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BY PAT BRUNO

The new Bull & Bear, a restau-
rant/pub/sports bar, has its ups
and downs. Thankfully, there

are a lot more of the former than the
latter. In fact, the menu at B&B offers
an alphabet soup of choices and, I have
to say, quite a few hone a pleasing cre-
ative edge. 

Yes, there are a number of the usual
suspects — calamari, burgers, mini-
sandwiches (three to an order), wings
— but I was quite impressed with so
many of the other dishes that fall into
that all-important comfort-food zone,
like the herb-roasted herb chicken.
This chicken was one fine flavor jour-
ney, from the crispy skin right down to
the bone. The chicken rested atop a
cloud of cheese-laced mashed potatoes
that were so good my fork was hitting
bare plate in no time flat.

More comfort food arrived in the
fashion of the quesadilla bites. A hefty
portion, the tortillas were cut into
wedges for easy eating and stuffed
with braised chicken. A salsa verde,
guacamole and a flavorful cilantro
crema added to the enjoyment. 

And what’s a casual restaurant
these days without a decent burger or
two (or three)? Burgers have taken
their rightful place alongside pizza as
the ultimate American comfort food.
(FYI, Bull & Bear does not offer pizza.)
The basic burger is the “Char Burger.”
Then there is the “No Bull Burger” (or-
ganic turkey, fried green tomato,
Gouda). I decided to go upscale and try
the “Bull & Bear Burger.” This was a
feast of American Kobe beef, melted
cheese (Gruyere), sweet onion mar-

malade and smoked bacon aioli, all
served on a brioche bun. Not only was
the beef part outstanding, but all that
went with it elevated this burger to a
higher level of luxury eating. Yes, it’s
an $18 burger, but the price does in-
clude fries.

A bummer was the lobster rolls.
“Chunky claw and tail meat,” the menu
pointed out. And “Tarragon mayo,”
too. But the “buttered English roll”
was as dry as toast and obviously had
gone past its date stamp for freshness.
There were three mini rolls to an or-
der, and the $14 price was more than
acceptable, but I ended up eating the
lobster and leaving two of the rolls be-
hind. 

Nothing was left behind with the
Italian meatball mini-sandwiches,
three meatball “sliders” that had a lot
going for them: a first-rate bun, flavor-
ful meatball, hot peppers and pro-
volone. Terrific.

Desserts are “XXXL.” One of the
best was the “cinnamon doughnut
holes” — seven puffy, popover-like
beauties. They were warm, melt-in-
your-mouth enjoyment. The dough-
nuts came with three dipping sauces
(“dolce de leche,” chocolate, rasp-
berry), each better than the last. 

E-mail brunoeats@aol.com.

Les Nomades, as expected
from a restaurant of its cal-
iber, has a wine list to rival

any other fine-dining restaurant we
have in the Chicago area. 

The list (book, actually) goes
deep, broad and, when necessary,
expensive. How expensive? Got an
extra $1,300 hanging around? A
bottle of Chateau Petrus might be
just the ticket. 

On the other hand, Les Nomades
offers many less-expensive op-
tions, including a fine selection of

wines by the
glass ($9-$14)
and half-bottles
of whites and
reds in the $40-
$45 range.
Sancerre and
Santenay are
two excellent
choices. 

Keep in mind
that a half-bot-
tle of wine holds
about 2œ
glasses, which
means the case
could be made
that a half-bot-
tle might be a
better deal than
wine by the
glass. A Nero
d’Avola (a red

wine) from Sicily
at $40 the bottle
is actually a good
deal. So, too, is
Worthy’s So-
phie’s Choice, a
Cabernet Sauvi-

gnon, also priced at $40. 
And if you are celebrating a spe-

cial occasion, and you are thinking
about a bottle of bubbly, Les No-
mades has an incredibly fine selec-
tion of Champagnes.

† † †

CHECK IT OUT: Via Ventuno
(2110 S. Wabash, 312-328-1198).
Its former name was Room 21. Now
it’s 21 (in Italian, “ventuno”).
There’s been a bit of cosmetic sur-
gery (a stitch here and there) ap-
plied to the decor. The cuisine had
been contemporary American, now
it’s, full-out Italian. In the kitchen?
Chef Jim Kliberg (Gioco) is twirling
the pasta, stuffing the squid and
topping off the bruschetta.  

You know you’ve been around the
Chicago dining scene a while when
you can recall that Les Nomades

was once a “private club.” 
That was more than a few years ago, at a

time when Jovan Trboyevic, one of
Chicago’s finest restaurateurs, owned the
place. You had to pay $1 to become a mem-
ber (and you got a numbered card stating
that fact). It was his way of allowing only
those that he approved of (people who
knew and appreciated good food and wine)
to get in the door. You can make of that
what you will. And restaurant critics were
persona non grata. Nevertheless, I did
manage to sneak in a few times.

It was worth the effort. Les Nomades
was then and still is one of Chicago’s pre-
mier dining venues, as well as one of our
more romantic restaurants. If you want to
impress, connect, wow someone or simply
carry on a conversation without yelling, Les
Nomades is the place. Cell phones are not
allowed and the menu states that conversa-
tions are to be held at a subdued voice level.
No cameras are allowed, either, and when
you make your reservations, the host will
inform you that men are required to wear
jackets (they will “loan” a jacket as re-
quired).

Bravo! We need more fine-dining restau-
rants that do not compromise their stan-
dards. 

