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DINING

Restaurants With a History, and a Little More

By KARLA COOK

FTER the contemplative experi-
ence of visiting meadows
where Dbattles once were
fought, there's often hunger.

Hunger to learn more, certainly, but
also real hunger, the one of pangs in the
belly and an intense desire for food.

But assuaging hunger while main-
taining the historic mood can be chal-
lenging. The few historic restaurants
I've experienced have been high on his-
tory, low on ceiling heights and, frankly,
low in the enjoyment of food.

Can you get a good meal at a historic
restaurant in New Jersey? In an effort
to answer the question, [ had a meal at
two places that stake claims to history.
At one, | had very good food; at the sec-
ond, 1 had some good food. Careful
choosing is required at both, since both
menus have weak spots.

The Grain House Restaurant

Connected by a vast parking lot and a
wooden bridge to the Olde Mill Inn in
Basking Ridge, this white clapboard
structure has origins in the 18th century
and was used as storage for the Conti-
nental Army in the winter of 1779, ac-
cording to the restaurant's manage-
ment. It also served as the inn from 1930
to 1977, when a new inn was built,

The main dining room, with a fire-
place at one end and low rough-hewn
doorways at the other, was the original
wagon and machinery room. The feel is
colonial, and the mood on a Saturday
night visit was festive, probably be-
cause of spillover from the inn, which is
popular for special oecasions.

There is some locally produced food
on the menu, but the culinary inspira-
tion, led by Alex Stoffels, a 2001 French
Culinary Institute graduate, is thor-
oughly modern and global.

Skip the clichés — calamari, steak
sliders, shrimp cocktail — and try the
succulent spicy lamb sausage, served
with a balancing yogurt-cucumber
sauce and appealing grilled flatbread;
and the crab cake, with its sweet and
tender meat juxtaposed against a fiery
mayonnaise spiked with Siracha, a
Southeast Asian hot sauce,

Salads were the appetizers’ equal; a
panzanella, omitting the usual bread,
was a simple, elegant mix of organic
greens, red onion, cucumber, olives and
fat wedges of heirloom tomatoes from
Wightman's Farms, across the road
from the restaurant. The Italian-in-
spired figs with arugula, prosciutto and
Parmigiano-Reggiano lacked only a
smidgen more dressing to better meld
the comnnnents
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quIET TIME The Yankee Doodle Tap Room, above, at the Nassau Inn in Princeton, with its Norman Rockwell mural.

A special grilled pork chop was nicely
presented and prepared, with well-sea-
soned Yukon gold potatoes mashed with
goat cheese and tender-crunchy, though
skimpy, asparagus.

The pasta in the house-made pappar-
delle was overcooked, but otherwise,
the dish was interesting, with fresh wilt-
ed spinach, shiitake mushrooms, roast-
ed eggplant, grape tomatoes and sliced
garlic.

Next time [ would visit Basking Ridge

in daylight, so 1 could see where Mr.
Stoffels plans to plant his garden in the
spring, as well as the old oak tree at the
Presbyterian Church graveyard, where
George Washington may or may not
have picnicked.

Yankee Doodle Tap Room

The Nassau Inn, built in the late 1930s
to replace the original 1756 structure
where Paul. Revere. Robert Morris.
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ROUGHHEWN The building housing the Grain House Restaurant in Basking Ridge can trace its history to the 1700s.

Thomas Paine and others stayed, is
only a mile from Princeton Battlefield
State Park, the site that marks the start
of George Washington's key fight with
the British, but it is only a block from
Princeton  University's
Nassau Hall. That’s where the battle
ended — and where visitors now scour
the exterior walls for evidence of the
cannonballs reportedly fired.

Back at the inn, dinner is under the
direction of Matt Goldman. a 2001 grad-
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