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A cider party on the ranch in the 1980s. That’s me, around age two, watching my great-uncle Dibbs work the cider press. The beautiful woman behind me, cutting apples, is my mom.


A Short History of the Ranch

THE STORY OF HOW WE HAVE MANAGED TO HOLD ON TO THIS land and this way of life for so many generations is a story of hard work, ingenuity, family commitment, and lots of luck.

When Rancho San Julian was first granted to José de la Guerra in 1837, it was a parcel of 48,000 acres just inland from Point Conception, the spot on the map where the California coastline curves abruptly to the east and forms the large south-facing arc where the Presidio of Santa Barbara was established. José was born in Cantabria, in northern Spain, and in 1792, at thirteen years old, he was sent to Mexico City to work for his uncle. When he was of age, he joined the Spanish army. He was stationed in California and worked his way up through the ranks before becoming the commandant of the presidio in Santa Barbara. He managed to hold on to the ranch, and others he’d acquired, after California was annexed by the United States in 1850, and when he died, his land was passed down to four of his sons.

José and his wife, María Antonia Juliana Carrillo, had fifteen children who achieved varied levels of success. A number of their sons became politicians or worked in government, and many of their daughters married prominent figures. The most well known of José’s children was Pablo Andrés de la Guerra, who represented Santa Barbara at California’s Constitutional Convention and went on to serve as acting lieutenant governor as well as a state senator and a judge.

Though José’s sons had great ambitions for the family’s ranches, they were not particularly successful at running them. After a wildfire, a drought, and financial difficulties, in 1861 they were forced to sell Rancho San Julian, along with other ranches, to their sister, María Antonia de la Guerra, and her husband, Gaspar Oreña. In 1868, the Oreñas sold the San Julian to the Dibblee brothers and W. W. Hollister Partnership. One of the brothers, Thomas Dibblee (who managed the ranches that the partnership had accumulated), married Francesca, Pablo Andrés de la Guerra’s daughter—my great-great-grandmother.

The Dibblee-Hollister partnership was prosperous, and together they eventually owned over 125,000 contiguous acres that included the Lompoc Ranch, Point Conception, and Gaviota. In 1874, they subdivided the Lompoc Ranch and established the town of Lompoc. But in 1880, the partnership dissolved, and the ranches were divided. The Dibblees kept Rancho San Julian. In 1910, after the brothers died, their heirs split the San Julian by drawing straws, and Thomas’s widow, Francesca de la Guerra, drew the San Julian headquarters—which we call the Casa today—and all the surrounding acreage.

The descendants of the Dibblees and the de la Guerras have worked on the ranch ever since. Francesca’s son, T. Wilson Dibblee, managed it until 1952; then my great-uncle, A. Dibblee Poett, took over, followed by my father, Jim Poett, who officially took over in 2000. By the time my father became the manager, the ranch was 14,000 acres; this is the land that Austin and I work today. The ranch is jointly owned by all the descendants of Francesca’s children, and everyone continues to maintain a strong relationship with the land and one another.
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The de la Guerra family at the first Fiesta in Santa Barbara, in 1924; my grandfather, Harold Poett, is the youngest boy to the left. Right: A barbecue on the ranch in the 1940s.
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My Life on the Ranch

I WAS RAISED ON RANCH SAN JULIAN, AND I HAVE SPENT most of my life here. As a kid, I fed cows from the back of my dad’s truck, played in the fields with my younger brother, Justin, and climbed trees in my go-to outfit of cowboy boots and a tutu.

I also worked side by side with my parents, helping out in whatever ways I could. My dad taught me ranching skills practically from the time I could walk. He brought me along everywhere he went, and I learned on the go, helping him fix fences, take care of calves, and jumpstart trucks. The summer I turned ten, he gave me a pair of hay hooks and fence pliers for my birthday. He also made sure that I was self-sufficient and understood that if something is broken, you have to fix it—an important lesson for a rancher that has also served me well in every part of my life.

My mom, Marianne Partridge, worked hard on the ranch and at her job as the founding editor of the local newspaper. She also taught me another critical life skill: how to cook. I was very lucky to grow up with a mom who loves to cook and has a relaxed attitude about it. Her kitchen always feels fun. She paints bright colors on the cabinets and invites everyone to come in and sit as she cooks. Her approach is inventive and lively; she rarely follows a recipe, adding “a pinch of this and a pinch of that” to see how new flavors go together or to get a dish just the way she wants it. For her, the most important thing is not just whether her kitchen or her food is perfect—though her meals are always delicious—it’s whether the people she’s feeding are comfortable and happy.

