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 Meatpacking District
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 NoLIta, SoHo

Lower East Side,
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My love affair with New York started many years before I first visited the city, through the cop movies and bad TV shows of my 1970s childhood. From afar the place was mesmerising, and I became increasingly intrigued. I had never thought of a city as a character before, but here was one that seemed vital, visceral, assured, arrogant, cultured, dangerous, sexy and elegant all at once. By the time I finally landed at John F. Kennedy Airport in 1999 I was well on the way to full-blown obsession. On the flight I had felt disproportionately nervous, but not because of the usual flying jitters. I was apprehensive about meeting the long-term object of my long-distance infatuation. In the cab from the airport, as the iconic skyline loomed, all I could hear in my head was Gershwin’s ‘Rhapsody in Blue’, Woody Allen’s choice of soundtrack for Manhattan. What chance did I have? I was totally smitten.

My first encounter with New York did not disappoint. It is, after all, the ultimate city. It is electric, seemingly generating its own energy, and when you are there, you feel like you are at the centre of the universe. Subsequent visits only served to reinforce my feelings. As I became more familiar with its topographic, gastronomic and cultural landscape, the city revealed itself more fully and filled my heart more completely.

But New York is a metropolis of many layers. Its neighbourhoods and communities differ vastly, depending on where you find yourself, and I quickly discovered my comfort zone. The glitzy society world of the Upper East Side – black-tie benefit bashes and Fifth Avenue shopping trips – was not what I had in mind. I identified with the city of Popeye Doyle in The French Connection or Travis Bickle in Taxi Driver: gritty and muscular, with more than a modicum of nostalgia. To be honest, I was only really interested in what was happening downtown below 14th Street, where the canyons of tall buildings give way to a cityscape that is more intimate and villagey and where the grid starts to go wonky. Occasionally I would venture across the East River into Williamsburg.

As my tourist’s sensibilities evolved, I learnt to see the city as a native might; not looking up in awe at the skyscrapers, bright lights and monuments, but with a horizontal gaze, appraising the streets, the sidewalk, the people, the shopfronts, the doorways, the windows and the businesses behind them. I also started to think about how I might possibly capture something of New York’s intangible mojo, bottle it up and bring it across the Atlantic.

The idea for the restaurant first came to me on a research trip with my business partner Richard in 2009. I was amused that the origins of many classic American dishes were, in fact, Italian. Meatballs, pizza, macaroni cheese. I wondered whether a scruffy small-plate joint serving strong cocktails and Italian/American comfort food with a scratchy blues soundtrack was the sort of place people might like in London. The idea became a notebook, the notebook became a business plan, the business plan became a project, and then we just had to find a suitable site. I settled on the name SPUNTINO – the Italian word for ‘snack’.

Back in London, we homed in on Soho, bastion of bohemia, carousing and merrymaking, the last neighbourhood in central London where you could buy drugs or sex openly on the street. This may not sound like the ideal location for a restaurant, perhaps, but it appealed to me; just like New York’s East Village resonates with 1970s seediness, so too London’s Soho thrills and titillates with links to the sleazy 1950s.

We set our hearts on the site of a curry house for sale on Rupert Street, right in the heart of the red-light district. We immediately offered the asking price, but after several weeks of silence, while we assumed that the owner, Mr Jaba, was instructing solicitors, we heard he had changed his mind; the site was not for sale. We were bitterly disappointed and continued our hunt, but no other location had the same feeling of being in the dangerous heart of the city.

A few months later, Mr Jaba had changed his mind again – were we still interested? Without hesitation I said yes and we started the legal process to transfer the lease. Progress was slow but after several months we agreed a date for exchange. In November 2010, we finally completed and could start building work. My plans for the interior involved stripping back the existing plasterwork to see what lay beneath. And what we found was unexpectedly delightful. There were extensive areas of Victorian glazed bricks. An intricate mosaic at ceiling height hinted that the building might once have been a dairy or a fishmonger’s. There was a skylight, hidden for decades behind panelling, and an original brick arch beneath four inches of render. Everything else we salvaged from other buildings in various states of demolition, including a Georgian timber floor, an American tin ceiling and several 1950s gooseneck lamps that I bought in a garage flea market on West 25th Street. We hung framed blueprints showing mechanical parts used in the construction of the New York subway that Richard found in a junkyard in Williamsburg.

