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INTRODUCTION

    When my wife, Dolores, and I bought the property that became Cakebread Cellars, Napa Valley was not the culinary destination it is today. The year was 1973, and if you wanted to have a nice dinner in a local restaurant then, you had better like steak.

    I’m Jack Cakebread, and I’m the one who made the impulsive offer on that Rutherford cow pasture. Dolores and I were active members of the Berkeley Wine and Food Society at the time, and we enjoyed visiting Napa Valley. Besides, we wanted a new challenge. For twenty years, we had been running an auto-repair shop in Oakland—Cakebread’s Garage, a business my father started. The prospect of growing and selling wine grapes and having a place in the country had a lot of appeal. When family friends offered to sell us their twenty-two acres—mostly pasture and walnut trees—Dolores and I made the leap.

    The food scene in wine country was limited then, to understate the case. For years after we started Cakebread Cellars, when Dolores wanted to cook for guests, she had to bring many of the ingredients with her from Oakland. The San Francisco Bay Area’s top seafood, meat, and produce purveyors did not send trucks to Napa Valley, a mere fifty miles north, because there wasn’t the population or restaurant traffic to make deliveries worthwhile.

    What a change we have witnessed. Today, food lovers from around the world consider Napa Valley a dining mecca. Our farmers’ markets, cheese shops, wine merchants, and well-stocked grocery stores supply almost anything a serious cook could want. The surrounding region nurtures a thriving world of artisan food producers, from cheesemakers to salumi masters to duck farmers. And at Cakebread Cellars, we like to think that our American Harvest Workshop has helped shine a spotlight on these entrepreneurs.

EARLY LOCAVORES


    We were advocates for local eating long before the word “locavore” emerged. In fact, the idea for the American Harvest Workshop—now in its twenty-fifth year—came from my feeling that American food was not getting its due. In the mid 1980s, the French and Italian governments were spending enormous sums to promote their food and wine here. Yet no one was making a similar effort to spread the word about the maturing culinary scene in America.

    In 1985, I met a young Dallas hotelier who shared my thinking. Over a glass of wine, Bill Shoaf and I hatched a plan for the American Harvest Workshop, an annual retreat that would bring up-and-coming American chefs together with the best Northern California food artisans. We knew our raw materials were just as good as the products coming here from Europe. We just needed our talented chefs to recognize the quality of what was made in America and to take pride in serving it.

That first Workshop, held at the winery during the harvest of 1986, created a template for a gathering that we have now hosted for a quarter century. We have refined the itinerary over the years to keep it fresh and relevant and to incorporate new purveyors. But the Workshop’s mission and the basic format have remained unchanged.

    Each year, we invite five chefs from around the country to be our guests at the winery for four days in mid September to share the excitement of harvest. Call it a summer camp for chefs, if you like. Our son Dennis, who travels widely as the winery’s head of sales and marketing, keeps an eye out for new restaurant talent. When he particularly enjoys a meal on the road, he’ll try to get to know the chef and discern whether he or she has the kind of temperament that fits with the Workshop program.

    We learned quickly that the retreat is no place for big egos. The participating chefs need to enjoy collaborating and be able to get along as a group. Over the course of the Workshop, they will plan and execute two multicourse dinners together in our winery kitchen, sharing a market basket of ingredients. We ask them to leave their signature dishes at home, to bring no ingredients with them, and to come prepared to explore and experiment with what our purveyors provide. It’s a reality cooking show without the cameras.

    [image: Two images, one of the top of a basil plant with huge leaves, and the second showing a row of shuckey oysters sitting in ice, with hand spooning fresh pesto into the shells]

    In that way, the Workshop operates like a writers’ or artists’ colony, where like-minded people come to escape everyday pressures and to plant themselves in a new environment, in the hope of stimulating their creative juices. At the Workshop, we strive to provide a comfortable, nonjudgmental venue where chefs can take chances, share techniques, and recharge their batteries.

