diningout 

Raising the Bar 

Innovative tavern fare in historic settings gives you reason enough to become a barfly. BY PAT TANNER 
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RATINGS GUIDE   * * * * Excellent    * * * Very Good    * * Good    * Satisfactory
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69 Main Street Lebanon 

908.437.1300 • foxandhoundtavern.com 

This tavern is located in an 1820s build​ing, home of the former Lebanon Hotel. It opened in 2005 after a makeover so successful it could be the envy of any aging film star. 

We had just dug into our starters in the tavern room when one of my dining com​panions put her fork on her plate - which held three substantial and delicious pulled​pork tacos - and declared, "You know, I could see myself stopping by here, sitting at the bar, and making a meal of these and a drink."  Then, near the end of our repast, she got the same dreamy look in her eyes over the ice cream sandwiches: big, grandma-​style cookies encasing house-made chocolate chip and vanilla ice creams, with a bit of caramel sauce. "I would come back just for this!" she declared. 

All four of us were enthusiastic about the startlingly good and inventive tavern food created by Executive Chef Brian Spagnola, a Culinary Institute of America grad with experience at the Hilton in Short Hills. The reborn building is so spot-on gorgeous that if Spagnola served standard American pub fare the place would still be a draw. 

The same menu is served throughout the premises, which include the large, charming tavern, an adjacent minuscule pub, and the Hunt Room, a more formal space with red damask wallpaper. Each room has at least one working fireplace. 

78 WHERE STYLE COMES TO       LiFE 



 Despite the tavern's name, its owners have wisely kept the fox-hunting theme in check. Among the most striking features of the erst​while hotel are the wide-plank pumpkin pine floors. In the tavern, the antiqued tin ceiling and walls are painted a near-black forest green, their raised patterns brushed with gold paint. Amply padded chairs, covered in claret leather, and luxurious table linens make for tavern dining at its most refined.     
    Even a dish as prosaic as steamed little​neck clams manages to surprise, what with the clams' unctuous liquor of white wine and casino butter, the latter a classic blend featuring wine, lemon juice, and hot sauce. The BLT salad includes good examples of B, L, and T, and Spagnola ratchets them up with both warm bacon ranch dressing and cider vinaigrette. 
The chef has an affinity for Mediterranean flavors. Seafood linguine comprises excellent semolina pasta, flawless sea creatures, and a fennel-flavored broth that clings to both. Grilled swordfish paillard with niçoise olives, capers, and a tangle of arugula in lemon and olive oil simply blew me away; the fish was so juicy, flavorful, and satisfying I want to describe it as "beefy."   The red meats are all top-grade, their flavors as amplified as that of the swordfish, including oven-roasted lamb T-bones and a wild boar chop partnered with a giant tiger prawn - that rare successful take on surf and turf.
Warm service adds to the glow of dining here. When one of the tag-team tandem that attended our table couldn't tell me the exact spices in the excellent five-spice creme brûlée, he offered to check with the kitchen.  

(The surprising spice was Szechwan pepper.) The only gaffe – a common one these days  - is that dishes were removed while some of us were still eating.
Capping off the stellar experience here is a selection of interesting beers, classic and modern cocktails, and a respectable wine list From the list, we chose an inexpensive Chilean wine, Sincerity, an organic 75/25 merlot-cab blend.
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