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I dedicate this book to my Italian-born mother who taught me how to be my own chef in the kitchen. This one’s for you!
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Introduction


When Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo sailed his ship into San Diego Bay on September 28, 1542, he observed the native Indians gathering acorns and fresh fruits and vegetables from the local hills and valleys. The visiting Spaniards also noted their excellent hunting and fishing skills. Fast-forward 470 years and not much has changed! San Diego chefs partner with local farmers and meat/seafood purveyors to bring hungry locals the best that nature has to offer. It’s a way of life in Southern California, as more and more people look to healthier, more nutritious alternatives for themselves and their families.


The growth of this region has been most significant in the past fifty to sixty years, as World War II established a strong military presence in the area and was followed by a regular influx of non-natives drawn by the moderate climate and proximity to Los Angeles and Mexico. Although the military and agricultural industries have been long established, tourism, research, and manufacturing have become major influences to the local economy.


Consider the year-round mild climate, long stretches of beaches, and major attractions—including San Diego Zoo/Safari Park, SeaWorld, and Old Town State Historic Park, just to name a few. Major universities and high-tech and research/biotechnology companies also add to the entrepreneurial attitude.


With progress comes diversity, and San Diego is a prime example. Spend some time in “America’s Finest City,” and you will be rewarded with a peek into many different locales integrated into the region. The county spans a mind-boggling forty-five square miles, from the Pacific in the west to Anza Borrego Desert in the east, Marine Camp Pendleton in the north to the Mexican border in the south. Within these borders you will find restaurants located on stunning ocean coastlines, within a bustling marina, packed together in the historic downtown Gaslamp Quarter, tucked away in suburban strip malls, anchored in large resorts and hotels, and sharing space with a winery among rolling vineyards. The local area was built on the agriculture, ranching, and seafood industries and continues to be a significant influence on the restaurant community.


When I first landed in San Diego twenty years ago, I knew I would call this place home and never want to leave. I have been amazed by the explosive growth of new communities throughout the region. But one thing has not changed: the small-town feel, laid-back attitude, and artistic quality of life that flow in stark contrast to the big city just one hundred miles north. Yes, San Diego is the third-largest city in California and one of the top leisure destinations in the world. But you would never suspect this when talking to the residents or dining with locals. We have kept the small-town feel alive.


San Diego is a vivacious and active food community. We are famous for supporting a health-conscious lifestyle, with an abundant supply of fresh and organic products at our fingertips. The attitudes of chefs and diners alike are friendly and laid-back. With its proximity to the Pacific Ocean and Mexican border, San Diego’s cuisine is influenced heavily by Spanish and Asian flavors. With many of the chefs trained in traditional French and Mediterranean styles, it is quite common to hear about “fusion” in the local fare. This is quite simply a technique for blending several different flavors and cooking techniques into a new and vibrant style. Whether you choose to eat in a romantic and sun-soaked dining room with some of the best ocean views in the country or feast al fresco on a cozy outdoor patio studded with palm trees, it’s the colorful California modern cuisine that will tempt your taste buds with fusions of imaginative textures and flavors. Of course French and Mediterranean styles are also widely used to perfection as well as Hispanic, Asian, Indian, Latin American, African, and Pacific Island influences.


From celebrity chefs and those recognized by the James Beard Foundation, to those who simply just love to cook, these bastions of their trade pride themselves on being ecoconscious, using only sustainable meats and seafood. Restaurants in San Diego are quickly becoming enchanting places to visit, suitable for even the most discerning of palates. In addition chefs like to take advantage of the moderate climate, where fruits and vegetables flourish on local farms year-round. Passionate for serving farm-to-table cuisine, they continue their pursuit of the best local produce only Mother Nature can provide.


MICROCLIMATES




The vast geographic spread of San Diego County creates a somewhat unique local weather pattern, resulting in a variety of climates suitable for different facets of the food industry. Interestingly you can visit each of the microclimate regions within an hour’s drive! The Coastal Region has the mildest weather, rarely stepping outside the narrow range of 50°F to 80°F, usually with clear days bookmarked by a layer of marine clouds in early morning and nighttime. Moving east to the Inland Valley, you will see the temperature range widen, as the summers can be hot, and nights, especially in the winter, can approach freezing. A little farther east you’ll experience the Mountain Region, with mild summers days and cooler nights. Rain is more likely here, and winters will frequently see snow. When you finally pass to the easternmost Desert Region, the arid climate is polar opposite to its far-western neighbor, with summer daytime temperatures easily passing 100°F with very cool nights. Each region contributes to the year-round supply of local produce, meats, and seafood available at your favorite eatery.





