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Istanbul Grille is billed as "Turkish fast food." That might be accurate, more or less, but I don't think it 
conveys how great this place is.  

This tiny North Oakland establishment is the best new ethnic restaurant to hit Pittsburgh in a long time. 
Everything is made by hand daily; nothing is canned or frozen. I think that might actually disqualify it from 
"fast food" status, but that's a good thing. As far as the "Turkish" part goes, think of what normally gets 
called "Mediterranean" or "Middle Eastern" around here as the starting point, but not the destination.  

The shiny, full-color takeaway menus seem a little out of date. Apparently, nobody had ordered the Stuffed 
Cabbage until we came in, so the owner/chef stopped making it. Make sure you check what's new and fresh 
in the deli case first.  

The owner is a funny, gregarious young guy with a booming laugh, who seems to know everybody who 
comes in. Although we were down to our third and fourth choices on the menu before we found something 
that was available, he kept bringing small samples of new dishes to the table. In this country, that usually 
only happens at Grandma's house. I'm not complaining.  

The Tabuli ($4) is pretty standard -- a light salad of chopped scallions, tomatoes and bulgur wheat, drizzled 
with olive oil. Most places use way too much parsley, which can overwhelm the taste of tangy, seasoned 
bulgur wheat, but that isn't the case here.  

The Red Bean ($4) starter was new to us. It's made with kidney beans, potatoes, carrots, onions, garlic and 
a fresh, bright-orange tomato sauce. The tangy, onion-y flavor was strong, but it worked well when stuffed 
into warm pita bread. The hot, toasty pitas deserve special mention for their smoky sourdough flavor.  

One off-menu item available that day was called Wheat Balls ($6). My vegetarian companion needed 
multiple reassurances that the owner wasn't actually saying "meatballs." Basically, they're football-shaped 
objects made of deep-fried bulgur wheat, slivered onion and several hard-to-identify spices. Unlike falafel, 
they're crispy on the outside, moist and chewy on the inside. They are served with two hummus spreads -- 
one the standard, viscous chickpea stuff, the other a pale purple "spicy hummus," which might be made with 
adzuki beans.  

The Kofte Kebab is simply unbeatable. For $8, you get three of the giant meatballs, made with ground beef, 
onions, garlic and parsley, grilled to juicy perfection with just a hint of char on the outside, and nice and rare 
on the inside. It comes with a generous plate of buttery pilaf, and a big salad of greens and tomatoes.  

Michael Machosky can be reached at mmachosky@tribweb.com or 412-320-7901.  

 


