NYC restaurants do anything for a good review _ even compile a dossier of the critics
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NEW YORK -- When the chief food critic for The New York Times ambled into Telepan to secretly review the eagerly awaited restaurant on the Upper West Side, the staff was prepared. 

In the locker room and front desk, pictures of Frank Bruni had been posted. The city's most powerful restaurant critic, who admittedly uses a pseudonym to make reservations, didn't go unnoticed on any of his Telepan trips. 

"Too much is at stake," chef and owner Bill Telepan said. "You have to know who these people are. We had a big bull's-eye on us. I just didn't want him to hurt the business." 

Such tactics might make food purists squeamish, but restaurant owners and chefs say they have to take every precaution to safeguard their livelihoods and multimillion-dollar investments. 

A bad write-up can land a restaurant on life support, crippling its business and harming the careers of those involved. Leaving their fate to finicky critics is a chance some restaurateurs are unwilling to take. 

"You don't want to wake up one day and read your own obituary," said Drew Nieporent of the Myriad Restaurant Group, which owns the popular Nobu and Tribeca Grill. 

What has evolved over the years is a cat-and-mouse game of gotcha. The critics attempt to outsmart the restaurants, masking their identities or literally wearing a disguise to ensure they are treated like any other customer. 

But the restaurants have learned to fight back, using stealthy countermeasures to head off critics who specialize in looking for everything wrong. That includes developing dossiers on important food writers and critics in New York City and around the country. 

One compendium of critics obtained by The Associated Press contained these tidbits: 

Dana Cowin, editor-in-chief of Food & Wine magazine: She has a "serious demeanor" and "should be served by a very professional waitperson." 

Florence Fabricant, a food writer at the Times: "Articulate, asks about ingredients and preparations." 

Jeffrey Steingarten, Vogue food editor, "Likes to try exotic dishes" and "orders a lot of different items." 

Their mug shots are snatched off the Internet _ except in the case of Bruni, who was photographed surreptitiously. 

Some pictures are tough to obtain. But the restaurants and their hired guns are always on the prowl. 

When a picture of food critic Moira Hodgson of The New York Observer recently surfaced, she lost her anonymity for good. 

"She was elusive," one publicist said, delighted that a photo had finally surfaced. 

Nieporent said restaurants trade on this information. People associated with the industry are always on the prowl for phone numbers, credit cards and information on critics' wives and children _ anything that can lead them to the writer's true identity. 

William Grimes, a former restaurant critic at the Times, had many aliases, according to one file. It has his home phone number and a list of credit cards associated with him, along with his wife's name and what color lipstick she wears (bright red). 

Even his tipping habits are noted: "Leaves 20-25% typically." 

There are other creative approaches in a restaurant owner's bag of tricks. 

Nieporent remembers when Mimi Sheraton was the chief food critic at the Times. He had analyzed her reviews. 

"If you've been reading critiques for a long period of time, you understand their idiosyncrasies," he said. "Mimi Sheraton, there was never a shrimp she didn't eat that didn't have iodine in it." 

His solution when opening a restaurant under her watch? A shrimpless menu. 

The more well-known practices generally involve hiring food consultants who evaluate everything from the menu to the service before restaurants open. 

New York companies like Bullfrog & Baum and KB Network News will dissect a restaurant looking for holes, generating dining and tasting reports. 

"Yes, it's for the reviewers but it's also for the public," said Jennifer Baum, president and founder of Bullfrog & Baum. 

Karine Bakhoum, president of KB and a judge on the Food Network's Iron Chef, said she once told a restaurant it had better serve a good banana desert. 

"I knew he loved bananas," she said, referring to Grimes. 

One of Bakhoum's greatest triumphs was helping the Italian restaurant Fiamma earn three stars from Grimes in 2002. She suggested scrapping the menu before the critics could lay into it, and even determined the toilet paper wasn't soft enough. 

"It was not three-star toilet paper," Bakhoum said. 

Adam Platt, New York Magazine critic, has been reviewing local dining establishments for more than five years. A balding gentleman, standing 6 feet 6 inches tall and weighing about 350 pounds, Platt doesn't attempt to alter his physical appearance. 

"If I'd tried to disguise myself," he said, "it would be absurd." 

Platt does not make reservations under his name, and he doesn't begrudge restaurants for trying to figure out his identity. 

"If they do it, that's fine," he said. "I don't think you can fault them for doing it. They are protecting their investment." 

Platt says there are instances when knowing the critic's whereabouts could count. At Morimoto, a splashy, new restaurant on the Lower West Side, Platt liked the Japanese food and gave it a favorable review. 

But he suspects celebrity chef Masaharu Morimoto played a part in his dining experience after he was recognized. 

"That's the one time it really can have an effect," Platt said. "When you have a chef of that caliber making the meal, it's probably going to make some difference." 

In the case of Telepan, the restaurant survived the Bruni encounter, earning two stars (or very good) out of a possible four. The restaurant might have garnered three if it wasn't for the interior, which Bruni knocked. 

"It was all very nerve-racking," Telepan said. 
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