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IN SEARCH OF THE PERFECT MEAL



UNTIL THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION OF THE NINETEENTH century, most people ate the foods of their fields, forests, rivers, and sea. In areas of warmth, they planted grapes on the valley slopes where crops wouldn’t flourish. In these places farmers made wine. They fermented their own harvests. Monks made wine, refining their choice of vines and techniques century by century.


Farther north was beer country. Vines didn’t thrive in the short and cool summers. So beer was born from local barley, millet, oats, and wheat. Similarly, different crops grew better in different climates where people used varied methods of preserving and cooking.


These are the things that created local cuisines.


When the circumstances of opening my own restaurant came together, I wanted it to be a throwback to eating locally while creating contemporary dishes. To do this, we started with our own farm and worked with foragers and smallholders. Each week we created a “show” in nine acts that I hoped would remind people that we, too, are part of nature. There were no à la carte choices. The chef-selected menu flowed in an ordered sequence from appetizer to “entrée” to dessert. Beverages (wines from the Pacific Northwest) were paired to each course without additional charges.


We instigated the unorthodox convention of charging guests prior to their arrival at the restaurant. This meant that no bill was ever presented and guests could leave at their leisure. We had no tipping. The result was, as I'd hoped, a welcoming evening just as if we’d invited you to dinner in our home.


This format was to achieve our main goal:




For a few short hours we hoped to make your life as perfect as you’d always hoped it would be.





To judge by our guests, we succeeded.
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For my Mom & Dad, Bill & Lola Zimmerman and Carrie Van Dyck, wife and loving partner, for believing in The Herbfarm dream with me.


It’s the same story the crow told me


It’s the only one he know


Like the morning sun you come


And like the wind you go.


— Jerry Garcia
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View at dusk of mighty Mount Rainier from The Herbfarm restaurant
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The Herbfarm Restaurant, Woodinville, WA. Photo by Chris Weber
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Enter to the grand fireplace in the salon and the Founder's dining room.
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A stroll through the hallway to the main wine cellar leads to the restrooms
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Foreword


THE SPIRIT OF THE HERBFARM RESTAURANT is Ron Zimmerman’s life in recipes, an ode to herbs and regional, seasonal cuisine, and the history of a famous restaurant. It is the tale of a brilliant and adventuresome man in the form of his stories and recipes.


Ron and I met in early 1980s while he and Carrie were frequent visitors to the Sooke Harbor House, a seaside inn and restaurant located in Sooke, British Columbia, which my wife, Frederique, and I owned and ran. Ron was a very charming, likeable person with a shy chuckle and a soft sense of humor. He was wildly imaginative, enquiring, creative, and analytical.


We had more in common than most people I know. We both focused our interest on local, wild, native foods. We both loved the mystique, history, and traditions around the world of wine. We were both researchers always striving for deeper knowledge and understanding of food history and culture while also striving to re-create or maintain native traditions. We spent many an evening in front of the fireplace, sipping our way through philosophical discussions of ingredients, cooking techniques, and restaurants until the wee hours of the morning. Much to our wives’ chagrin!


We were great friends and dined together often over the years, even with Julia Child the year that The Herbfarm served its first meal in a garage in Fall City, Washington. According to this book, my restaurant had a big influence on Ron and similarly, The Herbfarm had a substantial influence on mine.


I was a scuba diver and would procure shellfish for our dining room. Ron, also a fisherman, would trap crayfish for his restaurant. He was trapping crayfish during the last year of his life for the photograph and recipe on page 126 of Asparagus Soup and Crayfish with Nodding Onion.


The Spirit of The Herbfarm Restaurant also serves as an introduction to many of the best wild foods of the Pacific Northwest because Ron, like me, liked to forage for a variety of wild ingredients from berries to miner’s lettuce, from Salicornia to edible mushrooms.


Mushrooms! Yes! From the days of our first meeting, I learned that Ron had an abiding affinity for mushrooms. Ron once wrote, “The Pacific Northwest woods offer one of the best selections of esculent mushrooms in the world—a mycologist’s dream.” The Herbfarm’s longest-running themed menus are the A Mycologist’s Dream menu and the Truffle Treasure menu. As each year’s menus were created, Ron ensured that the foods and herbs he used would enhance mushroom flavors. He had repeatedly and systematically experimented to find the best herb and mushroom pairings. In the nineties, these were the exciting days of the early, emerging culinary use of Oregon black and white truffles. You will find delicious fungal recipes inside this book.


The Herbfarm is said to have the distinction of being the first farm-to-table restaurant in the United States. It is the only AAA 5-Diamond-rated restaurant west of Chicago and north of San Francisco and has been lauded in Gourmet magazine and Martha Stewart Living, USA Today, and the Financial Times. Travel & Leisure magazine rated it one of the top 50 restaurants in the world. National Geographic called it “The number one destination restaurant in the world.”


