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Worth waiting for / A treasure trove of taste awaits at the new Original Marini's Empanada House 

By ALISON COOK
Staff

THIRTY-THREE years is an eternity in Houston, where the wrecking ball rules and history evaporates overnight. 

That's why the recent rebirth of the Original Marini's Empanada House , founded in 1971, seems like such a miracle. 

The latest version of the beloved fried-Argentine-pie shop has sprung up in booming Cinco Ranch country, out on what used to be the bucolic Katy prairie. The reincarnated restaurant is airy, attractive and better than ever, with the second generation of the irrepressible Marini family running the show, the third pitching in and Mom and Pop still providing support. 

The new site, on busy South Mason Road, is practically on the corner of Westheimer - or FM 1093, as it is known along its far-western reaches. 

How perfect. Follow Westheimer 30 miles east, almost to its famous Montrose-area curve, and you'd be at the site of the original Marini's Empanada House , which burned down in 1985. 

There Leonilda "Pelusa" Marini and husband Marcello, wearing his extravagant handlebar mustache, introduced Houston to the joys of gaucho pies and garlicky green chimichurri sauce. 

They were a revelation. Not so much because the empanada fillings were so exuberant - even madcap - but because few Houstonians in that innocent time had encountered South American food before. 

In the early 1970s, Houston was just beginning to experience the tide of international immigration that has given us one of the nation's most diverse cultural landscapes. Marini's tiny self-serve counter seemed to open a window on an unthinkably exotic world. 

I remember marveling while devouring the shop's signature dessert empanada , in which gentle, stretchy white cheese wove a subtle mesh through a thicket of cinnamon-spiked bananas, all molten hot beneath a delicate, bubbled crust. It seemed as weird and wonderful, in its way, as my longtime favorite fugazetta empanada , a red-peppered ooze of mozzarella, provolone and sautéed onion - a decadent, inside-out pizza. 

Now that we're all grown up and sophisticated, such creations no longer seem weird. But they still seem wonderful, the fat half-moon pies rimmed with distinctive braidlike cording and crammed with all the old favorite fillings. Banana with everything, including that counterintuitive cheese; fugazetta; splendid, garlicky spinach. 

There's even an inspired new one: cubed Roma tomatoes and fresh basil leaves laced through melted mozzarella and provolone, as fresh and lively and simple as you please. 

The lure of these small packets spans age groups and cultures in a way that's almost primal. Who can resist an individual pie to be eaten out of the hand? Or the strong pleasure triggered by deftly fried dough? The food police may not approve, but for my money, a good fried empanada will beat a baked one every time; served hot, as at Marini's, they have an immediacy and textural contrast that cannot be denied. 

The frying is careful here, at temperatures hot enough so that any remaining oil is shed immediately onto the paper toweling that cushions the empanadas on their plates. The dough quality helps, too. Thin and inclined to crisp up nicely, it inhabits a tricky territory somewhere between bread and pastry. 

In the end, it's the fillings that amuse and delight. 

Papa Marcello, who carved out a career in Hispanic television after the original shop burned, was fusing before fusion was cool. His only-in-Houston brainstorms still have a place on the menu. The Viva Zapata, with its cargo of refried beans, melty Cheddar and pickled jalapeños, comes off like an unexpectedly delicious nacho pie. And the Tia Maria, a trove of spicy shredded brisket gigged with jalapeño, is as good as ever. 

In the old days, I never totally got the avocado empanada (it's like a well-seasoned guacamole turnover), nor the strangely pink "Marcello" filling of sausage blended with cheese and pizza sauce. Still don't. But the faithful, ground-beef gaucho empanada is as olive-ridden and eggy as ever, and the slightly hot chicken diablo version remains a classic. 

So do such spectacular dessert empanadas as the one stuffed with crisp, juicy apple cubes - either straight or all the way, with raisins and cheese and cinnamon-sugar. It puts to shame most other apple pies in town. 

Don't miss the raspberry filling, either: Its burst of tartness and crunchy seeds makes it seem as if it has jumped out of a backyard raspberry patch. With a lava flow of cream cheese, it's even better. Even dulce de leche, the super-sweet Latin caramel, gets the cream-cheese treatment here, and the resultant empanada profits from it - emerging with interesting, savory shades of tartness. 

Old Marini's hands will rejoice that the ancient, hulking sign from the 1971 shop hangs high on a wall of the space, faded and bunged up, as though it had been used for target practice. A photograph of young Marcello and Pelusa stands guard over the front entrance, like a horseshoe nailed up for good luck. 

On the pale-green walls, beneath a lofty, painted blue sky, reside the Marinis ' historical clippings. (My particular favorite is the one from a San Antonio paper detailing how Marcello saved a guy from choking to death in Los Barrios restaurant.) 

I rejoiced to see the "Monkey Juice" licuado on the menu, having always loved its eccentrically gritty combo of pineapple, banana and grated coconut. It's still swell. 

So are the real-deal curly french fries cut in long, skins-on loops by a clever potato-twirling device. As some of the few remaining from-scratch fries in town, they merit attention - plus a dash of salt and (here's the yummy part) a dip into the chimichurri cup. 

If only there were something suitable with which to eat these meritorious fries. I had hopes for the churrasco sandwich, one of the menu's innovations, but the thin beefsteak turned out to be tough, overcooked and surprisingly flavorless. 

Other tweaks to the menu are most welcome. These days, strong coffee and cappuccino are offered, as well as pleasant, fruit-strewn sangria and a couple of Malbecs - the underrated Argentine red - by the glass. The Santa Isabel is smooth with a chocolaty undertone. There's even a nice little spring-mix salad; if only the two dreadful commercial dressings were made from scratch, as everything else is. 

And Mama Marini's gorgeous dessert pastries have found a new home befitting their charms. 

Wrapped in glassine and tied with metallic ribbons, the fragile, many-leaved Mil Hojas, layered with dulce de leche, beckon beneath a dusting of powdered sugar. Tiny versions of the Argentine cookie known as alfajor, rimmed in coconut and iced together with dulce de leche, literally melt in your mouth. 

Sweetest of all, though, is the joy that Katy-area resident Sergio "Alex" Marini, son of Marcello and Pelusa, takes in his family's new venture. 

The once-strong business fizzled out over the years, after the fire and moves to less-profitable locations. One, off Richmond, remains as Marine's Empanadas Delicias, with a similar menu, although it is owned by Colombians. 

This fresh suburban start is full of natural light and good vibes, with cheerful blond-wood furniture cobbled together by Alex himself. 

Some of the tiled tabletops have built-in checkerboards, and on a recent evening I watched a visiting family bent intently over a game. 

An adorable young couple breezed in and repaired to the adorable little terrace tables, wine glasses in hand. A family of four stashed their bicycles outside and came in for supper. "It's good!" reported one of the little boys when a neighbor stopped to greet them. 

That it is, for reasons tangible and intangible. 

You can see it in inveterate prankster Alex's poker face, in wife Gabriela's smile and in Pelusa Marini's delight as she accepts compliments and offers a sample sweetmeat to a fan. 

Sometimes there is such a thing as a happy ending. 

alison.cook@chron.com 

... 

FAST FACTS 

Original Marini's Empanada House : 3522 S. Mason Road, Katy 

Hours: 11 a.m.-9 p.m. Tuesdays-Thursdays; 11 a.m.-10 p.m. Fridays-Saturdays 

Prices: empanadas $1.50-$2; sandwiches $3 .95-$6.95 

Credit cards: all major 

Reservations: unnecessary 

Noise level: quiet to moderate 

Smoking: outside tables only Call 281-391-4273 for more information. 