My mom also never made any rules about what I could do in her kitchen. She let me have the freedom to follow my imagination from a young age; if a dish didn’t work out, it wasn’t a big deal. She also always let me decorate my own birthday cakes. There were many, many years when that meant it looked like a hodgepodge of different icing colors, but the cake was mine and I was proud of it.

I always felt really lucky to grow up on the ranch, and I’ve always loved this life, but when I was a teenager, I decided to go out and see more of the world. I went to college in the Midwest, then studied in Spain for a few months and fell in love with the culture and the food. I also spent some time living and working in both New York and Los Angeles. City life was exciting and energizing, but it was not really for me, and after a little while, I felt a strong pull to return to the ranch.

In 2006, I moved back to the ranch full time. As I worked side by side with my dad, I was struck by the magnitude of what he had achieved, not only by building a strong herd but also by using ranching as a tool to preserve the land from development and to strengthen the local ecosystem. Looking at all the care my dad was putting into his herd, I started to wish that we were selling our meat directly to customers, instead of to middlemen, so that people could really appreciate the flavor and health benefits of this humanely raised, grass-fed beef and learn about the connection between the land and the process of raising food and what they put on their plate. So, after a lot of planning, I launched Rancho San Julian Beef, opened a stand at the Santa Barbara Farmers’ Market (and eventually another at the famed Santa Monica Farmers’ Market), and started selling meat directly to chefs and home cooks. I was so nervous at the beginning, but within a few years, I had developed relationships with home cooks, chefs, and farmers around Southern California, and I learned that I really loved talking to people about where their food comes from and helping customers understand the connection between the land and what they put on their plates.

Shortly after moving back, I met Austin. I first noticed him when he was helping out at one of our brandings. He was a tall and lanky cowboy who looked like a young Gary Cooper, and I immediately wanted an excuse to talk to him. I had spent the day working with cattle and was covered in dirt, but I came up with a reason to start a conversation.

From the very beginning, something felt easy and right about our relationship, and a few years later, we were married before 350 of our closest family and friends. It turns out that between the two of us, we are basically related to everyone in the county, so a big wedding was inevitable. To make it work, we did what our families have always done—we asked everyone to pitch in. We planted a massive vegetable garden and planned the date of the wedding around the harvest. We planted all the flowers for the bouquets and table arrangements, Austin and his friends planted a huge lawn for the reception, and our friends combed through every thrift store for miles to collect plates with mismatched patterns. In the days before the wedding, dozens of people helped cook up a feast. Then we set the tables and threw the most joyous party I could have ever imagined.

And thus began our lives at Rancho San Julian. I continued to grow the beef business and had our two sons, Jack and Hank. Eventually, we moved into my great-grandmother’s old home, just up the road from the house I grew up in, where my parents still live today. While my dad still does much of the planning and oversees new ventures and my brother helps with special projects, we have taken on more and more responsibilities, and Austin has become the full-time ranch manager.

Now my days begin when the light pours into the windows of our house and ends when we pull off our boots as the sun goes down. In addition to selling beef, I also raise a small herd of sheep, seasonal heritage turkeys, two pet pigs, and a whole lot of chickens. Taking care of the ranch on behalf of my family, and past and future generations, is an immense privilege and a huge responsibility. Our life here was made possible by the hard work of others, and every decision we make is meant to honor that legacy and carry it into the future.

In recent years I’ve started a second business, The Ranch Table, hosting classes, dinners, and events on the ranch. We invite people from across the country to come make preserves, bake with seasonal fruit, or just enjoy a meal and a glass of local wine under the wisteria-covered arbor next to the Casa. A couple of years ago, I also took on the unexpected but exciting project of sharing my life and my cooking with people all over the world through Magnolia Network’s show Ranch to Table. It’s been an incredible journey, and for that I am so very thankful.




My Approach to Cooking and Entertaining

Whenever I cook or entertain, I remember a word my mom used to say a lot when I was a kid: tranquilo. This useful Spanish word means so much more than the English equivalent, tranquil. It can also mean “calm,” “quiet,” “peaceful,” “relaxed,” and “easy.” This is the feeling I always try for when I’m making dinner or getting ready for a party. Instead of rushing around, I remind myself to let go of the idea that things need to be perfect—because that pressure helps no one. Instead, my goal is just to have people together eating good food and feeling at ease. So, I keep it tranquilo and embrace the fun of the occasion. Here are some of the ways that I look at cooking and entertaining that help me keep calm and enjoy the process:

COOKING FOR FRIENDS AND FAMILY IS AN ACT OF LOVE.