Undoubtedly, local diners are demanding! They want to know where their food is from, ensuring it’s nutritious enough for themselves and their families. The slow-food movement is alive and well in this beautiful city, where the majority of chefs strive to preserve traditional and regional cuisines, while continuing to master their craft in a fashion that supports the ecosystem.


Throughout my career as a food writer, I have made an attempt to uncover the hidden gems and best local dining destinations, but it is quite a challenge. At last count there were over two thousand full-service restaurants in the county! It is very common to see chefs move from one location to another and watch restaurants close while others open their doors. This constantly changing environment inspires culinary ingenuity, where the simplest ingredients are reinvented in new, exciting ways.


Choosing the locations for this book was a difficult task, as there are so many incredible examples of culinary excellence. These chefs are varied in their styles and presentation, and their kitchens are scattered throughout the county, ranging from simple to extravagant. One thing is consistent: These chefs are at the top of their game, gaining national attention for their craft. A good example is chef Brian Malarkey, a local icon who gained notoriety as a contestant in Bravo’s hit show Top Chef Miami and as a celebrity judge on ABC’s The Taste. Carl Schroeder, chef/owner of MARKET Restaurant + Bar in Del Mar, received numerous nominations from the James Beard Foundation and was crowned 2004 California Chef of the Year by the California Travel Industry Association. He provides the recipe for the wildly popular Local White Sea Bass and Sweet Corn Soufflé. Another James Beard–recognized chef is William Bradley of Addison in the Grand Del Mar Resort, who was a finalist for the 2012 Best Chef Award. Chef Bradley also received the 2010 Grand Chef from Relais & Châteaux and is one of only 160 chefs on five continents to hold this title. He shares the details of his Baked Dover Sole, as well as the luscious Anise-Poached Pears dessert. Robert Hohmann, currently at the helm of 1500 Ocean in the Del Coronado Hotel and a 2012 James Beard nominee for Top 5 Best Chef in the Pacific, shares his Fig and Fennel Salad. The 2010 National Rising Star Chef winner, Jason Knibb of Nine-Ten in the Grand Colonial Hotel, discloses the secret to his Jerk Pork Belly with Black-Eyed Peas, Garnet Yam Puree, and Scotch Bonnet Pepper Jellies. Master Chefs of France inductee Bernard Guillas of the Marine Room reveals the details of his Old Vine Zinfandel Braised Colorado Lamb Osso Buco with Root Vegetables and Preserved Fruit Polenta.


You now have a window into some of their most favorite dishes, scaled to a size perfect for your kitchen. You’ll also gain a higher appreciation for their passion and drive for perfection. Buon appetito!
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333 PACIFIC



333 NORTH PACIFIC STREET


OCEANSIDE, CA 92054


(760) 433-3333


COHNRESTAURANTS.COM


OWNER: COHN RESTAURANT GROUP


EXECUTIVE CHEF: BRIAN HYRE


Oceanside’s 333 Pacific is North County’s best upscale dining destination, complete with a breathtaking view of Southern California’s shoreline from every seat in the house.


A stellar California coastal menu, composed of a variety of entrees, effectively highlights local seasonal ingredients and wholesome preparations that are executed with meticulous care. “We have a number of purveyors who we source from local farms, and during the summer months we even have a guy who grows special vegetables and herbs just for us,” says Executive Chef Brian Hyre. “We’re always talking to purveyors to make sure we are getting the best of the best. Sourcing local is better for everyone as well as the environment. It’s more nutritious, and it tastes better.”


Diners have a variety of options to choose from, including raw bar and sushi offerings, soups, salads, pasta, seafood, steaks, chops, and vegetarian choices. “Professionally I just love taking something from a raw ingredient and transforming it,” Chef Hyre says. “I love working with my hands and making something that someone will enjoy. It’s just the best feeling. It’s a form of artistic expression.”


On-the-ball foodies are constantly giving high marks to the lamb sirloin encrusted with black trumpet mushrooms and served with roasted fingerling potatoes and cipollini onions. “I think the lamb sirloin is just unique! I love the mushroom crust, because most people normally do lamb with herbs or rosemary—they go the traditional route,” says Chef Hyre. “I’ve done the mushroom crust with different proteins before, and it just adds a totally new dimension.”


The lamb is a tender and flavorful meat that can stand on its own, but if you are looking for a quick and easy sauce, Chef Hyre recommends the basil and mint chimichurri. Simply puree equal parts mint and basil with a pinch of garlic, a dash of cumin, a little olive oil, lemon juice, and salt and pepper.


BLACK TRUMPET MUSHROOM ENCRUSTED LAMB SIRLOIN



(SERVES 2)


¼ cup dried black trumpet mushrooms


¼ cup all-purpose flour


2 (8-ounce) portions lamb sirloin


Salt and pepper to taste


5 fingerling potatoes


2 teaspoons olive oil, divided


2 small cipollini onions, quartered


1 tablespoon butter


8 asparagus spears


Preheat oven to 425°F.