    Initially, the Workshop was just for the trade. Although we have always invited a few journalists to participate, and in the early years we included sommeliers, the program was never open to the public. But gradually we realized that some of our “foodie” customers would enjoy being part of the experience, and in 2003 we began making a few spaces available to them. For those amateur enthusiasts (we call them Cakebread Cooks) who can secure a spot, the Workshop is a dream vacation, assisting the chefs in the kitchen, tasting wines with the company president (our son Bruce), and touring the cellar with the winemaking team.

    We welcome all the participants to the winery on a Saturday afternoon with a tour of Dolores’s vegetable garden and a mini farmers’ market in our courtyard. Our partner purveyors are all there with samples of their products—Bellwether Farms with its fresh ricotta and fromage blanc; Jim Reichardt with his meaty Liberty Ducks; the Hog Island Oyster folks with a raw-bar selection; and several others whom you will find profiled in the pages that follow. No transactions take place at the market; it’s strictly show-and-tell and the first exposure the chefs have to the ingredients we expect them to use when the cooking gets under way.

[image: Two images, the first of a large-eyed falcon sitting atop a gloved hand, the second of a man in a long apron and hairnet working within a cellar full wooden shelves stacked with cheese wheels]

    The following three days are a whirlwind short course in winemaking, viticulture, artisan food production, and wine and food pairing. Over the years, participants have enjoyed guided chocolate tastings featuring cocoa nibs from around the world, hiked valley-floor and mountaintop vineyards with Bruce and Dennis, “cupped” coffee (that’s trade talk for evaluating it) with local roasters, thrown clay with Napa Valley potters, and waded into Tomales Bay with an oyster farmer. No one becomes an expert from these experiences, but we hope all the participants gain a deeper appreciation for the effort that goes into fine wine and food.

    The group spends time with our viticulturist, Toby Halkovich, learning about techniques we employ in the vineyards, such as the high-tech aerial imaging that helps us make watering decisions. We show them some low-tech methods, too. Professional falconer Rebecca Rosen has demonstrated how she helps us protect our ripening assets in our Carneros vineyards. Birds can do a lot of damage—they know just when the grapes get sweet—so we rely on Rebecca’s falcons to drive them off. We first learned about Rebecca through her work at a nearby air force base, where her falcons help keep the landing strip cleared of birds.

    We also take advantage of the free labor to show Workshop participants how a harvest crew works. Early one morning, we take them to one of our vineyards, pass out grape knives, provide a brief safety lesson (those curved knives are vicious), and then divide the group into two teams. The competitive spirit prevails for about forty-five minutes as teams scurry to fill their picking bins. About the time it sinks in that grape picking is hot, sticky, backbreaking work, we call a halt, weigh the bins, and award bragging rights. Until we transitioned almost entirely to night harvesting, the real vineyard crew would pick alongside the chefs so the culinarians could see how fast the pros are.

[image: Two images, the first of a close-up of wooden shelves filled with white wheels of cheese, and the second of a young man pouring a five-gallon bucket full of white grapes into a large white container]



Our Story in a Nutshell

DOLORES AND I MET in high school in Oakland, as World War II drew to a close. We remained sweethearts through college and married at the start of the Korean War, when I enlisted in the Air Force and didn’t want to leave her unattached. By the time I finished my tour of duty, we had two sons, Steve and Dennis. Bruce, our third and final child, arrived shortly after we resettled in Oakland, in the small family home we purchased from my parents.

    I went to work with my dad at his auto-repair shop, Cakebread’s Garage, while Dolores looked after the boys. After my father died, I bought the garage and Dolores helped me run it. We were a team then, and we still are, sixty years into our marriage.

    When we purchased the twenty-two acres in Rutherford from the Sturdivant family, we had no plans to be vintners. We thought we would grow wine grapes and sell them to others, but we were surrounded by winemakers and soon caught the bug. The University of California at Davis offered winemaking classes, and local vintners like Louis Martini and Bob Mondavi were generous with their knowledge. That foundation gave us enough confidence to make our first 157 cases, a 1973 Chardonnay from purchased grapes.

