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inner service was never in chef Leonard Hollander’s plans when he and co-
owner Chad Little opened Arbor Projects, the curious cafe/caterer/urban garden/fine dining 
hybrid tucked inside a sprawling eco-friendly building on Chicago’s Northwest side last 

year. Then, one evening, he agreed to cook dinner for a hungry patron using what he had on hand. 
 When she turned out to be a well-known Chicago food writer, word quickly got out, and 
Hollander and Little suddenly found themselves taking reservations via phone, email and text 
for Midwestern omakase two nights a week. 
 Inimitably personal from the get-go, they’d pepper prospective diners with questions such as, 
“What kind of protein do you like?” “What was your favorite meal?” Then Hollander would cook 
and serve three, five or seven whimsical courses made with produce sourced from the on-site 
garden, locally procured protein and items from a pantry stocked with globetrotting dry goods 
he’d collected over 13 years in the restaurant business.
 “Part of the consideration in having omakase was we’d decide what people were eating so we 
could more appropriately manage inventory,” Hollander says. “But, ultimately, at the bottom of 
all of it, within me there’s a need to cook food this way.”
 On a recent night, Midwestern omakase might have started with the garden’s first salad, comprising 
eight different lettuces, grilled citrus, almonds and a brioche donut with ramp butter, followed by 
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Variations on omakase are 
popping up everywhere. by maggie heNNeSSy

D
above aNd oppoSiTe, CloCKwiSe 
from above: 1) arbor projects’ organic 
pork chop with crispy fingerling potatoes, 
black garlic cream, grilled zucchini and 
rhubarb mustard. 2) Shiso tempura with 
grilled lobster at o ya. 3) otoko’s suzuki 
(Japanese sea bass) with frozen grape 
tomatoes, fennel, passion flower and 
shirodashi. 4) & 5) Sushi (bottom) and 
dungeness crab with mayo and shishito 
peppers at momotaro.
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lamb belly carbonara with housemade cocoa fettuccine, English 
peas, chocolate mint and a raw duck egg yolk. While sipping the 
accompanying biodynamic French wine, Hollander might have 
regaled guests with stories of traipsing through those vineyards 
on a rainy afternoon. The meal may have ended with an homage 
to his grandma’s carrot cake laced with Chinese 5 spice and mace, 
with carrot/chevre mousse, shaved carrot and fennel, candied 
walnuts, whipped buttermilk and orange oil.

I trust you, chef
 At its Japanese core, omakase is something like this—a 
highly intimate tasting-menu experience wherein the progression 
of the meal is left entirely up to the chef, based on what’s good 
and in season, the diner’s preferences and his or her rapport with 
the chef. Courses can change based on immediate reactions, 
and prices (traditionally) aren’t listed. But this being the U.S., 
where tradition often functions more as guideline than canon, 

omakase comes in a range of guises as more chefs play with 
different interpretations. 
 “I think there’s more trust now with the dining public in 
chefs, and there are a lot more talented chefs nowadays who’ve 
had the opportunity to work in great kitchens around the world,” 
says Tim Cushman, chef/co-owner of O Ya, on the growing 
popularity of omakase-style menus.
 Cushman and his wife Nancy own and operate two locations 
(Boston and New York) of this California-inflected, Japanese small-
plates and sushi restaurant. Diners leave their 18- or 24-course fate 
up to Cushman. The menu’s never set in stone—particularly if 
regulars come in or a diner has a powerful reaction to a certain 
dish or ingredient. A la carte items are also fair game for diners 
who’ve committed to omakase, despite the added complication 
for the kitchen. 
 “Doing only tasting menus is actually efficient, because 
you essentially know how many guests you’re expecting and 
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how many you need of each dish,” Cushman says. “By opening 
people up to the a la carte menu, we’ve created the challenge of 
keeping inventory and not having waste because we have a lot 
more unknowns.” 
 He also likes to upend tradition in the meal’s progression. 
Instead of the Japanese way of ending on sushi, he starts diners 
on several sushi courses “for some sustenance,” following with 
composed raw-fish dishes such as trout with caramel dashi, then 
crescendoing on rich, savory courses, maybe seared wagyu 
over potato confit or foie gras. All this is an effort to make this 
big-ticket experience (24 courses costs $245) as “user-friendly” 
as possible, down to the music selection, which includes tracks 
by Gorillaz and Butthole Surfers.
 “We were a bit selfish in creating O Ya in that it mimics the 
way we like to eat when we go out,” says Nancy Cushman. “It’s 
a high-end dining experience, but it’s about being comfortable 
to make it what you want.” 

