Chef wins customers' confidence 

Cohen returns to 'real restaurant business' at Mia Carolina 
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So, how did a blue menorah end up in the vestibule of an Italian restaurant in Glyndon? 

For that matter, how did a Jewish guy end up as the restaurant's executive chef and owner? 

"It just happened to be a good deal in a good location, and I just went for it," said Jay Cohen, who started Mia Carolina (pronounced mee-ya carol-eena) in September 2005, bringing with him more than 20 years of experience in the business. 

Cohen, 43, attended culinary school at the Baltimore International College and cooked in various restaurants in the area before opening his own deli. He was the owner of the Dolfield South Cafe in Owings Mills for more than five years. 

Eventually, Cohen decided he wanted to return to what he calls the "real restaurant business." 

He ended up in Glyndon, where he took over Mezzanotte Bistro, although he had only minimal training in Italian cuisine and had never been to Italy, he said. 

First, however, he did some research. 

"Before I got the restaurant --Êand I'm not going to name names --ÊI went to various Italian restaurants, just checking them out, and I wasn't impressed," he said. 

Cohen changed his 140-seat restaurant's name and added new dishes, but kept much of the menu, tweaking recipes here and there. 

"I adapted them to my own personal style," he said. 

That style included tying his family into the menu. 

The restaurant is named after Cohen's 6- year-old daughter, Caroline. 

The section on the menu devoted to pizzas, called Teddy's Pizzaria, owes its name to his 4-year-old son, Teddy. 

He also has a 19-year-old son, Todd, who "just comes in periodically and eats," Cohen said. 

Cohen said he uses only the freshest ingredients in his dishes. In fact, everything but the pasta itself is made from scratch daily. Because it's so time-consuming, making pasta each day would be impractical, he said. 

He is prepared to put his dishes to the test against those of other Italian restaurants, he said, adding, "I'm confident enough to say that our food is better." 

Customers like what Cohen has done with the restaurant, they say. 

Carolyn Herbst, a Glyndon resident who dines at Mia Carolina about twice a month with her husband, a gourmet cook, said she has been pleased with the "high-caliber" food and the service. 

"We're happy Jay is here," she said. 

Naomi Amsterdam, a resident of Mount Washington, agreed. While Mezzanotte was "more standard," Mia Carolina "is more interesting and innovative," she said, describing the food as "flavorful" and "fresh." 

Other changes in the past year include an expanded wine list and extensive remodeling, Cohen said. 

He is particularly proud of the restaurant's homemade sangria, he said. 

"I will challenge every restaurant in town that ours is the best in Baltimore," he said. 

Cohen is negotiating a lease for a space adjacent to Mia Carolina, where he plans to enlarge his bar area and add a seven-day retail liquor outlet, he said. 

Mia Carolina, at 4844 Butler Road in Glyndon, is open 11 a.m. to 9:30 p.m. Tuesday through Thursday; 11 a.m. to 10:30 p.m. Friday and Saturday; and noon to 9 p.m. Sunday. For information, call 410-526-5711. 
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