    [image: A close-up of piles of bunches of white grapes]

    We were juggling a lot of balls in those early years. We still lived in Oakland and ran the garage, making the two-hour round trip to Napa Valley after work and on weekends. At the auto shop, we had two six-button phones, and Dolores had to remember which one to answer with “Cakebread’s Garage” and which one with “Cakebread Cellars.” It seemed like we might never get to the bottom of the to-do list in Napa Valley. We had to convert the cow pasture we had purchased into a productive vineyard, equip a winery, landscape the property, and build a brand.

    From the beginning, we welcomed visitors, instinctively sensing that hospitality could and should be our winery’s hallmark. “Wine-and-food” has always been one word at our house, and Dolores’s culinary skills blossomed with this new opportunity to entertain. She took cooking classes from some of the prominent chefs who were beginning to teach in the valley, and planted a huge vegetable garden—her first—around the winery.

    To get retailers and distributors to try our wines, we would invite them to lunch or dinner. We had no kitchen at the winery then—just a grill and a microwave—but Dolores would always manage to present a nice meal, with fresh vegetables from the garden, and by the time our guests left, we had new friends and usually an order. Often we would host the staff of Bay Area restaurants that we particularly enjoyed. Many of these folks had never been to Napa Valley, and it made a big impression to visit our winery and have Dolores cook for them.

[image: A group of people walking through a vineyard at sunset]

    In the ensuing years, as we engaged a top architect, William Turnbull, to design our first winery building and remodeled the farmhouse on the property, Dolores directed her attention to the grounds. She studied for and obtained certification as a Master Gardener, and she continues to oversee the ever-evolving landscape here. The colorful flower beds in front of the winery, along the highway, have become a Cakebread Cellars signature and a leading indicator of the changing seasons.

[image: A group of people walking along a redstone path, talking to an older man with white hair gesturing and smiling]

    Dolores has help with the vegetable garden now—Marcy Snow is its fulltime caretaker—but she remains the last word in what we grow in this three-quarter-acre plot. We can garden year-round in Napa Valley, so our winery kitchen is always well supplied with herbs and produce from Marcy’s and Dolores’s efforts. When the harvest exceeds what the kitchen can use, we stock the farmstand in our parking lot and alert the winery employees. The tourists who visit us aren’t usually big produce buyers—they’re staying in hotels and dining out—but many of the limo drivers who bring them here are fans of our farmstand. Given the value of the vineyard land that we devote to Dolores’s garden, Cakebread Cellars produce is wildly underpriced.

    [image: A close-up of a purple, spiky thistle flower]

    For our winery’s two chefs, menu making begins in the garden. If Marcy has an abundance of baby turnips, Chioggia beets, and English peas, that’s what they use. Many restaurants today boast about farm-to-table cooking, but it’s a daily reality here, and with a much shorter distance between land and table. To have this wealth of gorgeous produce just a short stroll from the kitchen door is a chef’s fantasy and perhaps why Brian Streeter has remained with us for twenty years. Brian was a twenty-two-year-old culinary school graduate when he started in our kitchen. After many years as our resident chef, he is now the culinary director and Workshop manager. Tom Sixsmith, a veteran of several of the country’s top kitchens, is our day-to-day chef.

    We have been hugely blessed to have two of our three sons choose to make their careers at the winery, so that Cakebread Cellars can remain in family hands. Bruce, who has a degree in viticulture and enology from the University of California at Davis, has worked at the winery since college, rising from my winemaking assistant to winemaker to company president. Dennis spent a decade in the banking industry before joining us and is now the senior vice president of marketing and sales. He is the one most likely to be on a plane to Dallas or Denver, the face of the winery to many consumers, retailers, and chefs. Steve, our oldest, works in finance and advises us on financial matters. He also travels a lot internationally and makes a point to ask for Cakebread Cellars wine wherever he dines.