I’ve often heard people say that having people over to dinner makes them nervous, because they’re worried about cooking for guests. My response is always the same: Don’t worry so much about the food! Friends are just excited to be invited over. The point of a dinner party is to enjoy each other’s company and do something fun and new. Food is the thing that creates the opportunity to connect, but that doesn’t mean it needs to be perfect. Having a meal together should be fun—not only for your guests but also for you. And people always appreciate when you’ve taken the time to cook something for them, no matter what the food is.

COOKING SHOULDN’T BE INTIMIDATING.

Watching my mom cook meals for family and friends—making dishes out of whatever we had in the house or trying out a new recipe (and always adding her own twists along the way)—taught me that there are no real right or wrong ways to cook. You don’t need great knife skills or fancy equipment. If you’re new to cooking, start with some basic recipes, but then trust your own instincts. Add ingredients you like and see how things go. If something doesn’t look quite right, it might still be delicious. Taste it, think about what it needs, and play with it. You’ll learn what you do and don’t like in your food, and along the way, you’ll get comfortable in the kitchen.

I FOCUS ON WHOLE FOODS, BUT I STILL GO FOR CONVENIENCE WHEN IT’S HELPFUL.

The main ingredients in almost everything I cook come into my kitchen looking like they just came off the farm (even if I got them at the supermarket). I generally like to grate my own cheese, make my own broth, and cut up my own vegetables. This gives me the best flavors, lets me control what my family is eating, and is generally healthier and more affordable! But that doesn’t mean I never grab a jar of marinara sauce or a can of beans from the store. I’m a busy, working mom, and getting food on the table can be hard some days. And I think cooking should be fun, not a chore. Similarly, the ranch’s gardens are organic, but that doesn’t mean I always go to the organic section of the grocery store. Having whole, fresh foods to cook with is the most important thing.

IT DOESN’T TAKE MUCH TO MAKE A MEAL FEEL WELCOMING AND SPECIAL.

When it comes to making guests feel special (or making a family meal feel like the focus of the day), it’s the little things that count. Like my mom, I always try to use ceramic plates and simple cloth napkins at my table. But it’s not like I go out and buy expensive dishes and silverware. Most of what we use at big events came from thrift stores. If you pick a theme (for example, a dominant color or, say, plates with flowers on them), a mix-and-match set of plates doesn’t have to feel like a messy mishmash. I also always put flowers or some kind of natural decoration on the table, even if I’m just going outside and grabbing the flowering herbs from my garden or little branches from nearby trees and vines. Even pine cones and moss the boys pick up on walks can make a nice centerpiece. I also love using old aluminum cans, left over from beans or olives, as vases.

THE COOKING AND PREP SHOULD BE PART OF THE FUN.

When I throw a party, I love doing all the things that happen before my guests show up. I take my time planning, make dishes I enjoy cooking, and get creative when I’m setting the table. I leaf through cookbooks for inspiration and imagine the kind of atmosphere I want to create in my home. I even keep a notebook where I write down the details of my parties, including the guests, dishes I’m planning to make, and other notes to refer back to for inspiration. And if you start to feel overwhelmed by the work . . .

LET PEOPLE HELP!

If you arrive early for a party, I am not shy about putting you to work. I might ask you to pick flowers from the gardens and arrange them on the tables. Other guests help serve at the buffet or carry platters around the table. Our oldest friends come prepared. Some arrange to help with the cooking; others stay late to help with dishes (which gives us some extra time to catch up on each other’s lives). We also plan a lot of our parties as potlucks, so everyone can bring a dish they love. Working together makes the “chores” fun and helps us strengthen our friendships and our community.




My Favorite Pantry Items

Living on the ranch, a good twenty minutes from the nearest supermarket, I keep my pantry and refrigerator pretty well stocked, so that I don’t have to worry about running out of ingredients. I use all the same ingredients most cooks always have on hand, but there are a few specific things that I feel really make a difference:

FLOURS

While I always have all-purpose flour for most baking projects, I also keep cake flour and semolina flour in my pantry. Cake flour produces a much nicer, lighter texture in cakes, and it’s just as easy to use as all-purpose. (My grandmother was fanatical about using cake flour, and she passed that lesson on to me.) Semolina flour is great for making homemade pasta, which is easier than you’d think and a lot of fun to do with kids.

