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epending on the source you check,
the Japanese word “masa” can mean
various things in English — and all
those things are good.

It might mean “true sand,” a met-
aphor for authenticity. It might mean
“graceful.” Or it might mean

“straightforward.”
But if you love sushi — that is, if you adore the

colors, shapes, textures and flavors created by espe-
cially talented sushi chefs — then you can take “ma-
sa” to mean this: Get yourself to Masa Japanese Bis-
tro & Sushi Bar.

Chef-owner John Chang has a kitchen history that
started in Louisville; nine or 10 years ago, you might
have run across him at Hanabi in Prospect. Then he
went off to California, where he picked up more skills
and ideas. And now he’s putting his experience into
play on the eastern reaches of Shelbyville Road,
where the quality of his work has vaulted him into the
top ranks of Louisville’s sushi masters — based on
what he’s accomplished in his first few months with
Masa, he’s poised to take his place among the finest
chefs in the city, regardless of
culinary style.

Masa is a genuine family proj-
ect; there’s a good chance some
member of Chang’s family — his
wife or mother, for instance — will
greet you, with a happy smile (one
caveat, Chang is pretty much a
single-handed force behind the
sushi bar, and his detailed craft
takes time, so don’t expect fast
food on a busy night).

Situated in a suburban commer-
cial development, Masa, which
opened last fall in a renovated
space, offers warm lighting (the
brightest glow probably comes
from TV monitors), a pleasant mix
of comfortable booths and tables,
and a soundtrack that sometimes
focuses (alas) on vapid pop, but
occasionally veers toward bluesy
jazz. There’s also a crystal-clear
sushi bar where meticulously fresh
seafood is on display, and where
you can watch the chef at work.

But first, consider the appetiz-
ers. My pal David is one of those
menu wizards with a knack for
strategic ordering. This time he
zeroed in on hiyayako ($3.95) and
oshinko ($3.95).

Some may shy away from hiya-
yako. The main ingredient sounds
like some sort of bleak punish-
ment: cold soft tofu. Disregard
that! You’ll seldom encounter a
more luxurious starter than these
carved squares of fine-grained,
ivory-white curd dressed with grated ginger, specks
of minced scallion and sprinkles of bonito flakes.

Served on a bed of ice in a gently wavy bowl,
Chang’s hiyayako does exactly what an appetizer
ought to do: It surprises and delights the palate and
leaves you wanting more. First it chills your tongue.
Then it dissolves in your mouth. And all it leaves be-
hind is a gentle cloud of flavor.

Pair the hiyayako with a splendid bowl of oshinko
— a spray of purple, yellow, green and orange pickled
vegetables, each with its own distinct taste and
crunch — and your palate is suddenly alert to the
happy subtleties of textural contrast, and all the ways
they will play out over the course of a meal.

In fact, you could add another appetizer, say, tuna
tataki ($10.95), the fish barely seared and presented in

such a way that the light cap-
tures the delicate grain of the
fish, and you might have a com-
plete meal (or light snack) for
two — but I predict you’ll want to
go on. (I should note that the
menu also includes a small as-
sortment of teriyaki and noodle
dishes, for those seeking cooked
food.)

What the starters promise, the
rest of the meal will deliver. In a
city where elaborate rolls are
ubiquitous, it’s not so easy to find
perfect sashimi, but Chang’s saba
(mackerel; $3.95 for three pieces)
is a gleaming silver marvel, each
deftly sculpted piece of fish care-
fully enhanced with a faint touch
of citrus and heat.

Recent specials included a
marvelous Carpaccio of tuna
($11.95), the edges boldly seared
and seasoned with black pepper;
on the surrounding plate, pale
green pools of olive oil and
dashes of inky balsamic vinegar
added a lovely Mediterranean
touch. On another occasion,
Chang’s Red Bull Roll ($11.95)
was available — moist, spicy crab
in the center, draped with torched
Angus beef, each slice carved to a
perfectly tapered end.

Even Chang’s simpler rolls,
like a simple unagi roll ($6.95),
with a simple core of smoky eel
and creamy avocado, have a

mouthwatering texture. And his more elaborate cre-
ations, like the Seaside roll — an inner core of white
tuna, avocado and crisp cucumber and an outer sur-
face formed of seared scallop (you could just make
out the char marks, if you looked closely) — are sub-
lime ($10.95).

