A satisfying evening on the South Shore

Joe Beale, the bartender at the Scarlet Oak Tavern, takes an order from Diane Flaherty of Norwell. The restaurant is in a 241-year-old Colonial
house in Hingham. (BILL BRETT for the boston globe)

By Katie Johnston Chase, Globe SthfSeptember 7, 2007

HINGHAM - As soon as we pulled into the packed parking lot at the Scarlet Oak Tavern last week, we
could tell it was a happening place. Inside at the bar, men in polo shirts were circling, the Pats were
playing on TV, and the exposed brick oven was cranking out lobster pizzas. There were no seats
together, so my chivalrous companion stood while | squeezed in between a woman named Janice, who
was drinking a mojito, and a man in khakis who was digging in to a bacon cheeseburger. Just around the
corner of the 30-seat rectangular bar, a rotund man in a starched white shirt and a pink polka-dot tie
was eating a piece of white fish with a knife and fork. He looked content.

Janice, who works in cement, it turns out, told us that eating is the only thing to do on the South
Shore, and based on the fact that this was her third trip here since the place opened in June, we'd say
she approves.

The Scarlet Oak Tavern is no ordinary spot. It's a 241-year-old Colonial house that has been home to
several restaurants, most recently Blackfin Chop House and Raw Bar. The bar area has been opened up
and seats almost 100 people now (the whole place seats about 300), but the antique touches remain.
The bar ceiling is made of rough-hewn planks dating back to the 1700s, and an original 13-star flag hangs
on the wall behind glass. A staircase curves up to another bar area and three private dining rooms.
There's even a fireplace in the ladies room. It doesn't work, but we can't have it all now, can we?

When it was time for dinner, | reluctantly left my perch at the bar for the dining room. It was a tight
fit there, too, wedged just inches from a large party in the back and not far from two birthday gatherings
(ooh, what'd she get from Crate and Barrel?).

We started with iced jumbo shrimp and a green salad with cranberries and crispy shallots. The crispy
shallots were the reason we ordered the thing (the words just sound so good together - try it: "crispy
shallots"), but they turned out to be just like those onion strings your grandmother (but not mine) puts
on green-bean casserole.

Then someone - he knows who he is - spilled a glass of water all over the table, but thankfully he
didn't soak the lovely cornbread made with real pieces of corn. After moving us to a dry table in the
corner, our waitress brought us our favorite part of the meal: kettle beef sliders from the bar menu. The



barbecued brisket was literally sliding off the crusty rolls, and combined with sweet pickles, slaw, and
mustard, the taste was out of this world.

The entrees were good, too: a golden-brown pot pie with giant chunks of chicken and potatoes
served in a skillet; a honey-lavender glazed duck breast with sweet, almost black skin accompanied by
fruity couscous; a nice piece of halibut topped with an olive-tomato tapenade and whole roasted garlic
cloves. The steak au poivre crusted with red peppercorns in Dijon cognac cream sounded a lot more
exciting than it tasted, however, which was mostly like pepper.

Dessert was a s0-so molten chocolate cake and a blueberry grunt - a little biscuit floating on a
mound of syrupy blueberries that were not too sweet, not too anything, really. But all in all, it was a
satisfying meal.

Over at the bar, though, they were having a lot more fun. And the polo shirts and blond highlights
seemed to be multiplying. We heard a woman in one of the leather booths tell her friend, "My husband
always tells me, you can't swing a dead cow without bumping into one of your old boyfriends." Now
that's a party.

Scarlet Oak Taverri217 Main St., Hingham. 781-749-8200, scarletoaktavern.com. Entrees $14.50-$46. Wines by
the glass $5-$14.m
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