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Centered on the world’s premier winemaking region and renowned culinary destination, Wine Country Chef’s Table offers an intimate look at a region that thousands of travelers often just “taste.” This regional cookbook and travelogue offers a bounty of recipes along with restaurant, winery, and farm stories for both locals and visitors to savor. Also featured are great chefs, farmers, and food artisans from the distinct parts of the California wine country—spanning both the Napa and Sonoma Valleys.
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Introduction


Rolling hills covered in vineyards as far as the eye can see. Collections of cows grazing lazily on the few hillsides empty of grapes. Wildflowers bordering the country roads. And, of course, the wineries.


This is what most people know of the Napa and Sonoma Valleys of Northern California—that the area is responsible for some of the most incredible wines in the world. Red, white, or rosé; sparkling, dry, or sweet: From the renowned California cabernet sauvignon to beautiful zinfandels, pinot noirs, chardonnays, and many lesser known, lovely white varietals, it’s the wine that made this region famous and still draws visitors the world over. But the food is just as incredible—and, in a way, is older than the wine.


Though the Napa and Sonoma regions offer the signature taste of California to locals and global jet-setters each day, California wine country’s history is deeper than the wine tourism may indicate. Before there were vintners crawling the area, there were farmers and ranchers cultivating the land. Its diverse topography, ranging from the Mayacamas Mountains to the shores of Bodega Bay and the warm, arid valley of Dry Creek, presents a variety of agricultural possibilities. As a result, the region’s rustic roots embody the story of immigrants searching for the American dream, and finding it through farming and offering up their harvest to the people of the area—and eventually, to those far beyond.


Native Americans, Russian settlers, Spanish explorers, and Italian immigrants are among those responsible for the region’s early agricultural development, supplying seed varietals and planting wheat, apples, olives, grapes, cherries, pears, and plums, all still grown in the region today. Dairy farming and ranching has also been part of the valley picture for a long time, providing milk, cheese, butter, and all manner of meats, pork, and poultry to locals for more than a hundred years.


Throughout the twentieth century, the area’s early agricultural abundance blossomed, with sweet corn, an array of squash varieties, heirloom tomatoes, and more stone fruits and berries, along with gorgeous local grains and legumes, including the famous “new world” Rancho Gordo beans, now endemic to the area. Gorgeous herbs are also grown throughout the region—lavender chief among them, its delicate buds covering the hills and heady fragrance permeating the air. Ranching has flourished as well, with popular pig and cattle farms spread across the valleys, along with goat, lamb, and turkey farms whose products make their way to dinner tables throughout the state and beyond. And, not to be overlooked, the area’s close proximity to the Pacific Ocean brings succulent oysters, clams, a variety of fish, and the famous midwinter local favorite—fresh Dungeness crab—to tables throughout the region.


And the wine, of course, has been an evolving part of the valley picture from the beginning. Early immigrant families—with names like Mondavi, Tchelistcheff, Schram, and Niebaum—showed a commitment to the land from the start, farming it out of necessity and eventually out of what became an honored tradition. Many of these famous names are still producing—some have become a formidable presence in the world of food and wine—but now it is the children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren who are tilling the land, growing the grapes, and producing what often seem like the most perfect expressions of wines one could imagine.


This unique blend of farming, fishing, ranching, and winemaking makes the Napa/Sonoma region a fantastic place to be a chef today. More than fifty are featured in the following pages of this book, each offering his or her take on delivering the area’s special products to your plate.


ABOUT THE BOOK


Centered on the world’s premier winemaking region and renowned culinary destination, Wine Country Chef’s Table offers an intimate look at a region that thousands of travelers often just “taste.” It is a regional cookbook and travelogue, offering gems of recipes along with restaurant, winery, and farm stories to both locals and visitors alike. In the book we feature great chefs, farmers, and food artisans from the distinct parts of the California wine country, spanning both the Napa and Sonoma Valleys.


Known the world over for its stellar wines and signature California landscapes, the Napa Valley is also a culinary star. “Like a modern-day Garden of Eden” is a phrase that comes up repeatedly when talking to chefs working in the area today, and it aptly describes the region’s incredibly fertile soil that is responsible for such a long list of wonderful products.