KOSHER SALT

I always cook with kosher salt. I use Diamond Crystal brand kosher salt in the recipes in this book. It has smaller crystals that dissolve faster than other types. If you use Morton kosher salt instead, be aware that it is about twice as salty (by volume) but takes longer to dissolve, so you’ll want to start with half the amount in the recipe, let it incorporate, and then taste your food and add more as necessary. I also have some nice flaky Maldon sea salt to garnish meats, vegetables, and some sweets, like cookies.

SALTED AND UNSALTED BUTTER

Like many cooks, I always use unsalted butter for baking and for cooking things on the stove, but I also like to keep a nice salted butter around just to spread on bread. I really like Kerrygold butter’s rich flavor, and I also use it in my flavored butter recipes (like my honey butter and cranberry butter).

GOOD-QUALITY COCOA, CHOCOLATE BARS, AND CHOCOLATE CHIPS

I like to use chocolate with a nice flavor for my baked goods—something I’d want to eat on its own, like Hershey’s or Ghirardelli. When I make candy, I always use chocolate chips, not chopped-up bars of chocolate. Chocolate chips have a tiny bit of an emulsifier in them that allows you to melt them into liquid and then cool the chocolate without having to go through the long (and often difficult) process of tempering it.

DRIED BEANS

The Central Coast is a great place to grow beans, and legumes of all kinds are an important part of the local cuisine. Soaking and cooking your own dried beans will give you a better texture and flavor, and it’s more cost effective! That said, in pretty much all my recipes, you can use canned beans if it’s more convenient.

OLIVE OIL

My go-to oil for cooking is extra virgin olive oil. I usually try to buy California olive oil, to keep things local, and to get something mild that won’t add too much of a peppery flavor to my foods.

CANNED TOMATOES, PICKLES, AND JAMS

I do a lot of canning in the summer, not only because it’s a great way to preserve produce but also because having high-quality preserved foods on hand makes it easier to throw meals together. I always have whole Roma tomatoes, which I use for pasta sauces, soups, and bean dishes; pickles, which are great as a side for pretty much anything; and, of course, jams, which I put on everything from toast to pancakes and also use as an easy filling in layer cakes.

DRIED HERBS, SPICES, AND CHILES

I often dry herbs from my garden to use later in the year, but I also buy the kind of dried herbs, spices, and chiles you’ll find in any regular supermarket. Keep them in airtight jars and they’ll last for months. When buying dried chile, you can get specialty chile powders, like ancho or cayenne, but I also keep regular chile powder, often labeled “chili powder,” in my pantry. It has a great mild flavor and just a bit of heat.

FREE-RANGE MEAT

I feel very lucky that we are able to raise most of the meat we eat on the ranch. When I do go to the grocery store, I try to support other local producers and get organic or grass-fed meats whenever I can. While many people like to buy their meat fresh, I always have a freezer stocked so that I can have good-quality meat on hand. Once it thaws, it’s just as delicious.

TIPS FOR COOKING MEAT


	Always bring your meat to room temperature before cooking it. If you don’t, the outside will be overcooked and dry before the center comes to temperature.

	Once you’re done cooking the meat, let it sit for a few minutes before you cut into it. (You can put it somewhere warm and tent it with foil if you worry it will get cold.) The residual heat will keep cooking the meat a bit, and all the juices, which get pushed toward the outside of the cut as the meat cooks, will redistribute and settle back into the muscle tissue so that every bite is nice and juicy—and so it doesn’t spill out when you cut into it. This is especially important for big cuts, like a tri-tip or a leg of lamb.

	Every piece of meat cooks a little bit differently, depending on many factors, including its fat content and the heat of your oven, stove, or grill. If you want it cooked to a specific level of doneness, it’s best to use a meat thermometer.

	The USDA recommends that beef, pork, veal, and lamb be cooked to a minimum temperature of 145°F, which will give you “medium” meat, with a slightly pink center. Ground meat should be cooked to 160°F and will be well done at that temperature. Many cooks, of course, prefer their meat rare or medium rare. I’ve provided a range of doneness temperatures in my recipes so that you can adjust according to your preferences.
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