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From Drinks to Desserts, a Lively Experience 

Top of Form

By STEPHANIE LYNESS

Published: June 26, 2005

MIDWAY through my first meal at Pacifico in New Haven I went looking for the restroom - out a door at the back of the second-floor dining room and up a flight of stairs. Waiting on the landing was a woman who after seeing me called out, "Brad, you have to come out now." Then a man popped out of the woman's restroom, grinning apologetically. 

Strangely, that was a quintessentially Pacifico experience. There is a deliciously lively air to the place - due in no small measure to the excellent mojitos - and the people are having too good a time to be restrained by convention. 

The ambience starts in the chaos of color that takes hold when you walk in the door. The bar is tiled in a brilliant blue mosaic, mirrored in the softer blue of the ceilings. The walls are warm orange, trimmed in rose and broken by an occasional bright yellow door.

The restaurant is the third for the owners Rafael Palomino, the chef and a native of Bogotá, Colombia, and Moe Gad; they also own two restaurants in Port Chester, N.Y., Sonora and Pacifico, and are working on a fourth restaurant in Greenwich. 

It makes sense that the team knows how to put together a restaurant, but Pacifico in New Haven, which opened in mid-February, runs extraordinarily well for such a young contender.

Something about its success hinges on the quality of the service. The waiters are genial and efficient, if sometimes awkward: at one point on the first night, four waiters were bumping shoulders around our table. That such confusion can be experienced as endearing rather than irritating is a testament to the strong presence of Pacifico's fine headwaiter. A member of my party one night suggested that he had found me out because he stood by our table so often. I think our table simply gave him a good vantage point from which to survey the room.

The food is inspired by the cuisines of Latin America, seasoned with European and Asian techniques. With the exception of a few over-reduced sauces (peanut chardonnay, a cilantro-roasted garlic broth and a saffron-chorizo broth) and an occasional heavy hand with the salt (one lunch in particular), I have found the food to be very, very good.

Appetizers offer a delightful collection of tastes. Empanadas are wrapped in a thin cornmeal dough that is both tender and crisp. Vegetable turnovers are fabulous, with mushrooms, goat cheese and thyme. Sirloin turnovers are paired with a salsa that is sweet with raisins and smoky with chili. Shrimp ceviche is unexpectedly sweet and it works. The pricey lobster trio didn't send me, though. 

Romaine salad - garnished with plump white anchovies, Manchego cheese and a light vinaigrette that doesn't interfere with either - appeases my hunger for a good Caesar. But it is the beet salad that I really love, bejeweled with red and yellow beets, goat cheese and a light white balsamic vinaigrette that encourages the sweetness of the beets.

Despite my preference for appetizers, entrees hold up at Pacifico. Fish is a good choice: whole roasted sea bass is served on the bone, the flesh redolent with mint. I'm no fan of tilapia, but perched atop a crab-stuffed corn tortilla and bathed in a spicy tomatillo sauce, it was exquisite. Snapper, however, was dry.

Vegetarian entrees are difficult, but Pacifico's quinoa paella is beautifully seasoned and startlingly good. The true paella tastes of smoke, saffron and chorizo. The bland blue-corn rigatoni was less successful.

The finish is equally successful. A deliciously bitter, moussey chocolate cake is complemented by a cabernet sorbet that combines the rich, deep taste of the wine with sweetness. Lime sorbet is terrific, too. Churros are very crisp, the chocolate sauce slightly bitter. Dulce de leche cake is a decadent concoction of cake layered with dulce de leche ice cream.

In short, Pacifico is a find. It is just a millimeter short of excellence, and that will not be long in coming. 

Pacifico
22 College Street, New Haven

(203) 772-4002

Very Good

ATMOSPHERE Party ambience, open kitchen and lively bar downstairs, lovely color scheme. 

NOISE LEVEL Moderate.

SERVICE Efficient, charming, knowledgeable about food and wine.

RECOMMENDED DISHES Pineapple and passion fruit mojitos, ceviches, clam chowder, beet salad, romaine salad, empanadas, Asian-style shrimp dumplings, crispy rock shrimp, paella, vegetarian paella, soft shell crab, black sea bass, salmon, tilapia, sorbets, chocolate cake, dulce de leche cake, churros.

PRICE RANGE Appetizers: $7.50 to $14.95. Dinners: $19.95 to $25.95. Desserts: $7.50 to $9.

CREDIT CARDS All major cards.

HOURS Lunch: Monday to Friday, 11:30 a.m. to 3 p.m. Dinner: Sunday to Thursday, 5 p.m. to 10 p.m., Friday and Saturday until 11 p.m. with a late-night menu until 1 a.m. 

RESERVATIONS Definitely.

WHEELCHAIR ACCESSIBILITY A back-door entrance.

Reviewed by The Times June 26, 2005.

Ratings Extraordinary, Excellent, Very Good, Good, Satisfactory, Fair, Poor. Ratings reflect the reviewer's reaction to food, ambience and service, with price taken into consideration. Menu listings and prices are subject to change.