A serious researcher, Ron became one of the preeminent authorities in our region on the theory and practice of Pacific Northwest Cuisine. Many classes on growing and cooking with herbs and local foods were offered at The Herbfarm each year. One of the classes I taught there featured pinto abalone, sea urchins, gooseneck barnacles, limpets, and other wild northwest delicacies. The classes promoted local food leaders and chefs including Bruce Naftaly, Thierry Rautureau, Tom Douglas, Dr. Denis Benjamin, Susan Herrmann Loomis, Caprial Pence, John Doerper, Jon Rowley (the champion of Olympia oysters and Copper River Salmon), Sally Jackson and her local cheeses, Kathy Casey, and too many others to mention here.


In 1991 during the IACP Conference, Ron presented a master class offering a serious overview of Pacific Maritime Cuisine and the Rules of The Herbfarm kitchen. “A cuisine is not just food. It is the way we know and understand the world,” Ron said. He spent much of his life promoting a deep appreciation for this way of cooking, eating, and contemplating the world.


Ron and Carrie organized many educational forays for their staff to visit local farmers, fisherfolk, and cheese makers as well as other local restaurants. They encouraged their staff to discover new ingredients and explore them to their depths. Not surprisingly, in the end, their key staff took on ownership of The Herbfarm when Ron and Carrie retired.


Once I started reading this book, I found I could hardly put it down. This is a landmark book! The Herbfarm is, after all, my favorite restaurant in the United States. Thank you, Ron Zimmerman, for the gift of this cookbook-memoir. You took the last year of your life to share the wealth of your knowledge contained within. This book is a shining testament to your culinary contributions; you were a pioneer and an inspiration to North American Cuisine.


In a way, this book is also about Carrie Van Dyck, Ron’s wife and business partner. Carrie carried out a large share of the staffing, business, and educational work of the farm and restaurant. Her persistence, intelligence, and superior organizational skills used in support of Ron were essential to the completion and publication of The Spirit of The Herbfarm Restaurant.


It is a great honor for me to write this foreword. This book is replete with herbal cooking tips systematically analyzed by flavor groups and food affinities. It highlights the best common and out-of-the-ordinary foods of our region, both domesticated and wild. Ron was always generous, and this book shows his generosity with his knowledge. Twenty percent of the profits from this book are to be contributed to the scholarship in Ron’s name, which provides support for students who want to continue the studies of local, seasonal creations in the Pacific Northwest.


So . . . happy cooking to you.


—Dr. Sinclair Philip


former co-owner, operator, and wine director of the 
award-winning Sooke Harbour House Hotel and Restaurant





A Tribute to Ron Zimmerman


WHAT RON KNEW—intuited really, in that special way of his—is that even fonts have flavor. I know that sounds crazy, but it’s true: every font, like Helvetica or Palatino or Bookman, tastes a little different to our senses, and in design you pair your fonts like choosing a wine, and you lay out a page of a book or a menu like you plate an entrée.


We all know that Ron loved telling stories through food, but most people don’t realize how much he loved design: fonts, and color, and patterns, and borders.


Fifty years ago, out of college and basically broke, he called IBM and somehow talked them into leasing him a $10,000 Selectric Composer, like a typewriter on steroids. Suddenly he was a designer, a typographer, a layout artist. He built an early career on his way with words—not just writing them or saying them or typing them, but designing them.


By 1987, he was one of the first desktop publishers in the world, beta-testing a little piece of software called PageMaker. And he continued pursuing both a love of food with his love of great design . . . continued it to his last days, working on this book, not just writing but painstakingly designing every page.


To Ron, words and fonts and pictures were all ingredients. And he loved mixing them, experimenting, tasting, adjusting, automating, and ultimately sharing them with friends. Ron knew that the heart of great design is expressing a story, and he and Carrie designed a life, an adventure, an amazing story shared with us, and with the world.


—David Blatner, president, CreativePro Network
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A Memoir . . . and a Cookbook



PART I


What the Rain Said: Smoke


IT WAS DARK. It was late. Or more probably, very early.


I’d lost all sense of time.


I sat hunched in a weathered Adirondack chair. The yellow barricade tape draped inches before me blocked the gravel drive. Seeping smoke marred the January drizzle, smudging everything with its corrosive stink.


At least it was quiet now.


∎


Just hours before, my wife Carrie and I had left our rural farm and restaurant for the first time in more than two hard weeks. We’d headed out to celebrate surviving a series of seasonal disasters with a Chinese dinner in a nearby town. First, an unrelenting windstorm had threatened to shred our greenhouses. We’d made repairs at three o’clock in the morning. Then the same gale-force winds brought a cedar tree crashing down on the restaurant’s office roof. Heavy snowfall cut power to our rural valley. The weight of the snow collapsed three of our greenhouses. We’d had to cancel our sold-out New Year’s Eve dinner—our last chance to put money in the bank before the doldrums of January and February set in.


Worst of all, the restaurant’s basement and wine cellar were flooding. In the autumn, we’d built a second prep kitchen on the back of our little farm restaurant. We were in the process of creating a private dining venue in the cellar. We’d moved most of our wine from the basement into a rented truck with an electric heater. The hole the contractor drilled in the basement’s concrete floor had turned into a fountain as ceaseless rains flooded the property. We rented a gasoline-powered generator and hooked up a sump pump in the basement to save the restaurant and the wine. The generator ran out of gas every few hours. With no power, we slept on the floor, getting up every few hours to refuel the generator.