Home to superchef Thomas Keller’s palace of fine dining—The French Laundry—as well as ultracasual burger joint favorite, Gott’s Roadside, and everything in between, California wine country is a veritable temple of culinary experiences. The region has been featured repeatedly on foodie TV, including Bravo’s Top Chef, where finalists prepared a meal on the legendary Napa Valley Wine Train and served their specialties at a crush party. Many of the area’s most famous chefs have even had television programs of their own.


At its heart, this book is about passion—a passion for life, for good food, for delicious wines, for freshly picked or harvested ingredients, and for gorgeous landscapes. It’s about the unique culinary environment and agricultural bounty of an intensely popular part of the world. The book is a love letter to a region that many people have heard of or visited, but just a fortunate few truly know. It pays homage to the chefs, farmers, olive oil makers, and vintners who are devoted to the land and beautiful culinary products—and to sharing those products with people the world over.


Get a rare, intimate look at this famous locale by reading about the chefs and food artisans working there today and by preparing their special recipes. Whether it’s breaking artisanal bread at Della Fattoria in Petaluma, sipping a glass of Morisoli zinfandel at Elyse in Napa, or sitting down to a Michelin-starred meal at Terra in St. Helena, we will journey together through the cultural richness of California’s wine country. Get ready to taste the region through its recipes and the stories of the people that make it the incredible food and wine destination it is today.


We hope this book will give you a road map for your next trip to the region—or help you take a vicarious vacation through the stories of local chefs, winemakers, and food artisans who proudly present their work there each day. Bon appétit!
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YOUNTVILLE


REGIONAL SPECIALTIES


Named posthumously for its founder, George Calvert Yount, a settler who laid the town boundaries in 1855, Yountville today is a tiny little town that is a must-visit on any trip to the Napa Valley. The town is known for its large US veterans community, a smattering of sophisticated hotels and markets, its designation as an American Viticultural Area (AVA) in the late 1990s, and its heady culinary stature as home to some of the most elite restaurants in the region.


Thomas Keller’s venerated establishment, The French Laundry, which housed many local chefs who then went on to run their own successful restaurants, is the anchor of the town. But it’s not the only revered Yountville spot. Two of Keller’s more recent restaurants—Ad Hoc and Bouchon Bakery—are now destinations in their own right, drawing locals and visitors to experience a delightful taste of the region each day. Brix, a lovely restaurant with extensive on-site gardens, offers a taste of the region that has only improved over the years. And the newest member of the town’s culinary family, Bardessono, offers a luxuriously relaxing experience with dining and lodging that still maintains a connection to its farming roots.


The amazing chefs from these restaurants—from Thomas Keller’s chief leaders to others who are making a name for themselves in lesser known but equally stellar establishments—have graciously shared their recipes with us in this chapter. These “regional specialties” are so named for the way they represent the area’s special farmland or a unique tradition at a particular restaurant. Some are simple, some are more complicated, but they are all very “wine country”—and all incredibly delicious.




AD HOC


6476 WASHINGTON STREET


YOUNTVILLE, CA 94599


(707) 944-2487


WWW.ADHOCRESTAURANT.COM


CHEF/OWNER: THOMAS KELLER; CHEF DE CUISINE: DAVE CRUZ


Who could have imagined that a student of computer science and electrical engineering would one day be at the helm of one of a superchef’s restaurants? Certainly not Dave Cruz, Texas native and original chef de cuisine of Thomas Keller’s family-style establishment, Ad Hoc. Cruz grew up in a Philippine family in West Texas, and though he didn’t dream of becoming a chef, he does remember a proud moment of cookery in the sixth grade.
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“We were supposed to make something ourselves and bring it in to share with the class,” Cruz explains. “I made the traditional Filipino dish, lumpia, and just remember walking in with a big tray of these crispy little rolls. It was pretty cool.”


