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BY PATRICIA SHARPE

The best new restaurant
ir Texas right now.

Mind games are the order of
the day at Congress, the elegant
new lair of David Buli, the chef
who recently resurfaced in Aus-
tin after a stint in Dallas. The ap-
posite of an Everyman, Mr. Bull
champians the complicated and
unexpected (think rib-eye cap
accented with smoke-zapped
caramel sauce or savory-salty-
sweet bone marrow custard).
And in the two months since
Congress opened, he and Rebec-
ca Meeker, the chef de cuising,
have been offering some of the
mostcomplex. delicious food in
the city.

The small room is lofty, with
crystal light fixtures illuminat-
ing tones of champagne and
cream. The only jarring note is
that unoccupled tables are left
unset save for napkins — as a re-
sult, they look positively naked.
The chairs are comfy, though,
and once voi're seated, you may
choose either a three- or seven-
course-menu, priced at 565 and
$95 respectively (sans wine).

If it's available, vou should
pounce on the gorgeons sieak
fartare, a generous starter of
hotise-cut rab-gye brightensd
with a sharp whiff of Dijon and
topped with @ fortune in black
trisffle slices; the accompanying
fried nysters — a surl-ish extra
— should be eaten instantly,
while piping hat. If vou don't fan-
cy raw beef, the appefizer of buf-
falo-milk burrata -~ a creamy
mound of 1talv’s second-most-
sumptuons chieese, after mas-
carpone — will do'quite nicely,
playing well against the bitter-
ness ofwild arugula and the
sweel-sour contrasts of an agro-
dolce sauce.

Of the second courses, our
group of five was totally seduced
v the “white” lnbster bisgue
(we traded plates, and vou could
teil who had the bisque by the

Patricica Sharpe is an executive
editor gt Texas Monthiv. A ver-
ston of this column appears nihe
magazine's Morch fgsue,
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“oh, wow” ). The dish takes its
name from Mr, Bull's decision to
transform the traditional ingre-
dient of tomato paste 1nto a gar-
nish of bright, sweet Frésno
chile-tomato jam. Equaling the
bisgue in overall appeal was an
utterly different creation, a veri-
tabile mountain of braised oxiail,
a heel cul that Sseems to be up-
staging short ribs these davs. A
Farmesan waler and a poached
quail egg provided texture con-
frasts.

Meats are a sirength here, but
youwd miss out if you didn’t
choose one of the vegetiable se-
Iections, like'the delicate ravioli
filled with a purée of Thumbeli-
na carrots. The pasia envelopes
are caressed by atart, frothy
leFongrass foam, o Smart ac-
companiment that keeps the
combo from careening into the
Tho-sWeet colimi.
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And speaking of sweets, an
undeniable draw at Congress is
the presence of its dessert chef,
Plinio Sandalio, a rising talent
most recenthy at Textile in Hous-
ton. We liked his sweet-patato
beignets, rolled in salt, sugar
and ground reasted chicory roof,
and we adored their sidekicks,
saliod butter ice cream and a
sliver of pecan brittle. But the
dessert that dazzled us was the
one that sounded most like a
trainwreck: bittersweet-choco-
late brownies garnished Wwith
cumin-candied pecans, roasted-
black-garlic purée and ehile-fla-

Congress, 200, Congrass Avenue
(BI2-B27-2760). Dirtner Tuesday-
Trursday, 6 pom-10 pom.; Friday
pnd Saturday, 6 pom-H pan,
Closed Sunday and Monday, Bes-
ervations highlv recommended.

Congress,
outfitted in
colors of
champagne
and cream,
offers some of
the most com-
plex food in
Austin.

MATT HABBRATERS

vored wafers, Three bites into it,
1 was thinking, “ This is insane,
and it's brilliant!”

As THeft the dining room,
slightly giddy, it acelirred to me
that Austin has a new special-oc-
casion restaurant. Then [ ran to
remind my friends: My birth-
day’s just around the corner.

—

l Dining coverage is
pravided by

TexasMonthly

For more columns by
Patricia Sharpe and
listings of recommended
restaurants across the
state:

texasmonthly.com/food
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