While our founding head chef Rachel O’Sullivan flew to New York to eat her way around the city, we put the finishing touches to the restaurant – a popcorn machine, a pewter-topped bar, a 1930s cinema EXIT sign, two gumball machines. I asked my five-year-old daughter Martha to write the word ‘Spuntino’ for me, then faithfully copied it in chalk onto the rusted steel fascia, where it remains (faintly) to this day.

SPUNTINO opened without fanfare on St Patrick’s Day, 2011. It is small, with only 27 stools and some standing room. The idea of taking reservations seemed ludicrous in such a tiny space so we didn’t. We never even got round to installing a telephone. And it’s still that way today.
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Brunch

Brunch, as everyone knows, is a classic portmanteau word, a neat merger of ‘breakfast’ and ‘lunch’. It was coined in Britain in the nineteenth century to describe a meal served the morning after a heavy Saturday night. ‘Brunch is cheerful, sociable and inciting,’ wrote Guy Beringer in 1895, in an essay for Hunter’s Weekly. ‘It is talk-compelling. It puts you in a good temper, it makes you satisfied with yourself and your fellow beings, it sweeps away the worries and cobwebs of the week.’ But brunch really kicked off in twentieth-century America, evolving from an occasional indulgence to placate a hangover, to a fully-fledged fixture of the gastronomic weekend.

Brunch, it is important to point out, is a substitute for breakfast and lunch, not an additional meal to be squeezed between the two. (Some enthusiastic eaters might scoff at this suggestion, however. Homer Simpson went one further and claimed that his impressive weight-gain in one episode was down to the fact that he had ‘discovered a meal between breakfast and brunch’!)

Another important brunch characteristic is the implicit understanding that the meal contains within its DNA the permission to drink alcohol no matter what time it is served. The hair-of-the-dog qualities of a Bloody Mary or the gentler pick-me-up achieved by a Buck’s Fizz (UK) or Mimosa (US) are the acceptable face of morning boozing. (Is it the fresh juice component of these cocktails that makes them feel almost healthy?)

But central to brunch, as to life itself, is the egg. This is such an important constituent of the meal that the repertoire is now groaning: baked, Benedict, boiled, coddled, Connaught, creamed, curried, devilled, Drumkilbo, Fitzpatrick, Florentine, fried, frittata, kedgeree, Muldoon, omelette, poached, rancheros, Scotch, scrambled, steamed and stirred.

In New York City brunch has come into its own and even broken free from the shackles of the weekend. Places such as Shopsin’s in Essex Street Market offer scores of egg dishes on a daily basis. Morning queues at West Village brunch spots like Little Owl and Buvette are the norm. And way downtown in TriBeCa, the old-timer Bubby’s serves brunch 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. Rather appropriate for the city that never sleeps.

Egg & Soldiers

It is the humour of this dish that makes it so appealing. The eggshell is removed and replaced with a coating of ground almond and sesame seeds so that the sensation of breaking the shell remains, but after dipping your soldiers in the runny yolk you can eat the whole shebang. It is tongue-in-cheek, tasty and it manages to make me smile. Any dish that can do that is all right in my book.

For six:

8 medium eggs

60g ground almonds

1½ teaspoons cayenne

1½ teaspoons sesame seeds

1½ teaspoons smoked paprika

1½ teaspoons fine salt

¾ teaspoon black pepper

100g plain flour

1 litre vegetable oil, for deep frying

Sliced bread for making soldiers, toasted and buttered

Fill a saucepan with cold water and bring to the boil. Gently add six of the eggs in their shells and cook for 5½ minutes exactly and then transfer to iced water (a bowl of water with ice cubes). Once the eggs have completely cooled, peel them, but be very gentle as they will be very soft. Set aside.