After attending college at the Polytechnic University of New York, working side jobs through school as a waiter to pay the bills, he became a computer systems engineer. But there was something he loved about cooking, and eventually he was drawn back to the kitchen. He calls working for the Thomas Keller Restaurant Group an amazing honor, and actually helped Chef Keller and then Executive Chef Jeffrey Cerciello develop and launch Ad Hoc.


Originally planned only as a temporary space, its casual-yet-still-stellar service and daily prix-fixe menu featuring classic comfort foods quickly became a hit. Locals and visitors alike clamored for this more accessible Thomas Keller culinary experience, one that didn’t require two months’ advance notice for reservations. And Cruz still loves it. He derives inspiration from traditional American dishes familiar to so many people—as well as conversations about food with his colleagues, friends, and guests.


Cruz relishes cooking from the shared gardens of the famous Keller collection of Yountville spots: The French Laundry, Bouchon, Bouchon Bakery (page 10), and Ad Hoc. His advice for home cooks who want to bring the Ad Hoc experience into their own kitchens is simple.


“There’s a plaque in all of [Chef Keller’s] restaurants, hanging just for the staff to see,” Cruz divulges. “It contains a quote from Chef [Keller], which ends with ‘to make people happy . . . that is what cooking is all about.’ ”
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MARINATED SKIRT STEAK





RECIPE COURTESY OF THOMAS KELLER, EXCERPTED FROM THE AD HOC AT HOME COOKBOOK, PUBLISHED BY ARTISAN BOOKS, 2009


(SERVES 6)


Skirt steak, part of the diaphragm, is a very flavorful cut. There are two sections of the skirt: an outside muscle and an inside muscle. The inside muscle is smaller, a little more uneven, and a little tougher than the outer skirt, which we prefer. The outer skirt is still a tough cut of meat and, because it’s served medium-rare, not tenderized through long cooking, you need to slice it across the grain, straight down (thereby shortening the long muscle fibers that otherwise make it tough), to ensure it’s tender. The marinade we use here, with abundant herbs and garlic, is excellent for all cuts of beef.


For the marinade:


6 thyme sprigs


2 (8-inch) rosemary sprigs


4 small bay leaves


1 tablespoon black peppercorns


5 garlic cloves, smashed, skin left on


2 cups extra-virgin olive oil


For the skirt steak:


6 (8-ounce) outer skirt steaks, trimmed of any silverskin


Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper


Canola oil


2 tablespoons unsalted butter


4 thyme sprigs


2 garlic cloves, smashed, skin left on


Combine the thyme, rosemary, bay leaves, peppercorns, garlic, and olive oil in a medium saucepan and bring to a simmer over medium heat. Remove from the heat and let the marinade cool to room temperature.


Pull away the excess fat from the skirt steaks and discard. Put in a dish or a resealable plastic bag, add the marinade, and cover the dish or seal the bag, squeezing out excess air. Marinate for at least 4 hours, or for up to a day, in the refrigerator.


Remove the meat from the marinade and let sit at room temperature for about 30 minutes before cooking; discard the marinade. Dry the meat with paper towels. Season with salt and pepper.


Preheat oven to 350°F. Set a roasting rack in a roasting pan.


Heat some canola oil in a large frying pan over high heat. When it shimmers, add half the meat and quickly brown the first side. Turn the meat and, working quickly, add 1 tablespoon butter, 2 thyme sprigs, and 1 garlic clove and brown the meat on the second side, basting constantly; the entire cooking process should take only about 1½ minutes. Transfer the meat to the rack and spoon the butter, garlic, and thyme over the top. Wipe the pan and repeat with the remaining steaks.


Transfer the roasting pan to the oven and cook for 8–10 minutes, or until the center of the meat registers about 125°F. Remove from the oven and let the meat rest on the rack in a warm place for about 10 minutes for medium-rare.


Arrange the steak on a serving platter, or slice each piece against the grain, cutting straight down, and arrange on the platter. Garnish with the garlic and thyme.