Now all that had passed. With electricity finally restored, we relaxed. We ordered our dinner. Before it came to table, we heard a distant ringing. It came from the phone buried deep in Carrie’s purse.


“Carrie, Carrie, come quick!” my mother chirped. “The Herbfarm’s on fire!”


I didn’t wait for the bill but threw a handful of money on the table. As we roared east on Interstate 90, I said to Carrie and to myself, “Please, please. Let the fire be in the retail store and not the restaurant.”


But that was not to be. As we crossed the green bridge spanning the Raging River and screamed down the last section of road, I could see only a roiling, angry vortex of orange, a seething monster where the back of our restaurant should have been. Cindy Sattler, our office manager, was already on the scene. She remembers me standing off to the side, utterly distraught as I watched the office and everything in it go up in flames.


The names and vintages of the wines we’d been collecting for the New Year’s Dinner at the turn of the century. Cookbooks signed by their authors. My office computer with all the records of dinners, artwork, and menus. The whole history of The Herbfarm was on fire. I was devastated. I composed myself as best I could and went to join Carrie.


Volunteer firefighters came fast and were hooking up their hoses to the fire hydrant across the street by the time Carrie and I got there. The firemen turned the valve. Nothing happened. Not a drop of water flowed. Soon the local water commissioner arrived, still dressed in pajamas and robe. He paced furiously. He waved his arms, pointing, barking, sending two men down the darkened road. As it turned out, the water company had drained and high-pressure-tested the water main with air before a recent hookup. Everyone thought someone else had turned the water back on. That night, we had none at all.
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The fire chief called for help from neighboring towns. Reinforcements came. The tanker trucks’ engines roared incessantly. Men yelled and sprayed the building. Some put on respirators, then went in, fire axes in hand. As I watched with the gathering crowd, the graveled drive and rustic dovecote in front of the restaurant were alternately lighted by flames, then hidden by snakes of writhing black smoke.


Shouting over the chaos, Carrie took charge. She ducked under the barricade tape and begged the firemen to rescue the reservation book from the restaurant’s office. Our guests were our lifeblood and for the last ten years, this was how we’d kept track of them. Remarkably, we’d not had an unbooked table in all that time. Now we would have to call or write them about the devastation, hoping they’d rebook their visit for a later—much later—time.


We needed that book.


A fireman responded, entered the office and quickly reemerged. “I’m sorry,” he shouted over the trucks, “I couldn’t find your book.”


A TV news crew arrived. Then another. Carrie begged the firefighter to try again. This time she gave him detailed directions about where to look. Remarkably he took a second chance, bravely reentering the darkness. Minutes passed. Then we saw movement. He surfaced through a curtain of smoke.


Triumphantly, he clutched a sooty binder. The reservation book was saved. And, so, perhaps, were we.


But our little restaurant on a farm was gone. Within a few months, bulldozers razed what remained, leaving no trace of the place that every major American food magazine had featured and many national food critics had praised. That night, Carrie put a hand on my shoulder. As I sat in the damp gloom next to her, exhausted, I started to make plans.


I vowed we would somehow rise from these ashes.


That night, one story ended. But the river of life has many tributaries. Some of these have headwaters in places remote and nearly forgotten.


A Rogue Beginning


The Rogue River wells up from a crystalline spring on the outer flanks of Oregon’s Crater Lake. The cornflower-blue lake fills a deep volcanic caldera created seven thousand years ago when a cataclysmic explosion blew away the top of Mount Mazama. From its source at the lake’s headwater spring, the Rogue is joined on its journey seaward by the Applegate and other rivers and streams as it wends some two hundred miles westward, ending in the white-curled surf of the Pacific at the small seaside town of Gold Beach.


It was here, in 1948, on a misty March afternoon that I first met the world.


My mother and father had been married seven years, and when I arrived they counted my fingers and toes, deemed me a keeper, and took me home to live in a tent.


Dad was still building our house by himself—using only hand tools—when he wasn’t working as the short-order cook and guide at our small fishing resort on the Rogue, just a bit inland from Gold Beach. When the first phase of our new home was finished, we moved inside and no longer needed the cold outhouse.


The next six years were my baptism in a place and an era that, to this day, still owns my imagination. In those years, timber was replacing salmon as king. The country roads reverberated with belching logging trucks loaded with giant Douglas firs and western red cedar. At night the coastal lumbermills burned waste sawdust in their conical steel “teepee burners,” which, to my child’s eyes, glowed menacingly red hot in the darkness.


The Rogue River itself is legendary. Prolific Western writer Zane Grey, author of the wildly popular Riders of the Purple Sage, fly-fished the waters and kept a cabin as a writing retreat upriver at Winkle Bar. Salmon and steel-head drew anglers from throughout the world. Though the fish runs were diminishing, the numbers still supported canneries at the river’s mouth. When I was five, Dad proudly took me to a cannery with my first salmon—a twenty-one-pound king that might have pulled me off our river dory if my dad hadn’t hooked it on his waiting gaff. It remains the biggest salmon I ever caught.
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Soon our family grew to four. My brother Bob arrived one December, twenty months after me. In pictures of that time, I look delighted to have a baby brother to play with.