Grind the mushrooms in a blender or coffee grinder until they become dust. Combine the mushroom dust with the flour in a shallow dish.


Season the lamb with salt and pepper and dredge in the mushroom-flour mixture. Set aside.


Wash and pat dry the potatoes. Place potatoes on a baking sheet and coat with 1 teaspoon olive oil, salt, and pepper. Roast potatoes in the preheated oven until tender, about 15 minutes.


In a sauté pan caramelize onions in butter on low heat (substitute olive oil for the butter if you wish). Remove onions from pan and keep warm.


In the same pan as the onions, sear lamb on all sides. Place lamb in a roasting pan and cook in the oven until the temperature of the lamb is 120°F for medium-rare. Allow the lamb to rest 5 minutes before slicing.


While the lamb is resting, sauté the asparagus in 1 teaspoon of olive oil until al dente.


Slice lamb across the grain and arrange neatly on the plate. Arrange potatoes and onions around the lamb and place asparagus on top.
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1500 OCEAN



HOTEL DEL CORONADO


1500 ORANGE AVENUE


CORONADO, CA 92118


(619) 522-8490


HOTELDEL.COM


CHEF DE CUISINE: ROBERT HOHMANN


A bold-flavored cuisine in conjunction with elegant service, a comfortable but sophisticated ambiance, complete with breathtaking views of the Pacific, makes dining at 1500 Ocean a truly unforgettable experience.


Born and raised in Staten Island, New York, by Sicilian and German parents, Chef de Cuisine Robert Hohmann was constantly in the kitchen making sauces and pasta with his Sicilian grandmother. “I always loved to eat, so it was natural to want to learn how to cook,” he says. “Also, my German side had bakers in our family for generations.”


A graduate of the French Culinary Institute and backed by an impressive fifteen-year career, Chef Hohmann has worked under the tutelage of a veritable who’s who of the culinary industry’s greatest chefs, including Jonathan Benno, Mario Batali, Jacques Pepin, and Thomas Keller.


Most of Chef Hohmann’s recipes are a combination of the skills he’s learned through his career and the culture he was raised in. “I believe in teaching and leading by example. I want my team to feel like they’ve learned and accomplished something special every day,” he says. “I want our guests to feel as if they would not be able to get this kind of stellar experience at any other restaurant.”
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Chef Hohmann’s vision is to take California Coastal ingredients to create the contemporary Mediterranean flavors of Italy, France, and Morocco. He uses fresh produce, herbs, and vegetables from a beautiful on-site garden, as well as local produce and fish from local farmers and purveyors. A favorite among diners, Chef Hohmann’s Fig and Fennel Salad is a bold and flavorful dish that combines figs marinated in a syrup made of port wine and sugar, fennel marinated in olive oil and champagne vinegar, Point Reyes blue cheese, fennel fronds, and Italian black anise seeds.


Chef Hohmann believes that eating everything in moderation is key, using olive oil instead of butter and seasoning food with vinegar instead of salt. He recommends shopping at farmers’ markets and buying from local purveyors. “Last thing, do your homework and read labels,” he says. “If you don’t know what the ingredients are, don’t eat it!”


When he’s not eating healthy, Chef Hohmann’s guilty pleasures are ice cream, root beer floats, and fried chicken.
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CORONADO




Situated immediately west of downtown across the San Diego Bay, Coronado is a picturesque destination for any occasion. First established as a resort town in the late 1800s, the most easily recognized landmark is the Hotel del Coronado, a distinctive architectural wonder that has been featured in many films. Although originally accessible only by a ten-mile-long isthmus from the south, Coronado has become a convenient stopover via a tall and curving two-mile-long bridge that connects directly with downtown. The peninsula is also home to a US naval base and training facilities first established during World War II.


Given its coastal location with stunning views of the Pacific Ocean to the west and San Diego Bay to the east, Coronado has a high concentration of restaurants for every palette. Many are within walking distance of the Coronado Ferry Landing, a waterfront shopping/dining area connected to downtown San Diego via a smooth and scenic thirty-minute ferry ride.





FIG & FENNEL SALAD



(SERVES 8)


For the fig-chocolate sauce:


1 cup port wine


1¼ cups vegetable, chicken, or veal stock


10 figs, cut into quarters


1 double shot espresso


⅛ cup bittersweet chocolate, pieces or chopped


½ stick butter, softened


Sherry vinegar to taste


For the port syrup:


2 cups port wine


1 cup granulated sugar


For the fennel salad shocking oil:


8 cups good-quality olive oil


2 star anise (available in any good-quality supermarket or spice shop)


¼ cup fennel seeds
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