Mix together the ground almonds, cayenne, sesame seeds, paprika, salt and pepper.

Now take three bowls. Place the flour in the first, beat the two remaining eggs in the second and put the almond and sesame mix in the third bowl. One by one, dredge the six peeled eggs in the flour and pat off any excess, then dip them in the beaten eggs, shake off any drips, and finally into the almond mixture to coat them well. Set aside at room temperature, not in the fridge.

Heat the vegetable oil in a medium pan to 190 ºC (or until a cube of bread dropped in the oil turns golden brown in less than a minute). Fry each of the coated eggs for 1 minute, until golden on all sides, then lift out and drain on kitchen paper. Serve hot in egg-cups with toasted, buttered soldiers.


[image: ]


Egg & Soldiers



Candied Bacon

This is a preposterous snack that combines the unholy trinity of fat, salt and sugar in one hit. You really can’t fit more sin into such a small package; on the other hand, you probably don’t need telling how ridiculously tasty it is.

Now, with that warning out of the way, it is only fair to further warn you that this recipe uses a blowtorch. I am aware that this is not a standard bit of kitchen kit, but they’re not too expensive these days and they’re so handy for a variety of tasks, not least for making that perfect crème brûlée.

For four as a snack:

12 slices of smoked streaky bacon

Maple syrup

Caster sugar

Preheat the oven to 180 ºC/Gas 4.

Lay a sheet of baking paper on a roasting tray and place the slices of streaky bacon in regimented rows next to each other. Cover with another layer of baking paper and place a second roasting tray on top to create a press. Roast for 15 minutes in the preheated oven. Then lower the temperature to 150 ºC/Gas 2, remove the upper tray and top layer of baking paper and roast for another 15 minutes. When the bacon looks evenly brown and crisp, remove from the oven and pat dry with kitchen paper.

Allow the rashers to cool for 10 minutes and then brush them with maple syrup. Leave them to dry for 15–20 minutes. Dust with caster sugar and, using a blowtorch, caramelise the sugar on top. Repeat for the reverse. Let them cool again and serve the rigid rashers upright in a short tumbler.
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Candied Bacon



Sage & Chilli Eggs

As a child I had simple tastes. Tea was usually toad-in-the-hole, boil-in-the-bag cod in parsley sauce or fish fingers and peas. But, best of all, on Saturdays we would have egg and chips.

Happily I still feel most enthusiastic about the simplest dishes, such as this variation of eggs-on-toast. Please use the freshest and best eggs you can get. My favourite varieties are Legbar and Burford Brown – the eggs are relatively small but have the deepest orange yolks and a gorgeous depth of flavour.

For four:

Mild olive oil

20g butter

Small handful of sage leaves

8 medium eggs

Flaky sea salt and black pepper

8 slices of ciabatta

1 teaspoon chilli flakes

Place a non-stick saucepan on a low heat. Add a glug of olive oil and the butter. Once the butter has melted, place the sage leaves into the pan and gently fry them until they are crisp. Drain the leaves on kitchen paper.

Crack the eggs individually into the same pan over a low flame and carefully fry them. Season each egg with a small pinch of sea salt and black pepper. At the same time, lightly oil the ciabatta slices and toast both sides under the grill.

Serve the eggs sunny side up on the toasted ciabatta with a small pinch of chilli flakes and arrange the sage leaves on top.
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Sage & Chilli Eggs



Truffled Egg Toast

This is a mischievous little dish with a killer combination of crunch, egg, cheese and truffle oil. When served, it looks sort of like a square fried egg, the Fontina replacing the egg white, and was inspired by a trip to a tiny but perfectly formed sandwich shop in the West Village, now sadly closed. The cooking equipment, so far as I could tell, consisted of six panini presses. But they rattled out an extensive menu, including the open truffled egg sandwich to which our dish is an homage.

The best bread for this, by the way, is one of those square white farmhouse loaves, which you should buy uncut.