Living in Gold Beach, our family ate an abundance of fish and game, those wild and natural foods free to those who ventured into the woods and water to collect them. Because dad fished the Rogue, we ate a lot of salmon—fresh, canned, or smoked. Dad also liked to pickle chunks of the fish with onions and spices, which he put up in mason jars for the winter pantry. He brought home intact skeins of salmon eggs and fried them whole, basted with butter and served in slices.


To supplement the salmon, Dad hunted deer and ducks. We raised chickens for eggs as well as for table. Behind the chicken coop was a tree stump, where Dad’s sharp hatchet would make quick work of separating a chicken’s head from its body.


The head stayed on the stump while the headless body ran wildly all about. Mom, who had to scald and pluck the birds, never forgot the smell of wet hot feathers. She also learned to cook the live Dungeness crab that were abundant around the dock in Gold Beach. The first time she cooked a crab, she threw away the legs, assuming they had no meat, a memory that made her laugh years later. Her early years on a Nebraska farm hadn’t prepared her for the watery bounty of the Oregon coast.


Once a year, we’d pile into our black Kaiser Willys Jeep for the trip down the coast and back up through the Siskiyou Mountains to Medford, Oregon. Mom and Dad brought back pears and peaches, which Mom canned in quantity for the off-season. She also put up the carrots, beans, and rhubarb we grew in our large garden. Since few people had home freezers or root cellars, canning was the best way to preserve the harvest for leaner months. “Putting food by” was central to my early household, the necessary corollary of thrifty hunting, foraging, and agriculture. As a boy, I assumed that everybody in America ate this way.
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From Farm Fields to Goldfields


My mother, Lola Kammer, came of sturdy Pennsylvania Dutch stock, from those adventurous souls who had sailed here from Switzerland and the German Palatine some three hundred years before her birth. The youngest of six children, Lola spent her formative years on the family’s farm in Brule, Nebraska, a town of three hundred near the old Oregon Trail and smack in the middle of the United States. There was little around but farmsteads, prairie grass, and other self-sufficient families, all of whom worked the land and kitchen from dawn to dusk.


As a product of farm life and the Great Depression, Lola grew up fast and seemed older than her years. She cared for the chickens, geese, and turkeys; tended the kitchen garden; and learned honest frugal cooking with food she saw born, living, and dying on the farm.


Not long after her eighteenth birthday and high school graduation, Lola’s father, George, strode out one morning to work his land. When he didn’t return, his wife Katherlyne donned her coat and set out to find him. She discovered George dead in the field he had tilled for forty years.


Now with no man to run the farm, Katherlyne sold the land and bought a house in town. As there was little work to be had during those Depression years, and seeing little future in Brule, Lola took a train to California to live with an older sister. There she took a job in a men’s boardinghouse, doing household chores and helping make and serve the boarders’ meals. One of the boarders was a mischievous young man whose pranks included sneaking a goldfish into another lodger’s water at the communal dinner table. The prankster was Bill Zimmerman.


My father was born in a log cabin in Fairbanks, Alaska. His father, Franklin Zimmerman, had grown up on the family farm in Harvel, a hamlet of two hundred in southern Illinois across the Mississippi from Saint Louis. Franklin’s folks did well raising chickens, sheep, ducks, cattle, and horses as well as tending acres of field crops— what looks like a successful operation on the engraved postcard my grandparents had made and saved. Today the farm is still in the family, now monocropped to thousands of acres of soybeans.


When he was of age, Franklin set off to the University of Chicago, where he earned a degree in mining engineering. A month after his graduation, on the morning of the 17th of July 1897, telegraphs throughout the world furiously relayed electrifying news. The steamship Portland, just in from Alaska, had docked at Schwabacher’s Wharf in Seattle laden with “A Ton of Gold!” Within days nearly 100,000 men were making plans, some already heading to Seattle. The Klondike—the world’s last great Gold Rush—was underway.


Among those men hearing the news and heading west by train was twenty-two-year-old Frank Zimmerman. He’d pieced together a grubstake from his family and partnered with his buddy “Brunky.” The pair provisioned in both Seattle and Victoria, buying everything from nails and dried beef to shovels and pickaxes and the requisite pistols and mules.


Arriving in Skagway, the duo set out to relay their year’s worth of supplies over the notorious Chilkoot Pass, a ballbuster known to defeat men and mules alike. At a lake on the other side, they built a raft, then waited for the spring thaw to begin the 550-mile river trip to Dawson City. The long litany of hardships endured by the fortune seekers in reaching the goldfields has often been told. But Frank and Brunky were young and fit: Chilkoot Pass earns but a single line in Franklin’s diary.
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In Alaska, Franklin married Anna Mary. He made and lost a fortune. He and Anna Mary had three children. The eldest, John Franklin (Frank), would die in Naples during the Allied invasion of Europe. Bill, the youngest by many years, missed his big brother deeply all his life.


Just as Lola’s father had gone afield never to return, so Franklin went out one day to check up on his mine. When he didn’t come back, a search party found him dead under a half-ton of rocks.