Engagement encouraged
 Chef/guest interaction is, quite literally, the backbone of 
dinner service at chef Paul Qui’s super-intimate 12-seat Otoko in 
Austin, Texas. Led by the boisterous tattooed head chef Yoshi 
Okai, the 20-course omakase experience combines nine sushi 
courses with the seasonal kaiseki of Okai’s native Kyoto. The 
laidback vibe and more affordable $150 price tag means diners 
show up in jeans shorts as often as suits and ties. 
 “It’s a very energy-driven room,” says general manager Alex 
Dubey. “Yoshi is a big part of that and making people understand 
this is really about the food. He likes when people engage and are 
interested—that’s how they get the best experience.”
 The 5-month-old (in August) restaurant was initially conceived 
with 16 seats, but was pared down to 12 to enable each guest to 
“properly engage with the chef” and, in turn, give Okai and sous 
chef Sam Walter time to relax and talk about ingredients.
 Dishes combine impeccable seafood sourced from Hakata 
market on the Japanese island of Kyushu and Texas-grown ingredi-
ents and flavors such as shigoku oysters with turk’s cap (an edible 
plant native to Texas) and smoked steelhead roe or saboten with 
rutabaga puree and cactus flower. “I’m not doing such traditional 
food,” Okai says. “More like mixes of Japanese seafood with 
Tex-Mex ingredients.”

 But a chef’s creative license has its limits, too, as Mark Hellyar, 
executive chef at Momotaro in Chicago, points out. Customers 
typically aren’t as adventurous as they think they are, which can 
add pressure to make them feel they’ve gotten good value on the 
sushi-focused omakase menu. “When diners don’t know what’s 
coming, they can’t be assured they will love everything,” he says. 
“So when the server does the rundown asking about allergies, 
preferences, how adventurous they’re feeling, etc., some people 
will say they feel adventurous, but then they won’t like the dishes 
we bring out. It doesn’t happen often, but sometimes we’ll shoot 
ourselves in the foot gauging the guest.”
 Often, the most artistically gratifying experience for the 
Momotaro kitchen occurs when fellow chefs come to dine.

P
H

O
TO

 C
R

ED
ITS Top, K

ate LeSueur; bottom
, N

as A
lejeyen; opposite, G

entl &
 H

yers

Top: otoko head chef yoshi okai oversees the energy-driven omakase experience at 
this austin, Texas, newcomer. 
boTTom: arbor projects co-owners Chad little (left) and leonard hollander (center). 
oppoSiTe: a fried kumamoto oyster at o ya. 
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Managing labor and inventory 
 Creating highly personalized experiences requires oft-militant 
management of time and inventory—particularly as the onus falls 
heavily on one chef. Okai’s 16-hour day starts 10 hours before the 
back-to-back dinner services, prepping fish and cooking rice while 
his sous chef and two cooks help out with the rest of the prep. 
 Hellyar’s kitchen is compartmentalized—with a sushi chef 
overseeing the sushi kitchen and Hellyar doing all the order-
ing, along with overseeing composed sashimis and hot items, 
which are constantly being prepped over several hours through 
staggered shifts. 
 “I’ll go through the team and assign part of a dish to them,” 
he says. “Typically not a whole dish, because it usually takes a 
few tries to hit it out of the park, and you can’t just throw any 
dish on the menu or run it as a special without my approval. It 
takes a lot to get to that point.”
 At O Ya, a single dinner service might necessitate 70 or 80 
sauces—measured in thimblefuls rather than cups. Although it 

goes against everything a chef learns about keeping inventory 
low, that’s also part of the creativity and fun of omakase. “Each 
course has to accomplish a complete flavor in a single bite,” 
Cushman says.
 As such, each station is treated as a mini restaurant, with 
everyone’s responsibilities laid out in detail. Prep sheets are 
filled out at the end of each shift so staff know what they have 
to prep coming in, and every task listed is timed. 
 “It’s great to manage labor in real time, because there is a 
lot of prep,” Cushman says. “It’s surprising how much work 
gets done with such a small amount of labor. Similarly priced 
restaurants might have 50 people on staff.”

Minimizing no-shows
 Probably one of the most costly unknowns for omakase-
style restaurants is no-shows, an occurrence Otoko minimizes 
through the prepaid, ticket-based reservation system Tock. The 
system also helps Okai control ordering, because he knows how 
many diners are coming.
 “We know who’s going to come in and how much we need 
to make so we don’t lose out on waste, which is a huge issue,” 
Dubey says. “Plus, since the guest already bought a ticket, they’re 
locked in. With only two seatings where we spend a few hours 
bantering back and forth, it’s kind of like a show here anyway.”
 Hollander and Little have considered using an online reser-
vation system, but are leaning toward ticketing, given the unique 
nature of reservation-taking at Arbor. “Time is a finite resource 
when you’re running on crazy-slim margins along with the other 
aspect of being so heavy on reservation-taking,” Hollander says. 
He currently dedicates upward of 25 hours a week to collecting 
and sorting reservations into a several-hundred-cell spreadsheet of 
food allergies, likes, dislikes and preferred course numbers before 
he even starts writing menus. 
 Yet, he admits that decisions such as transitioning to ticket-
style reservations or bringing in sous chefs to help with dinner 
service will undoubtedly affect some of what made Arbor so 
special in the first place. 
 “I totally adore omakase, but the idea of doing it at that 
early nested level, realistically, something like that can’t be 
scaled, because that’s what makes it precious and unique, for 
better or worse,” Hollander says. “It will still be the way we do 
dinner service and the physical construct of menu. But at some 
point, there has to be more input from other people. It has to be 
sustainable businesswise.”
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