Adventurous diners should know that from time to
time Chang brings in delicate specialties that don’t
have much shelf life. If you happen to be around when
he has, say, uni (sea urchin) on the menu, you ought to
grab some. He serves it nigiri style, draped over a
cylinder of rice with a seaweed wrapper, but my ad-
vice: Use your chopsticks to pick up a lobe of the stuff
and eat it plain. There’s nothing else like it. Like that
tofu starter, it dissolves on the tongue — but it tastes
like a salty memory of a pure, ancient ocean.

Tuna Carpaccio
at Masa. PHOTOS
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Masa’s true mastery
Chang offers pleasurable array
of sushi with Western fusion
By Marty Rosen
Special to The Courier-Journal

MASA JAPANESE BISTRO & SUSHI BAR
eee 1/2
Address: 12336 Shelbyville Road
Telephone: 502-409-5040
Web: www.masasushibar.com
Cuisine: Sushi and Japanese cuisine, with Western
fusion elements.
Alcohol: Beers (mostly lagers and popular Japanese
selections), a short, inexpensive wine list, and a hand-
ful of sakes, including the pleasant Sho Chiku Bai
Organic.
Vegetarian: A number of options.
Price range: Moderate/expensive. Reasonably priced,
in the context of Louisville’s sushi scene; exploratory
eaters can run up a bill, of course, but one night when
two of us enthusiastically sampled lots of food, the tab
struck us as surprisingly low; exclusive of alcohol, two
persons could very happily for under $40.
Reservations: Yes, accepted for any size party.
Credit cards: AE, D, MC, V
Children’s menu: Yes.
Smoking: No.
Access: The restaurant appears to be fully accessible
for people using wheelchairs without assistance.
Hours: Monday-Friday, 11:30 a.m.-2:30 p.m.; Monday-
Thursday, 5-10 p.m.; Friday-Saturday, 5-11 p.m.; Sun-
day, noon-9 p.m.

Tuna Poki

Oshinko

THE COURIER-JOURNAL | FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 17, 2012
DINE

D2

no reservations WHERE TO DIG IN!

Fried chicken is always available. KYLENE LLOYD/THE C-J

ANN’S BY THE RIVER
ee1⁄2
149 Spring St., Jeffersonville, Ind. (812) 284-2667
Marty says: From the 1890s until sometime in the 1960s,
cafeterias were America’s fast food, but now they’re an
endangered species. We should be grateful that a few per-
sistent restaurateurs — like the Coomer family (owners Ann
and Ken, and their daughter Morgan, who serves as assistant
manager) — are upholding the tradition. And they’re doing
it quite well at that.
Don’t miss: Real mashed potatoes — plain or covered with
rich brown gravy or country-style white gravy. There are no
surprises on this menu, but all the dishes are nicely done.
And prices are hard to beat: Entrees run less than $5; an
entree with two sides runs between $7.50 and $8.50.

RYE
eee 1/2
900 E. Market St., (502) 749-6200
Marty says: RYE’s operating team will tell you that a great
dining experience need not be private or predictable. They
share a notion that part of the pleasure of dining out is
experiencing the unexpected. For example, the menu
changes daily.
Don’t miss: Whatever has struck the chef’s fancy that day.
On one visit, there was Arctic char with wilted kale ($23) or
fettuccine with fennel sausage and arugula pesto ($19). And
the burger ($11) was like edible art, with every element,
from the melted cheddar to the house-made bun to the
house-made pickles, in service to the whole.

THE FISH HOUSE/CAFE BEIGNET
eee
1310 Winter Ave. (corner of Barret Avenue and Oak
Street), (502) 568-2993
Marty says: The Fish House has a dual identity: Seven days a
week, it’s a fish place, but on the weekends, it does double
duty, serving New Orleans-style breakfast dishes under the
name Cafe Beignet. I like black pepper. The Fish House uses
plenty. I like fried fish that’s crisp and moist. The Fish House
does it right.
Don’t miss: The Green River-style fish — fillets of scrod or
catfish coated in peppery cornmeal and fried (sandwich,
$4.95; add fries and coleslaw, $7.95; dinner portion with
sides, $7.95). New England-style chowder ($2.95 a cup; $3.95
a bowl). Beignets, covered in white powdered sugar or
cinnamon ($1.25 each, three for $2.95).

Spice roasted half chicken at Rye. KYLENE LLOYD/THE C-J

Seafood dinner of onion rings, tomato dill soup and BBC
Bourbon Barrel Stout. JOHN ROTT/THE COURIER-JOURNAL
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