,
and ovens that line the out-
side wall.

When he began draw-
ing out his kitchen in early
1996, Mammano tried to
envision his 200-seat res-
taurant up and running,
though that date was 18
months away. He began, he
says, by drawing X's to
mark the spots where cooks
would stand. “I wanted to
map out what this person
would be doing to this
dish,” he says, and where
the dish would go next,
until, finally, the Chilean
sea bass with white beans,
smoked tomatoes, and pesto
or the roast rack of lamb

with gratin of celery root
was on its way to the cus-
tomer.

“I went home with a
blank piece of paper with
the space dimensions,”
Mammano says. “I started
from the ‘in’ door,” leading
from the dining room to the
kitchen. Like most restau-
rants, there are definite
rules in play here: To avoid
injury and mayhem, all em-
ployees and visitors enter
the kitchen through one
swinging door and exit
through its companion
door. Ignoring that rule
could result in collisions,
spilling of hot food, and
general bedlam,

The crucial point is
economy of movement, giv-
ing the cooks enough ma-
neuvering space — about 3
feet each — without forcing
extra steps. “You don’t
want anyone running
around; you want them
standing” in place, Mam-
mano says, so that the food
can be prepared with speed

and precision.

When entering the
kitchen, waiters drop off
dirty dishes at the washing
station, then walk only a
few steps to pick up new
ones. The layout reduces
“crossovers” — waiters mov-
ing into one another’s paths
or into the area where the
cooks are working,

AMMANO THEN

sought out equip-
ment to translate his traffic
design into reality. The cen-
ter island and 2 smaller
workstation for preparing
cold appetizers and desserts
contain their own refrigera-
tion units; each cook has
easy access to drawers set
into the cabinets at about
hip level. “Each person has
his own 3-foot area to work
in,” Mammano says. “Ev-
erything he needs is within
grasp.” Because food is
within easy reach, it stays
cold until required and
doesn’t sit on a counter,

Continued on Page 38



risking spoilage.

After the question of
cold was solved, next came
hot. “I threw as much fire-
power as I could afford”
into the kitchen, Mammano
says. All of the stoves and
ovens in the Mistral kitchen
are new and made to last,
There are a total of 14
burners ‘on three stoves,
each burner with a capacity

of 40,000 BTUs (residential -

ranges average about
10,000 BTUs). Two Blod-
gett ovens, one split for
small pastries, the other
full-sized, flank the cook-
stoves.

On either side of the
ranges are two grills, one
dedicated to grilling Mis-
tral’s fabulous thin-crust
pizzas. One cook makes
only pizzas — 40 or more a
night.

An 8-by-12-foot walk-
in refrigeration unit anchors
one end of the kirchen. A
fairly standard-sized refrig-
erator for a big restaurant,
it's clad in stainless steel to

Mistral employees at their main-isiand workstations.

match the work unit in the
middle of the room. “Ori-
ginally, we thought we'd
put a chefs table in the
kitchen for diners,” Mam-
mano says, “and we wanted
it to look mnice.” Boston
health inspectors nixed the
eat-in idea, but the stainless

sheathing adds to the sleek-
ness of the kitchen.

At several positions —in
the cold-foods area, on ei-
ther side of the work unit in
the center, in the coffee and
tea area — are small sinks
for hand-washing. “I put in
more sinks than were called



for by city code,” Mam-
mano says, “but I’m a real
stickler about hand-wash-
ing.”

His one big disappoint-
ment is the dishwashing
unit, which turned out to be
too small to handle the vol-
ume. As a result; the expen-
sive Provencal plates that
make the Mistral dining
experience so celorful get
stacked up as they wait to
be washed. Inevitably, chip-
ping, breakage, and stress
fractures occur.

The restaurant’s kitch-
en flooring was another
tricky matter. Quarry tiles
would have been beautiful,
Mammano says, but they
tend to chip and break up
after heavy use, and the
seams are difficult to keep
clean. The sclution, Mam-
mano decided, was an ep-
oxy-resin floor that was
poured over the subfloor. It
was about the same price as
quarry tile, he says, but
there are no seams or
bumps to trip on.