    After seventeen years of commuting between the winery and the auto shop, Dolores and I sold the garage in 1989. We built a home near the winery and still report for work every day, although we don’t travel like we used to. For so many years, while we were building our business, we criss-crossed the country and beyond to support the chefs who were buying our wines. If they wanted Jack or Dolores Cakebread for a winemaker dinner, we were there, be it in Cincinnati, Singapore, or Tokyo. Our winery’s success rests on the quality of our wines and the strength of these friendships. Now Bruce and Dennis are the winery’s ambassadors and will continue our support of the culinary arts, a key objective of the American Harvest Workshop.
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    INTO THE CELLAR


Typically, the winery’s production team is operating at full speed during the Workshop, but they always make time for a backstage tour. Either winemaker Julianne Laks or cellar master Brian Lee walks the participants through the winemaking process, starting with the buzz of activity at the crush pad, usually a frenzy of beeping forklifts and snaking hoses. Here forklift drivers may be upending the sticky contents of heavy picking bins into the press. (Watch out for bees!) Cellar workers will be pressure-washing the empty bins for the next day, cooling the air with a fine mist. In the next stop, the tank room, the winemakers explain the science of fermentation, a theoretical discussion that comes to life with samples of fresh and partially fermented juice.

From there, the tour moves to the chilly barrel room, and the talk transitions to barrel regimes: old oak or new? From which country, cooper, and forest? The permutations are many and the decisions complex. Finally, the group visits our lab and assistant winemaker Stephanie Alstott, who invites everyone to take a look through the refractometer to see how we measure a grape’s sugar content. Modern wine labs like ours have a host of equipment for tracking key wine components, such as pH, tannin levels, and malic acid. Part of Stephanie’s job is to monitor and interpret these rapidly changing numbers.

We hope the tour gives participants a little more context for appreciating wine. To tune their palates, we turn them over to Bruce, who guides them in a focused tasting—perhaps a vertical sampling of our Chardonnays to convey a sense of how that variety ages, or a comparative tasting of Pinot Noirs from our Anderson Valley and Carneros ranches to explore the impact of terroir. To complement Bruce’s efforts, we import one of the country’s top wine educators, Michael Weiss, a professor of wine and spirits at the Culinary Institute of America in New York. We rely on Michael to help us demystify the topic of wine and food pairing, and his lively tasting sessions with Brian Streeter, the winery’s culinary director, are a Workshop highlight.

At Michael’s seminars, there is always a valuable takeaway lesson. One year he served the same wine—a Cakebread Cellars Sauvignon Blanc—at three different temperatures to show how that factor affects our perception of alcohol and aroma. We hope chefs will take this awareness back to their restaurants and check that they aren’t serving wines too cold (which mutes the fragrance) or too warm (which emphasizes the alcohol).

Michael and the chefs collaborate on the meals’ wine selections, a process that entails a lot of give and take. A chef might have a Cabernet Sauvignon in mind for his dish, but should it be a younger bottling or a more mature one? For an older selection, Michael might suggest adding an earthy element to the dish, such as mushrooms, to match the wine’s aromatics.



    Our Wines at a Glance

AT CAKEBREAD CELLARS, our overarching aesthetic goal is to produce wines of complexity and balance. With every variety, we want the fruit to show first, with oak in the background adding aroma and depth.

All of our white grapes are handpicked, harvested at night, and pressed as whole clusters. Manual harvesting (as opposed to machine picking) enhances quality because humans determine what ends up in the picking bins. Harvesting in the cool of the night allows us to bring grapes into the winery before the sun warms them, important to retaining their fresh flavors. And whole-cluster pressing is a gentle treatment that preserves fruit character.

SAUVIGNON BLANC

Our Sauvignon Blanc typically exhibits citrus, grapefruit, and melon aromas. The finish is crisp but never aggressively tart. We ferment some of the juice in older oak barrels to give the wine a little more depth, and we add a small proportion of Semillon for texture and Sauvignon Musqué for aroma.

    CHARDONNAY

In a typical year, we barrel-ferment most of the grapes for our Chardonnay and age the wine for about eight months in about one-third new oak. In a really ripe year, we might use more tank fermentation to preserve a steely backbone. The wine shows mineral, green apple, and citrus components and has weight without being overbearing.