BARDESSONO



6526 YOUNT STREET


YOUNTVILLE, CA 94599


(707) 204-6030


WWW.BARDESSONO.COM/RESTAURANT_BAR


CHEF: VICTOR SCARGLE


A gorgeous Zen-like luxury property, Bardessono is a new member of the Napa Valley culinary community. Though the hotel, restaurant, and spa opened in 2009, its history goes back much further. Its location on the Bardessono family farmstead, which dates back to 1928, imbues the refined property with a subtle sense of history. Developer Phil Sherburne was actually specially selected by the family to design the property with minimal impact to the environment and the town of Yountville.


Chef Victor Scargle’s self-described “West Coast Garden Cuisine” is a natural match for this blend of the modern and an honoring of the environment, and dining in his restaurant feels both elegant and earthy. Scargle’s simple approach embraces classic artisanal values and stems from his upbringing in Santa Cruz County, where abalone, salmon, and squid are king. A University of California, Santa Barbara, finance and accounting graduate, he found it difficult over time to ignore his true calling in the kitchen. As he gradually acquired mentors such as Douglas Rodriguez, Traci Des Jardins, and Michael Mina, you can understand why.
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When it comes to food, Scargle’s philosophy is simple: Use what’s in the garden, and the rest will take care of itself. If he can’t get quite what he needs in the garden, he buys the best—and always handles ingredients with respect. Sixty-five percent of what he uses in the restaurant is grown on-site, and Scargle sources the remainder of his products from popular local farmers and ranchers, including Jim Reichardt for his famed Sonoma Liberty Ducks and Don Watson for lamb. He credits Des Jardins for much of what he learned about terroir and the importance of lovingly cultivated food.


Scargle’s desire is to have a restaurant that’s full of life, where you can see the garden on every plate; enjoy a relaxed, comforting experience; and discover the region’s wines in a naturally educational way. In fact, wines are a major focus in the dining room, which has an understated elegance. Scargle works closely with Brett Fallows, the restaurant’s director of wine, and the two create balanced pairings with unique varietals that work well with food. As the team describes it, “People are going to drink what they want to drink; our desire is to guide them toward a memorable experience that embodies the true inspiration that is the wine country.”


OVEN-ROASTED CLUCKY PLUCKY CHICKEN WITH GARDEN VEGETABLE TIAN, BASIL POTATO PUREE & MARJORAM JUS


(SERVES 6)


For the vegetable tian:


1 zucchini


1 Japanese eggplant


1 yellow squash


12 Sweet 100 tomatoes


12 Fino Verde basil leaves


2 Padron peppers, thinly sliced


Salt and pepper to taste


Extra-virgin olive oil to taste


For the marjoram jus:


4 shallots, thinly sliced


1 teaspoon coriander seeds


¼ teaspoon black peppercorns


1 teaspoon fennel seeds


1 bay leaf


6 parsley stems


2 tablespoons neutral oil


Salt to taste


1 cup white wine


3 cups chicken stock


1 bunch fresh marjoram


2 tablespoons butter


For the potato puree:


3 russet potatoes


½ cup butter


1½ cups heavy cream, heated


Pinch of kosher salt


2 Thai basil leaves, diced


2 Opal basil leaves, diced


2 Italian basil leaves, diced


5 Fino Verde basil leaves, diced


For the chicken and to plate:


6 (6-ounce) airline chicken breasts, drumstick and thigh attached


Kosher salt and pepper to taste


Neutral oil to taste


1¼ cups watercress, washed and stems removed


6 cherry tomatoes, cut in quarters


Extra-virgin olive oil to taste


2 tablespoons apple balsamic (Bates & Schmidt preferred); aged balsamic is a good substitute if apple is unavailable


Preheat oven to 350°F.


To make the vegetable tian, slice vegetables, Fino Verde basil leaves, and Padron peppers ⅛ inch thick and season with salt and pepper and extravirgin olive oil. Layer vegetables in a staggered order in a 2-ounce aluminum cup or flan ring. Place in the preheated oven for 15–20 minutes. Remove and set aside, keeping warm.