Cleanup, especially with
a floor drain in the heavy
work area, is alse much
easier. It's “so important
that it just feels clean,”
Mammano says. He insists
that the line cooks and
sous-chefs clean their own
area each evening after
service. They're “not too
thrilled,” he says with a
smile, “but it builds cama-
raderie.” The whole kitchen
is scrubbed top to bottom
several times a day.

‘What makes Mistral’s
kitchen umqgue is that it is
“fine-tuned to a menu,”
says Jeff Weston, vice presi-
dent of sales at Paramount
Restaurant Supply, in
Providence. Paramount
provided the customized
equipment to fit the space,
requirements, and budget
of Mistral’s kitchen. Nego-
tiations dragged on for
weeks over items as small as
an 8-inch counter space, as
Weston tried to fit the
equipment Mammano
needed into the tightly de-
signed work space. “Jamie
was very, very specific,”
Weston says.



AMMANO STARTED

working in restau-
rants at age 15, when he
took a job as a dishwasher
on Long Island, where his
mother and sister still live.
While still in his teens, he
learned food preparation as
part of a summer job and
fell in love with cooking.
After training at the Culi-
nary Institute of America,
in Hyde Park, New York,
Mammanoe worked at The
Jockey Club in Washing-
ton, D.C., and as the am-
bassador’'s chef at the US
Embassy in Madrid. He
then worked for 10 years at
several Four Seasons Hotel
restaurants, coming to Bos-
ton’s in 1993. The Boston
stint ended abruptly two
years later after a disagree-
ment with his general man-
ager, and Mammano decid-
ed it was time to strike out
on his own. With partners
Seth Greenberg, the night-
club impresario, and Paul
Roiff, whose development
and construction company
owns the condominiums
above the Columbus Awve-
nue restaurant, Mammano
was able te realize his
dream.

Mammano’s kitchen re-
flects a desire to create =
comfortable working enwvi-
ronment. He hires experi-
enced cocks and pays them
well; as a result, he says,
turnover has been minimal.
“It was the smartest thing I
could have done,” he says.

For the three sous-chefs
who work a “solid 12 hours
a day” and the line cooks
who work eight hours a
day, five days a week, the
kitchen’s amenities are in-
centives to stay. The stabil-
ity of his work force allows
Mammano to concentrate
on the food. And the
straightforward food he
likes depends on attention
to the details. “The simplest
things are the hardest to do:
getting the right crispness
on the chicken, the right
sear on the salmon, the but-
ter at just the right consis-
tency for the sauce,” he
says. “I'm very finicky.”

Mammano goes to un-

usual lengths to get the
details right, calling out the
diners’ orders to the cooks
himself — a job often taken
by a sous-chef in other res-
taurants. Rather than writ-
ing out the orders, which
would use precious time,
the cocks are trained to
work from Mammano's
spoken orders alone. From
his vantage point across the
counter, Mammano over-
sees the cooking and checks
each plate before it leaves
the kitchen. With his stac-
cato delivery, words tumble
out as he explains the proc-
ess of preparing a veal dish
and the way a cock moves.

“In front of [the cook],
the aged marsala sauce is
already made and warm in a
bain-marie,”” Nammano
begins. “The polenta is in
another container. [The
line cook] turns to his side
to reach in the bottom
drawer of the refrigerator
unit to take out the veal loin
in its marinade, puts it on
the counter, seasons Iit.
Then he turns around to
sear it on the stove and puts
it in the oven to reast. He
brings the polenta up to
temperature and finishes it
with its garnishes. Sauce is
finished with sage and on-
ion compound and brought
to boil. Greens are in the
top part of the refrigerator
next to him; he brings them
out, tosses them with vinai-
grette, puts a dinner plate
under a heat lamp. He then
takes the weal from the
oven, slices it on a cutting
board, pours gorgonzola
polenta on a warmed plate,
arranges the veal and the
watercress on the plate. He
then garnishes the veal with
oven-dried tomatoes and a
Parmesan cracker, naps the
veal with the sauce. I in-
spect the plate, wipe the
edge, and it's off to the
table,” WMammano con-
cludes.

“There’s basically a
three-minute time frame
from the time I call out the
order to the time it leaves
the kitchen,” he says. Econ-
omy of mowement, in-
deed. =



