
Gary Menes
Le Comptoir

At KoreAtown’s Le Comptoir, diners 
literally reap what chef Gary Menes sows. The 10-
seat, counter-only dining experience focuses on his 
seed-to-table, prix fixe tasting menu, which has been 
strategically planned months—sometimes years—in 
advance. “My cooking actually starts in the garden 
where I plan my menus,” says Menes, showing off 
a bowl of richly colored purple beans that seem 3D 
printed rather than freshly harvested from an organic 
urban farm in Long Beach. Menes, a military brat 
who grew up around the world before settling down 
in Los Angeles, is a whirling dervish of motion and 
emotion with a lot on his mind and dirt-encrusted 
hands. “Why do we [Filipinos] assimilate into other 
cultures instead of leading them?” asks Menes, 
while shelling peas into a bowl. “There’s no shame 
in pushing our own cultural agenda. Everyone 
else does.” Although Menes trained under highly 
esteemed celebrity chefs such as Joachim Splichal 
(Patina) and Thomas Keller (French Laundry), the 
root of his vegetable-focused cooking goes back to his 
roots. “I learned hard work from my dad, who worked 
12-hour days at McDonnell Douglas, and attention 
to detail from my mom, who taught me that it’s gotta 
be perfect or it’s not right,” states Menes with an 
intense gaze. “The kitchen is ceremonious. It’s about 
respect. It’s a snapshot of who you are, where you’ve 
been; what the past is, what the future could be.” 

The one thing that characterizes 
cuisine in the City of Angels is its 
endlessness—from the glorified 

food trucks that round each avenue 
to the unapologetically expensive 

small-seaters that pack the financial 
district. Patrick Green seeks out the 

Filipino forerunners that have become 
imperative to LA food culture
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Marge Manzke 
Republique, Petty Cash, Sycamore Kitchen, Wildflour Cafe + Bakery

the oLd AdAge that “behind every man is his woman” is as dried out as a bag of dehydrated chili mango treats. Equality is the new 
norm and a power couple is what’s aspired for in the world, as popularized by KimYe and BranGelina. Walter Manzke is one of LA’s most 

prominent chefs, but it’s the pastries of his wife Marge that are the first things you smell, see, and want when you walk into Republique, 
the couple’s stunning French bakery-bistro. The handmade baguettes and pastries sit behind glass, almost taunting you. Marge, who 

was born and raised in Manila, studied the culinary arts in London and New York before heading west, where she met Walter at Patina. 
Together, they rose through the SoCal fine dining scene, where she found her calling practically by default. “We were both working at a 

restaurant in Carmel (California),” remembers Marge. “There were four of us there and I was the only one who knew how to do pastries.” 
Fast-forward a couple of years and many restaurant openings later, and the Manzkes are literally on the tip of Angeleno tongues with 
several eateries across LA. They have come a long way together, but Marge has just a little lead, having made it as a semifinalist in this 

year’s James Beard Awards for Outstanding Pastry Chef.

is CooKing An Art 
or craft? Celebrated chef, 
restaurateur, and raconteur Andre 
Guerrero says it all comes down 
to taste. “You can learn all the 
fundamentals of cooking at 
culinary school,” waxes Guerrero, 
whose career spans three decades 
and almost a dozen eateries 
from Malibu to Highland Park. 
“But you have to develop or 
be born with a taste for good 
food. I know French chefs 
whose palates are so limited. I 
took them to eat Mexican and 
Chinese food and they were 
baffled. They didn’t get it. It was 
so foreign to them.” Guerrero 
never envisioned a career in the 
culinary arts, instead studying fine 
art at UCLA, where he learned 
an appreciation for the classics. 
“If you’re painting Abstract 
Expressionism, you study the 
modern art movement,” says 
Guerrero, whose Maximiliano 
restaurant sports a pixelated piece 
from the street artist who calls 
himself Invader. “You learn that 
there’s a whole series of historical 
events that led up to those 
paintings.” Guerrero put down 
his color palette and followed his 
cultivated palate, working his way 
up in the fine dining world before 
finding a niche reviving—not 
reinventing—classic American 
comfort food. Guerrero, who 
coined the term “slow fast food” 
to describe his burger joint, 
The Oinkster, says, “We did our 
version of the Big Mac. We used 
the freshest ingredients, the finest 
patty. People were like, ‘Holy shit! 
It’s like the Big Mac we ate as a 
kid, but on steroids.’” He explains, 
“Everyone today is trying to come 
up with the next big thing when 
it’s really about understanding 
what’s classic.” 