Makes one toast:

1 x 3cm-thick slice of square white bread

80g grated Fontina

2 medium egg yolks

1 teaspoon truffle oil

Flaky sea salt and black pepper

Preheat the oven to 180 ºC/Gas 4.

Lightly toast the slice of bread on both sides. Place the slice on a baking tray and, with a very sharp knife, cut a shallow well into the centre of the bread, about 5cm square. To do this you cut the edges and push down the centre. Remember, this is a well, not a hole. It is important that you do not cut all the way through the bread. Distribute the grated Fontina evenly around the bread rim of the well. Mix the yolks together and pour them into the well. Place the tray into the preheated oven and bake for 3–5 minutes, until the cheese melts.

Take the toast out, give the runny yolks a stir, drop the truffle oil evenly onto the surface and sprinkle over a little salt and pepper.

This really needs to be eaten immediately, while it is still singing, so to speak.
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Truffled Egg Toast



Lentils, Soft-boiled Egg & Anchovy

There is a magic moment when eating this dish. It comes just after cutting into the soft-boiled egg and letting the runny yolk ooze over the lentils. It’s like there’s a time-delay on one of the ingredients – it only gets added once you’ve started to tuck in. The whole dish only really begins to make sense after this moment. I’m a complete sucker for runny eggs.

For six:

200g Castelluccio (or Puy) lentils

1 large carrot, peeled and roughly chopped

4 celery sticks, peeled and roughly chopped

½ fennel bulb, roughly chopped

3 garlic cloves

6 sprigs of rosemary, leaves picked

Extra virgin olive oil

1 large onion, finely diced

1 teaspoon chilli flakes

2 teaspoons fennel seeds, toasted – see here – and ground

Flaky sea salt and black pepper

1 tablespoon Dijon mustard

Small handful of flat parsley leaves, chopped

6 small eggs

12 slices of ciabatta

6 tablespoons Anchovy Dressing

Wash the lentils thoroughly and then put them in a large pan of cold water. Bring the pan to the boil, stir once or twice and reduce to a simmer for around 5 minutes. Take off the heat, strain and set aside.

Meanwhile, put the carrot, celery, fennel, garlic and rosemary into a food processor and blend till the vegetables are around the same size as a lentil.

Now place a large frying pan on a low heat with a good glug of olive oil and sweat the onion until soft and translucent, about 8 minutes. Add the vegetables from the processor along with the chilli flakes and ground fennel seeds. Add a little more olive oil if necessary and continue to sweat for about 10 minutes. Add the lentils, stir a few times and then just cover with water and increase the heat to medium. Simmer for 20–25 minutes, stirring occasionally, until the entire mixture has absorbed all the water. The lentils should be al dente. Season with a good pinch of sea salt and black pepper. Add the Dijon mustard and chopped parsley and stir a few times.

While the lentils are simmering, cook the eggs. Bring a large pan of water to the boil, gently add the eggs and cook for 6½ minutes. Immediately transfer to iced water (a bowl of water with ice cubes). Once cooled, peel the eggs and carefully cut them in half. Lightly season with salt and pepper.

Preheat the grill. Brush the ciabatta slices with olive oil and grill on both sides. Top with warmed lentils and soft-boiled egg. Spoon over the anchovy dressing and finish with a drizzle of olive oil.
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Lentils, Soft-boiled Egg & Anchovy



Leeks, Soft-boiled Egg & Mustard-seed Crumbs

My attitude to leeks has shifted over the years. As a student in Sunderland I would go to Jacky White’s market at the end of the day to buy the discounted meats and fruit and veg from stallholders who wanted to go home. Among the smallest turnips and brownest cauliflowers were always several huge leeks, the size of truncheons. Then I would go home and make an enormous batch of stew. Later in life I realised that leeks deserved better.

This dish is as tasty a showcase for them as I know. Because they are cut into batons rather than discs, you should choose the thickest leeks you can find.