    CHARDONNAY RESERVE

We want the Reserve wine to show more richness and complexity, so we barrel-ferment all of it and leave it in barrel for about fifteen months. Aging on the lees (the spent yeast) further enhances the wine’s silky texture. It has a pronounced mineral component and surprising ageability. From a good vintage, a ten- to twelve-year old Chardonnay Reserve can offer great pleasure.

    MERLOT

At Cakebread Cellars, we like to classify tannins on a spectrum from fine to firm to chalky. We expect Pinot Noir to fall on the fine end, hillside or mountain Cabernet Sauvignon on the other end, and Merlot somewhere in the middle. With our Merlot, we aim for fine-to-firm tannins and ripe berry fruit, and we add perhaps ten percent Cabernet Sauvignon for backbone.

    PINOT NOIR

We grow Pinot Noir both in the Anderson Valley and in Carneros. The sites are quite different, so the wines are noticeably different, and we bottle them separately. The Anderson Valley Pinot Noir ripens later and has firmer tannins, with an attractive strawberry-raspberry component. The Carneros bottling has finer tannins and, typically, a lighter color. Both wines are macerated on the skins after fermentation to enhance the color and tannic structure.

    CABERNET SAUVIGNON

We produce three or four different bottlings of Cabernet Sauvignon each year, but our objective for each is the same: we don’t want the oak to overwhelm the fruit. We work hard all year to harvest top-quality grapes, and we want them to shine. For our Napa Valley bottling, we rely on fruit from several vineyard sources, from the cool Carneros region at the southern end of the valley to the warm northern end near Calistoga. This diversity of sites allows us to fashion a balanced wine with opulent fruit tempered by vibrant acidity. Depending on the vintage, we add smaller percentages of Merlot, Cabernet Franc, Malbec, and Petit Verdot for complexity. Our Benchland Select bottling comes from prime hillside vineyards in the Oakville and Rutherford appellations, including our own Hill Ranch. It has the firm structure you would expect from hillside fruit and concentrated berry aromas with warm spice notes. The Dancing Bear Ranch Cabernet Sauvignon has even deeper color, more intensity, more vigorous tannin, and higher acidity than the other bottlings. It is a focused, powerful, and persistent wine with some percentage of Merlot and Cabernet Franc added each year.

    ZINFANDEL

The grapes for this wine come from a Lake County hillside vineyard planted with three clones that produce berries of different size and character. The wine shows firm tannins, aromas of ripe boysenberry and raspberry, and an intriguing dusty note.

    SYRAH

This ripe, dense, dark wine comes from Carneros-grown grapes, mostly from our Suscol Springs Vineyard. We have planted some Grenache and Viognier in Carneros that we anticipate blending with this variety. In the meantime, our Syrah is a big wine suited to grilled beef and dark-meat game.

    RUBAIYAT

This easygoing red wine is great fun to drink. The components change with the vintage, but we typically include small lots of Pinot Noir, Syrah, and Zinfandel. It is soft and supple, fresh and juicy, and it ranks high on the pleasure meter. We recommend serving it cool, even lightly chilled, and consuming it young.

    VIN DE PORCHE ROSÉ

Our rendition of a classic French dry rosé, Vin de Porche is intended for enjoying outdoors on casual occasions. Serve it well chilled with spicy fare or with anything prepared on the grill. A blend of Syrah and Grenache in a ratio that changes with the vintage, the wine offers fresh strawberry and cherry aromas with a subtle vanilla note and a crisp, refreshing finish.
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Michael says that his main objective is to nurture more collaboration between a restaurant’s kitchen and dining room staff. Chefs who say to their waiters, “Here’s my creation. You figure out what goes with it,” are depriving guests of the heightened experience that occurs when chef and sommelier collaborate.