Andre Guerrero 
The Oinkster, Maximiliano, Little Bear



Jaymee Laygo
La Tabela

“Food brings peopLe together,” 
professes chef Jaymee Laygo, who defies 
the portly, unapproachable, middle-aged 
French chef stereotype with his boyish good 
looks, a Keanu Reeves drawl, and a space 
cowboy vibe that’s more The Dude from 
Big Lebowski than Gordon Ramsay. For 
Laygo, who was raised in the city’s Historic 
Filipinotown, food has always been a way 
to connect. “I would sit on the kitchen 
countertops as a kid and watch my grandma 
spend all day cooking for all my titas and 
titos,” remembers Laygo, who combines that 
traditional Filipino family mentality with the 
modern SoCal farm-to-table concept. His 
pop-up restaurant, La Tabela, can post up 
anywhere, from a mansion in Beverly Hills 
to a backyard in Silverlake. Yet the weekly 
40-seat affairs are always a place where 
people can come together to learn, love, and 
ground themselves. “The goal is to bring 
complete strangers together and engage them 
in conversations about food, life, and health,” 
says Laygo, who also offers free Saturday 
classes on the ranch to teach people how to 
grow organic food, make compost, and build 
aquaponics systems so they can bring these 
techniques home with them. “If you can fix 
the way you eat, you can fix the way you live,” 
states Laygo, who steers us through a lively, 
thought-provoking, free-flowing conversation 
that zigzags from his new puppy to the 
ingredients of his family’s onion jam recipe to 
all that ills the world. “Medicine is sick care,” 
preaches Laygo, “food is healthcare.” True 
Dudeism 101.  



Chad  
& Chase 
valencia
LASA

For brothers Chase and 
Chad Valencia, blood is thicker than 
water—but not necessarily thicker 
than rice porridge. Their pop-up 
restaurant, LASA, is a business 
venture with peaks and valleys that 
sometimes stretch beyond brotherly 
love. “We really work hard to have an 
open dialogue and respect each other’s 
opinions and feelings on any issues, 
concerns, and objectives, whether it’s 
life-related or LASA-related,” says 
younger brother Chase. “Because 
we are so close, we take some things 
personal that maybe most business 
partners don’t, but we knew that would 
come with the territory.” The SoCal 
siblings, who both worked their way up 
from busboys to manager (Chase) and 
chef (Chad), are united in introducing 
Filipino food to the mainstream 
beyond the basic adobo staple, with 
things like braised duck arroz caldo 
or their California-inspired take on 
pancit (which has things like calamansi 
butter and patis-cured egg yolk). “Our 
food honors traditional flavors while 
also being relatable to our generation,” 
says Chase, who oversees a seasonal, 
bimonthly menu based on farmer’s 
markets ingredients. “We have an 
appreciation for our motherland, but 
we also want to own our cuisine.” The 
result is both Filipino and American 
. . . just don’t call it fusion. “Filipino 
food is already fusion,” explains Chase, 
an avid food history buff. “There are 
so many influences already in it from 
Spanish, French, and Chinese. We 
don’t want to change what makes it 
special. We want to elevate it.”

Gigi Pascual 
Buttermilk, Inc.

“the two most importAnt dAys in your life are the day you are born and the day you find out why,” Mark Twain wrote. Most people spend 
their lives searching for that existential calling, but for Gigi Pascual, it was right under her nose. “I was eight years old, watching my grandparents make 

scrambled eggs,” recalls Pascual, a girl-next-door-type who grew up in the San Fernando Valley. “I thought it was the coolest thing when the eggs started 
coagulating.” From that day on, Pascual became the designated egg-scrambler for family breakfast. “The morning was the only time we could all sit down 

together because of our busy schedules,” explains Pascual, who left a job in human resources to start a food truck in 2009. The Buttermilk Truck rolled into 
a congested mobile food highway, but quickly established itself as one of the most unique—think Red Velvet chocolate chip pancakes, Hawaiian Bread 

French Toast Sticks served all day—and popular (with 27,000 Twitter followers). As the food truck fad faded, Pascual relied on her business background 
to evolve her popular brand into Buttermilk, Inc., a product line of all-purpose mixes that empowers the home user. “I want to refine American classic 

breakfast and dessert with unique flavors that I loved growing up with.” Her trademark ube mix not only pays tribute to her Pinoy roots, but has 
introduced the mainstream to the exotic purple yam in the familiar form of pancakes, donuts, and cupcakes. All this entrepreneurial success has led to a 

new job at the family breakfast table: “Now my parents always want me to make the ube and red velvet pancakes.” 



Park’s Finest Crew
Park’s Finest

The backyard party defines Los Angeles’ inner city as much as gangsta rap and street art murals. For more than two decades, 
“backyard boogies” in Historic Filipinotown could be tracked from blocks away by the smell of The Park’s Finest crews’ barbecue. 
“That was our bat signal,” recalls Mike Pajimula who, along with his wife Ann and friends Johneric and Christine Concordia, and 

Oscar Bautista, got their start feeding partygoers. “We knew we were doing our job when the party would get all quiet because 
everyone was eating,” laughs Mike. They eventually became an essential element to the 213 party scene. Applying lessons learned 

at a local community center, they turned their hobby into a thriving catering company that defied the odds. “Half of us were drop-
outs. The only food experience any of us had was at Fresh & Easy and Denny’s. It was a bad idea,” says Johneric. But their secret 
weapon was Ann’s cornbread bibingka, which Chris Rock described on an episode of Diners, Drive-Ins and Dives as, “The best 

cornbread I’ve ever had . . . this is like fat black lady cornbread.” Today, they are all grown up with a brick and mortar barbecue joint 
in familiar territory. “We looked all over LA for a home base, but nothing felt right,” says Johneric, kicking back in an Echo Park 
office overlooking the 101 Freeway. “The space we ended up in is literally in our backyard. We did a house party across the street 

back in the day. For us to be where it started is a dream come true.”