At the age of twelve, my father Bill was fatherless. Anna Mary, Bill’s mother, relocated the household to Arcadia, California, just as the Great Depression took hold. With the family’s fortunes now greatly diminished, young Billy stepped up. He bought wholesale crops and sold fresh corn, oranges, and vegetables from a roadside stand. With a cheap single-shot .22, he hunted the undeveloped scrub of Arcadia, toting home jackrabbits to supplement the table fare. He ushered at the Santa Anita racetrack where he saw the legendary Seabiscuit—the little horse with a big heart—run. Later he worked in the warehouse of Sears Roebuck, whose giant Wish Book catalog was like the Amazon of its time. In the sprawling warehouse, he wore roller skates to traverse the vast space. Fast on his wheels, Bill quickly became known as “Whiz,” an acronym for William H. Zimmerman.


Deprived by fate of the college experience his father had enjoyed, Bill went to night school and studied engineering. A practical problem solver, Dad took a position at Rohr Aircraft designing the tooling for American Army aircraft. His success at Rohr landed him at Lockheed, where he stayed until the move north with Lola to Gold Beach.


Woods, Water, and Gardens


My parents had always had green thumbs. When we owned the fishing resort on the Rogue River, they terraced the hillside below our home for a large garden. From this plot, we reaped Golden Bantam corn (Dad’s lifelong favorite), Blue Lake Beans, spring peas, carrots, Kennebec potatoes, turnips, and salad greens. The grand prize each June was the Hood strawberry, a strawberry’s strawberry, firm, deep red to the core and dripping with sweet juices.


Despite its gifts, the Rogue proved capricious. Our fish camp resort was tucked up on riverfront land dotted with centuries old myrtle trees, a beautiful spot. Though the property had survived at least three hundred years of floods and flows, water started to eat away at the embankment. With alarming speed, the land sloughed off and washed downstream. In desperation, my folks moved the buildings to the other side of the North Bank Rogue River Road. But the river that spawned their dream ended it. We moved north. Dad had accepted an engineering job at Boeing in Renton, Washington.


When we moved to the then-wilds of Bellevue east of Seattle, my folks brought along their lifelong knack for gardening. My brother Bob and I spent hours hoeing the corn, weeding carrots, and searching for any wily zucchinis that had escaped our notice. These monsters grew so large that each, scooped out and filled with tomato, hamburger, and oregano stuffing, delighted and fed the entire Italian family that lived down the hill from us.


At the back of our property, Dad built us kids a ten-by-twelve-foot cabin. This rustic little cottage sported a shake roof, two windows, and board-and-batten siding. In the corner, he installed a small wood-burning iron stove set on a footing of bricks. The stove heated the room on chilly days. Best of all, its flat top encouraged cooking.


Our cabin became a clubhouse for the local kids where we’d gather to plan elaborate backyard “Olympics” or set off on forays as “the Rangers” into the adjoining woods where we studied plants and animals. The outings would even include quizzes I created, which, if passed, would earn certificates and badges that I made with such titles as “Curator of Mammals” or “Master of Trees.”


One summer, Bob and I decided to see if we could go two weeks living in the cabin. We cooked vegetables from the garden, fried up eggs and pork chops, and slept every night on the hard 2x4 bunks. We only went in the house to use the bathroom, though Mom insisted after a few days that we at least take a shower.


I don’t know if my parents purposely raised us to be independent. Maybe they were just mirroring how they had been brought up. Parents were less afraid and kids had more freedom then. Mom would scold us for watching TV during the day. “Turn off the TV!” she’d insist. “Go outside and play. Just be home in time for dinner.”


We could do almost anything we wanted with little or no permission or supervision. My brother and I would disappear into hundreds of acres of forest where no adult ever ventured. I was free to ride my one-speed Schwinn bicycle anywhere it would take me. A patch of loose gravel sent my bike out of control one day. Crashing through a ditch and into an embankment, I was thrown several feet and momentarily knocked out. I awoke to find a lacerated right knee. The wound probably should have had a few stitches, but I walked the bike home, cleaned up, and taped the knee. I’ve still got the scar, but my folks were none the wiser.


Mom would shoo us away from the TV and out into the world, but she expected us to be home for dinner. Our family ate promptly at 5:30 each day except for those occasions when we ventured to Seattle’s Chinatown to join my folk’s friends, Roland and Trudy, at the Twin Dragons Restaurant. (“Order one dish per person plus one for the table,” Dad would knowingly tell the diners on each visit).


At home, we all ate everything—no special diets or substitutions allowed. Mom and Dad expected us to clean our plates. If the occasional dish didn’t appeal, my parents would remind us of “all the starving children in India”—the parental guilt trip of its day.


Outdoors with Bob and Bill


I have always been fascinated by wild plants and edible native foods. I was in the fifth grade and we were living in Bellevue, Washington, when my teacher, Mrs. Clark, discovered I had a knack for identifying native trees. She turned portions of the class’s occasional outdoor nature walks over to me. In junior high, I joined the school’s Outdoor Club. These teachers preferred peaks and mountaineering to nature walks. In the club, they taught first aid, the “ten essentials,” how to rope up for safety, how to hold an ice axe, and how to tie knots.