For four:

Small hunk of ciabatta (about 100g)

Extra virgin olive oil

1 tablespoon wholegrain mustard

1 tablespoon black mustard seeds

White wine

Flaky sea salt and black pepper

4 large leeks

1 orange, sliced

Small handful of thyme leaves

4 bay leaves

2 garlic cloves, roughly chopped

4 medium eggs

6 tablespoons Lemon Mustard Dressing

Small handful of flat parsley leaves, chopped

Preheat the oven to 160 ºC/Gas 3. Cut the bread into rough cubes of around 2cm and place in a bowl. Coat them with a good glug of olive oil and add the seeded mustard, the mustard seeds, a good splash of white wine and a good pinch of sea salt. Gently massage everything into the bread. Transfer to a baking tray and bake in the preheated oven for about 20 minutes until hard but not coloured. Leave out to cool, then roughly crush to create dishevelled-looking breadcrumbs.

Separate the dark green tops from the white of the leeks, roughly chop and wash them. Put the white leeks to one side. Place the green tops in a pan and cover with water. Bring to the boil and then reduce to a rolling boil. Cook for 30 minutes and then strain and reserve the cooking liquid. Discard the green leek tops.

Preheat the oven to 200 ºC/Gas 6. Now trim the remaining white parts of the leeks and cut them into sections of about 6–8cm in length; cut these in turn lengthways into batons. Wash them thoroughly and place in a deep baking tray. Three-quarters cover with the leek stock then add the orange slices, thyme, bay, garlic and a splash of olive oil. Cover with foil and place in the oven for 20 minutes. Remove the foil and cook for a further 20 minutes, until the leeks have some colour.

Meanwhile cook the eggs. Place a pan of water on the stove and bring to the boil. Gently place the eggs into the water and cook for 6½ minutes then transfer to iced water (a bowl of water with ice cubes). Once cooled, peel the eggs and cut them in half. Lightly season with salt and pepper.

Lift the leeks out of the baking tray, discarding all the flavourings, and divide equally between serving plates. Spoon over the dressing and place two egg halves onto each plate. Generously distribute the breadcrumbs around, scatter with the chopped parsley and finish with a drizzle of extra virgin olive oil.
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Leeks, Soft-boiled Egg & Mustard-seed Crumbs



Steak & Eggs

One beautiful Sunday afternoon some years ago, I was sitting with my friend Richard on a terrace table at a Greenwich Village restaurant. The twin towers of the World Trade Center were glistening in the autumn sunshine downtown as we looked south along 6th Avenue.

I asked the waiter for steak and eggs. ‘I’m sorry, we don’t serve steak and eggs.’ Oh really? But I can see here that you have a sirloin steak on the menu. ‘Yes we do.’ And I can see here that you serve eggs in your brunch section. ‘That’s right.’ But you can’t serve me steak and eggs? ‘No.’ OK, so can I order the sirloin steak, medium rare? ‘Sure.’ And can I have a side order of eggs, sunny side up? ‘No.’ Why ever not? ‘Because I know what you’re gonna do with the eggs.’ True story.

For four:

500g sirloin steak

Olive oil

Unsalted butter

8 small eggs

Flaky sea salt and black pepper

Fine salt

Leave the piece of sirloin as it is. Or you could cut it into four even steaks and bash them flat with a wooden mallet or rolling pin so that they are about 10mm thick. Keep the meat out of the fridge for at least 30 minutes before cooking.

Preheat a griddle pan and simultaneously place a non-stick frying pan over a low heat. Add a glug of olive oil and a knob of butter to the latter. Once the butter is melted, fry the eggs gently in batches until the whites are firm but the yolks still runny. Season the eggs with flaky sea salt and black pepper.

Meanwhile, generously season the steak with fine salt and black pepper and lightly brush with olive oil. Place on the smoking hot griddle pan and cook on each side for 30 seconds for the thin steaks, and a few minutes for the larger piece. Transfer the steak to a plate and cover, keeping in a warm place. Let the meat rest for a couple of minutes.

