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Sapphire Laguna: a first-class opener

by Gretchen Kurz

he festival grounds are silent
Coast Highway and the
canyon road aren’t choked by
traffic, Distracted tourists can
jaywalk with amnesty. Placid,
fine days yield to bravura Pacific sunsets.

Laguna Beach rarely looks or feels
more welcoming than it does right now.

In my book, this is when the coastal din-

ing season officially opens. This year,
few Laguna dining destinations will sur-
pass the attraction or capture more inter-

est than Sapphire Laguna.

Opened in February after much antici-
pation and major construction, this high-
profile effort from Azmin Ghahreman has
just about shed its rookie sheen. A busy
summer will do that to a newcomer. So
now that the eatery is ready for its close-
up by the persnickety locals, what will
they discover?

It’s hard 10 find flaw in Sapphire’s killer
location or virtuoso remake of the much-
revered Pottery Shack site. Ghahreman was

wise to summon the shed’s rustic ghost in
the dining room, using a soaring, open-
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wood lends a beach cottage lightness that
1s countered by luxurious uses of plush
velour, marble and a collection of artisan

glass light fixtures by Laguna Beach artist
John Barber. Out front on the terraced
brick patio, canvas umbrellas shield diners
seated around hefty wood tables, many of-
fering a slice of blue ocean view beyond
the buildings across Coast Highway. The
hip fire pit with rainbow flames dancing
over a flat bed of glass chips is a definite
eye-catcher, sometimes generating com-
ments from sidewalk passers-by. It's a clas-
sic coastal alfresco setting,

Chef-owner Ghahreman made his
name in Orange County by virtue of his
laudable stint with the St. Regis Monarch
Beach Resort & Spa. But his menu re-
fleets his life and travels from far beyond
and before Laguna Beach. A self-de-
scribed citizen of the world, Iran-born
Ghahreman got his formal culinary edu-
cation 1n Switzerland and San Francisco,
moving up through kitchens in five-star
resorts worldwide—think Kuala Lumpur,
Istanbul, Honolulu, Singapore. It's no sur-
prise Sapphire’s cuisine is decidedly
worldly, mixing up flavors, techniques,
and food stuffs from far and wide to cre-
ate a kaleidoscope of dishes.

Ghahreman likes to say he’s inspired by
street foods of his many travels—those

indigenous, memorable mouthfuls you'll
not likely find on a California resort-town
menu. And his global roster does reflect a
peripatetic palate, traveling freely from
Mexico, to Thailand, to Hawaii, to Dixie
and points well beyond. But this isn't
street food by any stretch. In fact, the
closest this fare gets to the street is the
patio table nearest the sidewalk.

Exotic food stalls may be Ghahreman's
muses, but he translates those far-off spices,
textures and ingredients, and those foreign
memories into genteel, refined creations a
street vendor probably couldn’t imagine. It's
a wise strategy, really. It applies unfamiliar
aspects in a way that doesn't intimidate the
masses yet retains a whisper of exotica to

rouse cosmopolitan diners,

Given its seaside setting, lunch is an
important meal at Sapphire (513 to $16),
Two top choices have Mexican leanings.
A soft taco laden with sweet rock shrimp
arrives with three vivid and fresh salsas
that make you want to order another tor-
tilla—enjoy every last colorful dribble.
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