The head of the Outdoor Club would invite the most eager members on weekend trips. We climbed Mt. Anderson and Mt. Townsend in the Olympic Mountains, sinking knee-deep in crusted spring snow. Our grand adventure was a multiday summer challenge where we traversed and camped the breadth of the Olympic Mountain range, climbing from Sol Duc Hot Springs to the High Divide and then twenty brutal miles down the Hoh River on a trail crossed by giant storm-fallen trees.


In our teens, my younger brother Bob and I became inveterate hikers, exploring the woodlands and peaks of the North Cascades. We vowed to embark on our trips come rain or shine. When it rained, our main outfits involved shorts and simple ripstop nylon ponchos. There was no point in wearing pants while hiking, as the wet bushes crowding the tails would soon soak our pant legs. At night, we’d make the the ponchos into our impromptu shelter.


Much of the food we ate on these outings was dried, put up in bags, and sold out of a small second-floor Seattle space with squeaky wood floors. The place smelled of old canvas, wax, and leather. This was the first REI store. A lean, tall man sold us lengths of stiff Goldline climbing rope from Austria. That tall man, Jim Whittaker, would later be the first American to summit Mt. Everest. As the years passed, Bob and I provisioned numerous adventures. Many of these involved some sort of living off the land, a skill set that improved with time. For oceanside dinners, my brother Bob and I pried blue mussels the size of a child’s shoe off rocks on the Olympic Peninsula coast. Since these blue bivalves lived in the Pacific surf, their meat was tougher and more deeply flavored than the farmed mussels of Puget Sound. The tiny wild strawberries on the sandy bluffs were ambrosia; blackcap raspberries a treat. I experimented with fern fiddleheads and dug wild onions from sandy headlands.


I usually carried flour and often a sourdough starter into the mountains. With these fundamentals, I could bake bread before a fire using a nifty folding aluminum reflector oven. Sometimes I’d purposely challenge myself, traveling food-light and counting on landing fresh fish for dinner. I kept a can or two of tuna or sardines at the bottom of my backpack just in case the fishing flopped.


When I started college, Bob and I explored the Sierra Nevada, John Muir’s beloved “Range of Light.” On one trip, we swung through Napa Valley. I was just getting fascinated with wine. Napa then was not an outpost for lifestyle millionaires. No stretch limos delivered bachelorette parties. Nor was Napa Valley the inland sea of Cabernet vines spotted with wineries it is today. Whole swathes of the valley still raised fruits and nuts, and you couldn’t tell a winemaker from any other farmer. Everybody who grew things dressed in coveralls and drove well-worn old pickups.


In those days, Italian Swiss Colony was an old and charming co-op for families of Italian heritage. Charles Krug had been around since 1882. Louis Martini arrived in the valley twenty years later. Martini fermented its grapes in open-top concrete fermenters and aged the wine in giant redwood tuns. These were later torn out in favor of more “modern” techniques. The cooperage shrank from silo size to sixty-gallon French oak barrels. Ironically, many wineries today have gone back to concrete for fermentation, even to aging in larger wood barrels. Plus ça change . . .


In the tasting area at Louis Martini, one could purchase bottles of green Hungarian, Pinot Chardonnay, Zinfandel, Chablis, or Burgundy. These generic names had little in common with their French equivalents. In fact, Martini’s “Burgundy” contained exactly zero Pinot Noir grapes, those great red grapes responsible for the real thing.


“Do you think I should buy the 1958 Cabernet Sauvignon?” I asked my brother more than once. This was when French first-growth Bordeaux went for $13 and a night’s stay at a Motel Six cost $6. Finally, I took the the leap. Thus began years of wine collecting and drinking from my own wine cellar. From the reserve library selections listed on a chalkboard at Martini that day, my prize buy was a single bottle of the 1958 Louis Martini Special Reserve Cabernet Sauvignon—a splurge at $4.00. My cellar was founded on that bottle, which I took home for safekeeping. By the time I drank it, forty years later, the cellar at The Herbfarm restaurant held over 17,000 bottles.


My college buddy—later my business partner—Bill Nicolai and I made the first (perhaps still the only) nude ascent of Mount Rainier, stopping frequently on glaciers where he’d curl into a shivering ball to warm himself before the last push. My summit photo shows him triumphant, his face wide with a huge grin, ice axe held high and his privates severely shrunken by the cold. Despite, or maybe because of the handicap of Bill braving the mountain in just his boots and birthday suit, we made the climb in just four hours and twenty minutes, a very fast ascent for its time.


The next to-the-last climb of my mountaineering years was the twelfth ascent of Mt. Sir Sandford, the highest and most formidable mountain in the Canadian North Selkirks. The mountain had foiled many attempts for over a century, including some by Swiss mountain guides. The weather was notoriously fickle and the mountain paired snow and ice work with difficult, high-angle rock pitches. Four of us, including Bill, fully clothed this time, reached the summit, an area the size of a dining room table perched atop a two-thousand-foot fatal drop down the sheer southwest face.