To make the marjoram jus, place shallots and aromatics in a saucepot with oil. Season with salt and add white wine, then reduce by three-quarters. Add chicken stock, bring to a simmer, then reduce until the mixture just barely coats a spoon. Remove from heat, strain through a finemesh strainer, add marjoram, and steep for 20 minutes. Re-strain, then set aside.


To make the potato puree, peel and quarter potatoes and place them in cold, heavily salted water. Bring to a boil and cook potatoes until soft. Immediately remove and work through a food mill. Place potatoes back on low heat to dry out. Mix in butter and hot cream with a spatula. Do not overmix or potatoes will become gluey. Keep warm.


To make the chicken, season with kosher salt on both sides and pepper on the non-skin side. Place skin-side down in a large, hot sauté pan with neutral oil (oil should be smoking before you place chicken in pan). Reduce heat to medium once all chicken breasts are in pan. Cook 80 percent on skin side (about 9 minutes), then turn over and cook another 5 minutes until juices run clear. Remove from pan and let rest 4 minutes.


Place tian in the oven to reheat. Place ¼ cup of potato puree in a small saucepan, heat through, and add basil leaves. On a large serving plate, place the puree and the tian.


Slice each chicken on an extreme bias—make 4 cuts to give you 5 pieces. Fan chicken around potatoes and tian. Toss watercress and cherry tomatoes in a little extra-virgin olive oil and apple balsamic and place on top of tian. Heat jus and finish with a little butter, whisk until well incorporated and spoon desired amount of jus in front of the chicken, not on the skin.
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MILK-FED LAMB WITH LUCY’S GARDEN VEGETABLES, SAFFRON SPAETZLE & LEMON THYME JUS


(SERVES 6)


For the lamb:


6 (6-ounce) lamb T-bones, locally grown


6 (4-ounce) pieces lamb loin, locally grown


Kosher salt and black pepper to taste


2 tablespoons grapeseed oil


3 tablespoons butter


1 teaspoon lemon thyme leaves, stems removed


1 teaspoon sea salt, to finish the lamb


For the garden vegetables:


1 bunch torpedo onions, peeled and sliced


½ fennel bulb, medium dice


12 baby carrots


12 baby squashes, medium dice


1 baby yellow squash, medium dice


2 tablespoons olive oil


2 tablespoons butter


Kosher salt to taste


For the saffron spaetzle:


1 egg


1½ cups saffron water (small pinch of saffron steeped in 1½ cups hot water)


1⅛ cups white flour, organic


¼ bunch lemon thyme leaves


2 ounces grapeseed oil, for cooking spaetzle


Kosher salt to taste


Pinch of freshly ground black pepper


For the lemon thyme jus:


4 shallots, sliced


1 ounce grapeseed oil


¼ teaspoon coriander seeds


¼ teaspoon fennel seeds


1 bay leaf


6 parsley stems


2 cups white wine


2 quarts (8 cups) lamb or beef stock


1 bunch lemon thyme leaves


Kosher salt and black pepper to taste


Season the lamb with kosher salt on both sides and black pepper on one side; place in a hot pan with the grapeseed oil and lower heat to medium. For the T-bones, brown each side; turn over after 3–5 minutes on each side and remove from the pan. Quickly sear loins on both sides (approximately 3 minutes); remove and set aside, keeping warm. Place T-bones back in pan and add butter, over low heat, and lemon thyme and baste for an additional 5 minutes. Remove and let rest.


Place the vegetables in a sauté pan over medium-high heat with the olive oil and butter. Cook lightly for 5–7 minutes and season with salt. Set aside, keeping warm.
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To make the spaetzle, thoroughly mix wet ingredients into dry ingredients. Let rest for 10–15 minutes.


Using a spaetzleater (like a box grater with a handle to push through) or a perforated hotel pan or colander with a rubber spatula, process spaetzle in small batches into salted boiling water. Once spaetzle floats, remove from the boiling water and shock in ice water. Remove and place on a perforated pan to remove excess water.


To finish spaetzle, place 2 ounces grapeseed oil in a pan over medium-high heat until hot and add spaetzle. Sauté spaetzle until crispy and golden brown; drain on a paper towel.