Place two cooked eggs, sunny side up, on each individual steak, season with a small pinch of sea salt and a little twist of black pepper, and serve. Or thinly slice the larger piece and serve alongside the eggs.
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Steak & Eggs



Mac & Cheese

Whether you call it Mac & Cheese (US) or Macaroni Cheese (UK), this is one of the world’s supreme comfort dishes. President Thomas Jefferson famously served it at a White House banquet in 1802, and it has seen a remarkable return to gastronomic favour in the early years of the twenty-first century. At SPUNTINO we present our Mac & Cheese in individual cast-iron pans, served piping hot straight from the oven. We have held competitions for the longest strings of melted cheese from pan to mouth; the combination of Parmesan, Fontina and mozzarella makes for some seriously stretchy forkfuls.

For six:

250g macaroni pasta

Fine salt

250ml whole milk

450ml double cream

175g grated Parmesan

250g grated mozzarella – the hard, cheap kind

1½ tablespoons Dijon mustard

2 leeks

25g butter

2 garlic cloves, finely chopped

Flaky sea salt and black pepper

75g panko breadcrumbs – see here

85g grated Fontina

Bring a large pan of water to a rolling boil, add the pasta and some fine salt, and stir. When the water boils again, turn down to a medium heat and follow the instructions on the packet, usually simmering for around 11 minutes. Drain when al dente.

Once cooled, transfer the drained pasta to a large mixing bowl and add the milk, the double cream, 125g of the Parmesan, half of the mozzarella and the Dijon mustard. Mix together thoroughly and leave to soak for 2 hours.

Meanwhile, trim the leeks by removing and discarding the green tops and the roots, and finely chop. Wash the chopped leeks thoroughly to get rid of any grit. Place a medium pan over a low heat, melt the butter and very gently sweat the leeks with the garlic, 4 large pinches of flaky sea salt and a good pinch of black pepper. After about 10 minutes the leeks will have a translucent, glossy appearance. Take off the heat and leave to cool. Once the leeks have cooled, drain off any lingering fluid and add them to the soaking pasta.

Mix the breadcrumbs with the remaining Parmesan and set aside.

Preheat the oven to 200 ºC/Gas 6. Add the grated Fontina and the remaining mozzarella to the pasta mixture and combine well. Transfer the mix to a large baking dish or six individual dishes and cover with the breadcrumb and Parmesan mix. Bake in the preheated oven till golden brown and bubbling, for 25–30 minutes if using one large dish, or 15–20 minutes if using individual dishes.
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Mac & Cheese



Zucchini, Mint & Ricotta Frittata

Quite often you see frittata described as Italian omelette. This is inaccurate – there are some important differences which, being a stickler, I feel duty-bound to point out. The eggs in a frittata should be beaten very vigorously for several minutes to aerate the mixture and for a fluffier, thicker result. The frittata should be cooked at a very low heat and for longer than an omelette so that the base sets while the top remains runny. Then the frittata should be finished in an oven so that the upper layer sets. To serve, frittata should be sliced like a pie rather than presented whole or folded like an omelette. Frittata is always served at room temperature or even fridge-cold, accompanied by salad or ’slaw; omelettes don’t respond well to the cold treatment.

For six:

8 large eggs

250ml whipping cream

Flaky sea salt and black pepper

2 medium zucchini (aka courgettes)

Small handful of mint leaves

Extra virgin olive oil

100g crumbly ricotta (or feta)

Preheat the oven to 180 ºC/Gas 4. Crack the eggs into a mixing bowl and add the cream, a large pinch of sea salt and a few twists of black pepper. Whisk really well for a minute or two.

Trim the ends off the zucchini, wash them thoroughly and pat dry. Coarsely grate the zucchini, chop the mint, and add both to the egg mix.

Place a 20–25cm non-stick frying pan on a low to medium heat and add a glug of olive oil. Pour in the egg mix and use a spatula to move it around, then let it cook gently until it starts to set, after 5–10 minutes. Gently separate the sides from the edges of the frying pan with the spatula. If you shake the pan, the whole frittata should move independently but the top should still be runny.