Back at our base camp in a meadow across the valley, we celebrated our success, confident we’d be flown out via helicopter. Then the weather turned. The chopper didn’t come for days.
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Low on food, we started to eye the local residents. A pair of porcupines wandered into our camp. Brian Berry, our expat American guide, dispatched them with his ice axe. We concluded that the local ptarmigans had never seen humans since they lacked the proper measure of suspicion. With judicious rock throwing, a direct hit would send up a puff of feathers and make an evening meal.
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Cooked on sticks over a fire in an uncomfortable drizzle, the porcupines, with their lean flesh and diet of evergreen needles, were the worst meat I have ever eaten. But I still dream of the ptarmigans. Their fire-roasted flesh tasted of peaches, the result of feasting on the berried alpine heath.



Meanwhile, I Learned to Write


In high school and college I worked in a HVAC and sheet metal shop. That money along with savings from teenage jobs such as yard work, crafting and selling fishing tackle, picking berries, and managing a hilly paper route rife with mean dogs, paid for much of my five years at the University of Washington. I imagined I might become a doctor and majored in zoology. My Japanese lab partner, Aiko, taught me to cook squid over a Bunsen burner for lunch.


As a young college graduate, I lived rent-free in a small loft over a stand-alone garage in Seattle’s north end, trading vegetable gardening and cooking for my keep. I was struggling to make money. So a Mother Jones article, “Make $12 an Hour Typesetting at Home,” galvanized my attention. IBM had created a machine that could typeset professional, proportional letter spacing with real type fonts. The device looked like an oversized Selectric typewriter with added dials. I called IBM and said I’d read about their “Composer.”
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A few days later, a car pulled into the driveway and two men in dark-blue suits carried my typesetting machine into the old garage. I was stunned they would even consider me a client. I had no income, and these machines sold for a staggering $10,000. But after signing a few papers, they left me the typesetter and a thick stapled book of perforated coupons to tear off and send in with each monthly payment. And I was in the typesetting business.


I typeset and created “camera-ready” artwork, cranking out countless ads for Popular Photography and other magazines. With a former college roommate, I enlisted the magic machine to start Raven’s Mask poetry magazine and published a few small books of verse as Bonefire Press. Both undertakings, predictably, lost money and folded.


∎


I started spending my nights at my friend Bill Nicolai’s three-machine, one-product sewing shop, where I inspected the stitching and seams of the finished tents. I created a brochure for the tent, which we handed out in the summer at the University Street Fair. That commenced an eleven-year partnership with Bill Nicolai and Bill Edwards nurturing and growing Early Winters, an outdoor recreational company. Together we took Nicolai’s singular product, a double-walled alpine-style mountaineering tent immodestly named the Omnipotent, from a hippie-dippy operation into one of the most innovative firms in the outdoor field. We rose on the luck that no other American manufacturer was interested in a new and unnamed fabric that had a flexible white membrane of expanded polytetrafluoroethylene.


We had just brainstormed a streamlined, lower-priced coated nylon tent we dubbed the Potent, the idea being that the heat of the human body inside the tent would draw in air near the foot and release the moisture-laden exhalations through a protected upper vent. We gave a sample of our aerodynamic three-pound tent to Ian Hibell, the world’s greatest long-distance cyclist who would take our new baby on an epic trek from the Arctic Circle to the tip of South America. A few weeks after Ian set off, however, he returned our prototype Potent with an attached note saying, “I’d stay drier and would rather sleep outside in the rain than in your so-called Potent. And, by the way, where I come from in England ‘Po’ means outhouse, and that’s what I think of your tent!”


Joe Tanner changed all that. He arrived at our shop one hot summer’s day, the little bell above our front door announcing a visitor. A balding man in a modest brown suit, Joe Tanner carried a briefcase that he opened to show us a few yards of a then-unnamed fabric that’s now widely known as Gore-Tex®.


Pat Pace, our lead sewing machine operator, stitched up the Potent design using the new fabric. We tested it on a short mountain trip. And it worked.


I renamed the three-pound tent the Light Dimension and set about writing copy as well as creating a brochure, cover letter, order form, envelope, and a $20-off coupon. For me, developing the product and the pitch always go hand in hand. We mailed the package to everyone who had ever expressed interest in the Omnipotent.


Then we waited. At first, nothing. And we waited. And we waited.


Then one day the door jingled and the postman staggered in with a mailbag full of orders. He dumped out the envelopes on a fabric cutting table. We were in business— and way over our heads.


Our three sewing machines couldn’t keep pace with the orders. As the numbers mounted, I started stapling them to the wall with only the name and address showing. Soon I’d covered that wall. And then another. It was time for triage. I tagged each order with a round sticker. Green meant all is well. Yellow meant they were anxious. And red meant someone had called—mad as hell—and was ready to cancel. While we juggled the tent orders, Bill Edwards designed the world’s first Gore-Tex wind-and-rain parkas, which we quickly promoted in our catalog.
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Chasing the Light


The arrival of the first Gore-Tex samples launched a new chapter of the Early Winters story. I installed my IBM Composer in the shop’s office and started creating and mailing brochures. Soon enough, we found ourselves running a thriving mail-order catalog business.