To make the jus, place shallots in a saucepot with 1 ounce grapeseed oil, along with coriander, fennel, bay leaf, parsley, and a pinch of salt. Caramelize lightly and add white wine; reduce by three-quarters and add stock. Bring to a simmer and add lemon thyme. Skim and simmer for 15 minutes; adjust flavor with kosher salt and pepper.


To serve, plate the roasted vegetables and crispy spaetzle. Place the T-bone on the vegetables and slice the loin piece on the bias, making 4 cuts (to result in 5 slices). Fan the slices in a semicircle around the spaetzle. Sauce the plate in front of lamb, not over the top, and sprinkle sea salt on top of the lamb.




BOUCHON BAKERY



6528 WASHINGTON STREET


YOUNTVILLE, CA 94599


(707) 944-2253


WWW.BOUCHONBAKERY.COM/YOUNTVILLE


CHEF/OWNER: THOMAS KELLER; HEAD BAKER: MATT MCDONALD


Like a taste of California and Paris rolled into one, Bouchon Bakery offers a beautifully delicious array of pastries, tender-crisp French macarons, classic American cookies, traditional baked goods, delicate chocolates, savory quiches, and, of course, incredible bread. The latter is the reason the bakery first opened its doors: It was established to supply its revered neighbor, The French Laundry, with great bread.


“I always remembered the bread at a restaurant,” shares certified master baker Matt McDonald, who runs the bread operation at Thomas Keller’s original Yountville bakery—now also with outlets in New York City, Las Vegas, and Beverly Hills. “For me, if the bread was great, it sealed the deal.”


And for the Southern California kid who began his baking career as a dishwasher in his family’s donut shop, working as part of Keller’s team still sometimes feels like a dream.


“It’s incredible, like I’m on the all-star team,” says McDonald. It is amazing to learn that someone who was on the Bread Bakers Guild of America Baking Team that placed in the international finals in both 1999 and 2002 “wanted to run and hide from the bakery business” as a teenager.


McDonald never imagined pursuing a career in what was his family’s business, but after several years in college, he had an epiphany. “I thought money would be the most important thing,” he explains. “But I gradually realized it was really cool to be able to go to work and look forward to it.” So he began to seriously pursue baking, working in his mother’s bakery in Eureka. He never entered a full culinary school program, but always challenged himself in the off-hours to learn different styles of bread making, including the California classic, sourdough. His career evolved and took him to a class at The Culinary Institute of America in St. Helena, where he met his future wife, and eventually to Keller. And the rest, as they say, is history.


“Food is my life. It’s really awesome to be in a place where food is appreciated like it is here.”


The thing he values most about Bouchon Bakery is its accessibility: “Everyone can connect with a bakery.” McDonald is careful to say that the pizza recipe on page 12 (which was born when the bakery started making pizza for the family meal at The French Laundry, with staff members carrying it down the street) is not a fancy, fine-dining version of the Italian—and American—classic.


“Our pizza is my memory of what I liked about pizza when I was a child—the crust is thicker, fluffier, and crispy all at once,” he shares. The bakery team makes its own sauce and ricotta, and uses many ingredients from its own farm. “But the pepperoni is what people love most—it always goes first.”


BACON-CHEDDAR BREADSTICKS


(SERVES 4–6)


Chef recommends weighing ingredients for consistency.


For breadsticks:


1 ½ cups (12.4 ounces) grated cheddar cheese


5 tablespoons (2.5 ounces) bacon fat


3 cups (24.7 ounces) flour


1½ cups (12.4 ounces) water


4½ teaspoons (0.5 ounce) yeast


3⅓ teaspoons (0.6 ounce) salt


For egg wash:


1 egg, beaten with one tablespoon water or milk


Melt the cheddar and bacon fat in a pot, stirring continuously until uniform and liquid in consistency.


Place all the ingredients in a mixing bowl; be sure to pour the wet ingredients over the dry ingredients. With a dough hook, mix on low speed until incorporated, approximately 4 minutes. Increase the speed to medium and mix for 10 minutes. Allow the dough to rest for 15 minutes.
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