Remove the pan from the heat and carefully slide the frittata out of the pan and onto a baking tray. (If your pan has an ovenproof handle, you could skip this step.) Scatter chunks of ricotta on top and put the tray (or the frying pan) into the oven for 10 minutes until the surface has set and has taken on a golden brown colour. Remove the frittata, allow it to cool, and then serve or refrigerate for later. It should keep for a day in the fridge.
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West Village, Greenwich Village, Meatpacking District

About 2.5 miles

1 hour walking plus pit stops

Best time of day: 10am

Subway: Christopher Street-Sheridan

Square, L train

Warning: Opening times change and places come and go. Please check availability before heading to any specific eating place.


In my mind’s eye, this walk starts on a Sunday morning. It is March or April, the sun is shining, the sky has that deep blue hue, yet there is a pleasant, crisp chill in the air.
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And what better way to start Sunday morning than with a good coffee and a plate of smoked salmon and scrambled eggs? As you climb the steps at the Christopher Street-Sheridan Square subway station, here’s hoping into bright sunlight, you should head south west along Grove Street to Buvette (42 Grove St between Bleecker and Bedford). This tiny but incredibly popular brunch spot is styled like a quirky Parisian café - no coincidence, there is one in Paris too. For a restaurateur, here is a remarkable lesson in economy of design; the tiniest tables and cosiest bar stools help squeeze as many people in as possible. The plates are smaller than you would find elsewhere, and you’ll notice that the pastries have been scaled down to fit onto them. It is the Lilliput of restaurants. If you can manoeuvre yourself to get a view of the bar, watch how the scrambled eggs are prepared - the eggs are cracked into a jug, then cooked using the steamer from an espresso machine. Ingenious.
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Buvette



With a bit of luck you will have saved some room for your next breakfast snack, which is just moments away. Turn left out of Buvette and walk half a block to the corner of Grove and Bedford Streets where you will find the Little Owl (90 Bedford St). Here you can enjoy your next course, what my daughters call ‘breakfast pudding’: a short stack of pancakes and maple syrup. The Little Owl has been a principal player on the New York brunch scene for as long as I can remember and yet still has a friendly, neighbourhood attitude. Two blocks south, across the road between Commerce and Morton Streets, you will find the narrowest house in New York at 75½ Bedford Street, once home to the poet Edna St Vincent Millay, best known for the poem ‘First Fig’:
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Little Owl


My candle burns at both ends;

It will not last the night;

But ah, my foes, and oh, my friends –

It gives a lovely light!


Continuing south along Bedford you will notice how peaceful the tree-lined streets are, such a contrast to the sirens and concrete beyond. Turn left onto Carmine Street and stroll two short blocks until you hit 6th Avenue, also known as Avenue of the Americas. Two more short blocks north turning right onto West 4th Street, then one more block will bring you to Washington Square Park. Here you can take a stroll around the square, which on a warm sunny morning will be teeming with joggers, yoga classes, cute pugs, drug casualties, eccentrics and the resident chess hustlers in the south-west corner. If chess is your thing, you can sit down at a table and let one of these experts humiliate you for a few dollars. If not, spend a little time watching - you want to build up an appetite for lunch.
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Washington Square Park


Head back the way you came on West 4th Street and take the left turn immediately after 6th Avenue. This is Cornelia Street and will take you straight onto Bleecker Street.




Opposite the end of Cornelia is Murray’s Cheese (254 Bleecker St). This store has been supplying cheeses to the Village since the 1940s and is an Aladdin’s cave of fermented dairy goods from near and far - Moses Sleeper from Vermont, Hudson Red from New York State, Truffle Tremor from California among them. It’s a good place, should you feel the urge, to pick up a small olive-wood cheese board or a carved maple butter spatula.
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Murray’s Cheese



Next door is Faicco’s (260 Bleecker St), another evocative 1940s stalwart, selling ‘The Finest Sausage & Italian Specialties’, which is also worth a browse.
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Faicco’s
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