“Cuisiner” Chris Nugent and propri-
etress Mary Beth Liccioni have fashioned a
menu that speaks contemporary American
with a French accent. The arrangement at
Les Nomades is prix-fixe all the way — four
courses for $115 (add a fifth course for just
$15 more) or three courses for $70. 

No better way to start than with seared
diver scallops, a matched pair of plump
beauties, cooked perfectly to allow for their
fresh taste to come through. The scallops
rested on shreds of braised oxtail and got
extra flavor from a puree of cauliflower and
sherry vinegar emulsion. 

Soups here are sensational. The duck
consomme was clear, slick and rich with
flavor. A brunoise (fine dice) of colorful and
crisp root vegetables floated atop the con-
somme. 

No less satisfying was cauliflower soup,
all dressed up with salsify (a root veg-
etable) and lurking beneath a cloud of
white truffle froth. Deep into the soup were

a few tasty shrimp. 
One of the fish dishes sampled was herb-

roasted Scottish salmon. Two fine fillets (a
generous portion), each tasting as great as
they looked, were fresh and delicious to the
last morsel. A bit of cabbage along with a
potato and citrus emulsion gave the fish
just enough company to keep matters lively. 

The slow-roasted veal tenderloin was no
less impressive, tender and alive with fla-
vor. A dab of pomme puree, a petite crosne
(a k a Japanese artichoke) and a sauce
Perigueux (a rich brown sauce flavored
with Madeira and truffles) completed the
marvelous dish. 

The dessert choices were impressive —
trio of creme brulee, blancmange, coconut-

lemon bonbon, homemade ice cream and
sorbet. The lemon souffle arrived with its
top raised beautifully above the rim of the
souffle baker. The waiter then made a slit in
the top for the lemon creme Anglaise. It
was light, decadent and delicious. Ditto for
the warm chocolate tart with fresh straw-
berries, chocolate sauce, vanilla froth and
white coffee bean ice cream. All the while, I
was, of course, eyeing the small tray of
mignardises (bite-sized sweets) that were
calling out to me. 

Pat Bruno is a local free-lance critic and author.
E-mail brunoeats@aol.com. Listen to Pat Bruno
talk about food and wine Tuesdays at 6:23 p.m.
and 10:23 p.m. and Saturdays and Sundays at
7:53 p.m. on WBBM News Radio 780-AM.

Comment at suntimes.com/
entertainment/dining.

LES NOMADES πππœ
222 E. Ontario; (312) 649-9010;
www.lesnomades.net

Prix-fixe prices: Four courses, $115; five
courses, $130; three courses, $70.

Try: Seared diver scallops, duck con-
somme, herb-roasted Scottish salmon,
roasted veal tenderloin, lemon souffle,
warm chocolate tart.

Wheels: Valet, $12. Not wheelchair acces-
sible.

In a bite: The one-of-a-kind, small zinc
service bar just inside the entryway is a
metaphor for the class act that goes along
with a typical dinner here. Seating is either
downstairs or upstairs. Crisp tablecloths,
spotless tableware and silver, and elegant
service are among the posh amenities. The
menu choices are contemporary American
with a heavy French accent. Reservations
highly recommended. Probably one of the
most complete wine lists in the city, with a
range of prices that offer something for
everybody. And, quite impressively, the
wines by the glass are reasonably priced.
Not good for children.

KEY: ππππ Extraordinary; 
πππ Excellent; ππ Very Good; 

π Good; Zero stars: Poor

BULL & BEAR πœ
431 N. Wells; (312) 527-5973;
www.bullbearbar.com

Prices: Appetizers, soups and sal-
ads, $7-$14; large plates, $9-$18;
desserts, $8-$11.

Try: Quesadilla bites, herb-roasted
chicken, Bull & Bear burger, Italian
meatball “sliders,” cinnamon dough-
nut holes. 

Wheels: Metered street parking.
Wheelchair accessible.

In a bite: There are almost as many
options on the menu as there are on
the flat-screen TVs at this
pub/bar/grill in the shadow of the
Merchandise Mart. Comfort food in a
fun and lively atmosphere. Some of
the booths allow for tapping your
own beer (table tappers mean that
never will your glass be empty).  A
dozen or so bottled beers, and 10 on
tap. The wine list is short and
snappy. Plenty of choices for kids.
Reservations are suggested.

KEY: ππππ Extraordinary; 
πππ Excellent; ππ Very Good; 

π Good; Zero stars: Poor

In the market for good
pub fare? Try Bull & Bear
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FOR STARTERS

Not all the wine
at Les Nomades
is as expensive
as the 1982
Chateau Petrus,
Pomerol.

Among the soups, a standout is the duck
consomme — clear, slick and rich with fla-
vor. A dice of crisp root vegetables adds a
nice splash of color and crunch. 

WITH PAT BRUNO

Les Nomades, a pinnacle of fine dining in Chicago

An elegant affair
Hot peppers and provolone cheese add to the flavor of the meatball “sliders.”  |  SCOTT STEWART~SUN-TIMES PHOTOS

The scrumptious cinnamon doughnut
holes are served with a trio of dipping
sauces — dolce de leche, chocolate and
raspberry.  

The herb-roasted Scottish salmon is served along with a nubbin of cabbage and potato-citrus emulsion.  |  CHRIS SWEDA~SUN-TIMES PHOTOS




