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Lisa Martel sums up in a few words the philosophy that's made On the Park a success in the South End restaurant derby: "I want people to be happy when they leave."

Martel has been sending them home happy from her 34-seat restaurant at the corner of Union Park and Shawmut for almost nine years. Her people-pleasing strategy includes gentle prices, large portions, a creative "eclectic American" menu , friendly waitstaff, homemade bread and Mom's chocolate cake. The rotating gallery display of work by Boston's best artists only adds to the pleasure of a visit to On the Park. 

Martel was trained in the culinary arts program at Johnson & Wales University, in Providence. "I loved every minute of it," she says enthusiastically. "It was a great experience, and it gave me a life I love. I've been lucky." 

For Martel, who claims to never have cooked more than a boiled egg before she entered Johnson & Wales, the luck started when she accompanied a cousin to an interview at the school. "I had just finished first year at Regis College and had no particular direction so I went on a lark." She transferred to the culinary program the following fall. 

Six years after she finished at Johnson & Wales, luck struck again. "I was just back from France and I knew I wanted a bistro. I was sitting over coffee across the street one morning with a friend when I saw this place and mused that it would be perfect for me." Two weeks later she learned the restaurant was for sale and jumped on it.

Martel defined the menu and did all the cooking for the first five years. Now she's retired from daily cooking, but still guides her chef and works the dining room every night. She also takes back the stove for Saturday and Sunday brunches, plating 350 meals on a busy weekend. "That's a lot of eggs," she says with a smile. 

Martel is full of praise for her chef, Mark Plourde. "I was a little worried at first," she said, "because he had a traditional Italian background and I didn't want a red-sauce invasion." Martel describes her style as "familiar, American food with a flair...like your mother's cooking, if she's adventuresome and cares what plates look like." 

Martel's fears about Plourde were groundless. "We're still doing my menu, but Mark's brought a spark of creativity and a little different approach," she says. "So we stay fresh without losing the touch our customers expect. It's been a satisfying collaboration." 

The menu is straightforward. Five or six appetizers include perennial favorite duck confit with port wine and morello cherry reduction sauce, and a satisfying combination of seared scallops with honey-buttered pears. Six to eight entree choices include duck with maple/szechwan pepper glaze on bok choy, salmon roulade with a balsamic/honey glaze on a mashed potato bed, and pan-seared lamb kidney chops with white bean, tomato and rosemary ragu. There are vegetarian choices as well. 

The menu is updated seasonally, and specials are usually available. "Our idea of a special is something we make when we can use an ingredient that's not always available. These usually come from small farms or an independent purveyor. It's fun and it keeps our customers interested."

"Everything's made right here, including our own glazes and sauces," Martel points out proudly. And several styles of bread are made fresh every day by Oscar, Lisa's "garde manger" (a restaurant title for the cold food specialist). "They can be addictive, and I worry about that," Martel says. "I don't want people to fill up before they get their dinners!" 

The wine list offers eight to ten reds and whites, with prices running from about $25 to $48 for a bottle and $5.50 to $8.00 for glasses. "I look for value wines not always found in retail outlets," Martel explains, pointing out a red 1998 Douro Calcor do Tanha at $6.00 a glass and $30.00 a bottle. "This is excellent, but Portuguese wines are just getting started so people don't know about it." J. Lohr, Chaulk Hill, Pennfolds and an Italian Copertino are other standouts Martel recommends. 

And then there's dessert, which to most fans means the cakes. Lisa's mom Elena makes them in her kitchen in Easton, and her dad Richard delivers them. "The chocolate is our most famous," Martel says. "Thirty five years ago my mother wanted to make a double chocolate cake but only had one box of mix. Instead of going to the store to get another box she used a box of brownie mix she had on hand. The result, with the addition of some secret ingredients, has evolved into an amazing cross between a rich chocolate cake and a fudge brownie." It's served in a generous slab with chocolate buttercream icing. Elena's coconut cake also has many fans, and it's always on the menu. 

"I always have to credit my partner Annie for putting up with my crazy hours and difficult profession," Martel says. "I couldn't do it without her -- or my amazing staff." But she can -- and does -- do all the staff jobs when necessary, filling in for waiters and washing dishes when Octavio ("the best dishwasher ever ") can't make it. "Every job is important," she says, "from taking out the trash to sweeping the floor. I just do what needs to be done." And she seems to be doing it right, as her many regular customers can testify.

On the Park is open Tuesday through Friday 5:30 to 10:30; Saturday and Sunday brunch 9:00 to 3:00; Saturday night 5:30 to 11:00. No reservations, "but call and we'll tell you the wait situation" (426-0862). No valet parking either. "It's not about parking," Martel says, "it's about the food." 

Seared Sea Scallops with Roasted Pears and Honey Butter
Courtesy Lisa Martel, On the Park

Serves 4

16 sea scallops

1 firm ripe Anjou pear

1 cup white wine

1/2 cup vegetable broth

1/3 cup honey

4 oz unsalted butter

1/2 tsp chopped garlic

2 tsp peeled, seeded and diced tomato

2 Tbsp olive oil

kosher salt

cayenne pepper

1 Tbsp minced parsley

Halve and core the pear. Toss with 1 tablespoon olive oil and a pinch of salt. Roast in 300 degree oven about an hour, until light brown and just tender. Cool and slice into twelve wedges. Put remaining oil in sauté pan and sear scallops quickly on one side over high heat. Remove to side plate. Add garlic, pears and wine to pan. Reduce wine by half. Add honey and broth and bring to a simmer. Add butter, stirring constantly until it melts. Add scallops, stir, and season with salt and a pinch of cayenne. Arrange a pinwheel of 3 pear wedges on each plate. Place scallops between pinwheel arms and one at the center. Add tomatoes and parsley to sauce and correct seasoning. Drizzle over the plate to form a puddle at the center. Serve immediately.