We decided we’d shoot our catalogs on location. And we wanted to feature real people, not professional models, using our gear in the real outdoors. To find the models for our first full-color shoot, we turned to Seattle radio station KZAM, where DJ Jim Stutzman announced our “big opportunity” on the air. Among those responding to our ad for real-life models was an attractive dark-haired young woman. A native New Yorker, she imagined we’d be overwhelmed by applicants. She hitched a ride on the back of a motorcycle and got there earlier than we did.


Bill Edwards and I arrived late with photographer Hiroshi Iwaya and the brand-new Polaroid SX-70 instant camera he hadn’t used yet. More applicants arrived and filled out our rather eccentric questionnaire—Would you rather star in a rock and roll band or cross the Alps in a balloon? Haphazardly, Bill grabbed some Gore-Tex parkas for the trial shots. First model up was the early arriver, Carrie Van Dyck, who had to pose in an extra-large and quite unflattering jacket. Pretty sure she hadn’t made the cut, Carrie came back later in the day and asked to be photographed in a better-fitting garment.


“It’s okay,” we assured her. “You’ve already got the job.”


Hiroshi shot exceptional photos on that excursion. Our white van, packed with samples, trailed a huge rental RV with the models inside on the meandering 3,000-mile trek. Cell phones weren’t invented yet, so the vehicles kept in touch with walkie-talkies that had limited range. Sometimes we’d drive all night to be in place for sunrise shoots, then work until the sunset “golden hour” before calling it a day. Nights, we alternated motels with outdoor camping.
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Carrie had a knack for organization. She became the glue binding the pieces and kept us on a tight schedule. Our photo shoots eventually took us to the Oregon and California coasts, Catalina Island, Yosemite and the high Sierra, Mount Rainier, the White Mountains, the Mojave Desert, Navajo Country, the Montana Rockies, the glaciated Bugaboo mountains in eastern British Columbia, Monument Valley and dramatic red-rocked national parks. We chartered Robert Guggenheim’s yacht to shoot a catalog in British Columbia’s Barkley Sound. When the boat’s generator fizzled out, we docked in Port Alberni for repairs.


As I rested on my bunk with the porthole cracked, I heard footsteps approaching on the dock.


“Americans!” one man said. “We’ll get ’em!”


They came back a bit later, boarded our vessel, grilled the captain, and put the yacht and us under house arrest for lacking the requisite paperwork. The Royal Canadian Mounted Police demanded $50,000 to release the boat. Luckily, the Chief of Police in Victoria let us go. My brilliant plan B was for Carrie to scuba dive and wrap netting around the props of the RCMP boat, so we could make a run for American waters in the middle of the night. Already then, she was a key player in my schemes. We spent our three days of detention drinking beer and shooting pool in a smoky Indian bar. Finally free to leave, we went back to Barkley Sound, where Carrie dove for rock scallops—maybe the sweetest food I’d ever taste. Photographer Hiroshi discovered the sea urchins of the bays and showed us how to open the round echinoderms to feast on the delicate uni roe.


As we gained experience on these forays, we grew confident we could shoot outdoor photos anywhere. We also discovered that the whackiest questions on the application proved useful. Prospective models who would “rather star in a rock ‘n’ roll band” liked to party hearty. They were out of energy by day four of shooting. Not so Carrie. Because of her organizational talent and her work ethic, we called her back from New York for subsequent trips. Eventually, we hired her full-time and she moved to Seattle as our photo trip coordinator.


I didn’t know then that she would one day become my wife and my partner at The Herbfarm.
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The Flavor of the World


As the Early Winters mail-order business flourished I began traveling for the company, to China, to Korea, to Japan. But France remained my culinary Holy Grail. The country pulled me like a lodestone.


In the late 1970s, some generous but now-unknown person had given me a copy of Roy Andries de Groot’s The Auberge of the Flowering Hearth. De Groot’s tale begins with nightcaps in an oak-clad New York bar opposite Central Park where, as was his wont, he gathered with friends to sip his favorite liqueur. “What is this Green Chartreuse?” one friend asked. The bar’s bottles, some decades old, offered few clues on their yellowing back labels.
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The question, though, nags de Groot for some weeks. He has few insights—and certainly no solid answers. A journalist by trade, he decides to pitch a story. With some prodding, his publisher under-writes a sojourn across the Atlantic to discover the mysteries of the herbal liquor. De Groot’s quest takes him to France. It draws him to the high mountain air of the Alps. He manages a visit to a thousand-year-old Carthusian monastery, a stone redoubt under Le Grand Som, the great mountain peak where, it is said, the monks, who take vows of silence, first developed the secret formula of Chartreuse some three hundred years earlier. It had taken one of the brothers twenty-seven years to perfect the recipe.


Needing a base of operations, de Groot takes board at a little inn. In this cozy stone auberge, the owners—two women—cook tirelessly each day entirely with what’s at hand, the foods native to their high and wild valley.


Glinting trout from the crystalline streams. Grouse fattened on berried alpine heath at the timberline. Chamois from impossibly high rock ledges. Wild mushrooms emergent from the forest duff. Fearful boars from the depths of the woods. And garden vegetables plucked mornings from the ground or vine. All in season. All tuned to an unending cycle, the comings and goings of the rhythms of life shaped by centuries in their high and remote valley.
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