[image: Three images, one of small mushrooms sprouting out of a thick stem, another of honeybees gathering on a sheet of honeycomb, and a third of three black-and-white young cows standing together on a foggy day]

FIELD TRIPS THAT INSPIRE


One day of the Workshop is devoted to visiting local food producers, a field trip organized by Brian, the Workshop’s manager. Like winemakers, the best chefs know that they are only as good as their raw materials. That’s why we treasure the relationships we have with local suppliers—the artisans who make the cheese, raise the chickens, and bake the bread that support our hospitality efforts. Some years, we load everyone into a small bus for an abbreviated tour of western Marin, a nearby county, where we can visit Point Reyes Farmstead Cheese Company, Hog Island Oyster Company, and Della Fattoria, a wood-oven bakery whose breads are prized around here. Our mission is not only to expand awareness of these top-notch producers but also to encourage Workshop chefs to find similar purveyors in their own backyards.

We plan all of these experiences—from the farmers’ market to the farm tour to the wine and food pairing seminars—to inform and inspire the Workshop dinners the chefs have agreed to prepare. They will cook for seventy guests on each of two consecutive nights, performances that begin with a brainstorming session under the big oak tree on our lawn.

With Brian guiding the process, the chefs divvy up the courses and ingredients—engaging slowly at first, until someone breaks the ice. Then ideas start to fly. A chef intrigued by Don Watson’s lamb proposes to grill it and serve it with chimichurri sauce. For garnish? Maybe a ragout of the ‘Gypsy’ peppers from Dolores’s garden. Another chef speaks up for the Liberty Duck breasts. He’ll pair them with pearl onions glazed with Marshall’s Farm honey and a demi-glace heightened with Sparrow Lane’s golden balsamic. What about braised California Vegetable Specialties endive as an accompaniment? And can you think of a wine that might work with that?

After a lot of back-and-forth and ingredient swapping—should the Bellwether Farms ricotta go in the gnocchi or in the ice cream?—the chefs have a game plan. We don’t commit the menu to paper yet, but they know the general parameters of their dishes. Around 3:00 p.m., we open the kitchen. (We don’t like to let the chefs hit the stoves too soon. A little time pressure boosts the energy.)

Controlled bedlam might be the best description of what transpires over the next few hours. We have a spacious, light-filled kitchen, but it was never intended to host five chefs at once, plus photographers, consumer participants, and a handful of media. The Cakebread Cooks work alongside the chefs, getting a full immersion in the hustle and heat of the professional kitchen.

Michael Weiss floats in and out of the scene, quizzing chefs about their dishes so he can help them identify the best wine match. You’re putting huckleberries in the venison sauce? Are you adding cream to that soup? Do you want an older or younger Pinot Noir with your mushroom risotto? In the weeks leading up to the Workshop, Bruce and Julianne have tasted perhaps a hundred “library wines”—the older vintages that we set aside for special occasions—to select twenty-five or thirty to showcase at the Workshop. The chefs can choose any of these selections, but they often look to Michael for guidance.

[image: Two images, one of a short-haired woman poring over a steaming pot in a bustling kitchen, the other of a large group of people sitting in a circle in the shade of a huge tree, notebooks and binders spread in front of them, with the sun shining on the cozy buildings at the end of the yard.]



Wine with Food: A Master Class

FOR MICHAEL WEISS, the educator who teaches the Workshop’s wine and food pairing seminar, successful matches rely on what he calls the “tower of power.” That’s his evocative way of saying that the dish and the wine should be of equal

intensity: lean dishes with lighter wines, richer dishes with more substantial wines.

Think of light-bodied white wines with little or no oak at the base of the tower. Pair them with delicate foods, such as lean white fish, or with simple vegetable preparations, like a spring vegetable ragout.

If you move up the tower to a white wine with more texture and oak, such as a barrel-fermented Chardonnay, you can serve a richer fish, perhaps with a butter sauce, or even a veal chop.

Climbing the tower, Pinot Noir would come next. It marries well with fattier fish, such as salmon, and with lean meats. Following Michael’s “tower of power” philosophy, we sometimes serve half-portions of our Chardonnay Reserve and our Pinot Noir with the same dish. Because these varieties are close in power terms, the same dish may work with both.

Red wines with significant tannins, such as Cabernet Sauvignon, occupy the top of the power tower. They offer an opening for the fattier meats, such as well-marbled beef, short ribs, or lamb shoulder. The meat’s richness can soften harsh tannins and reveal other flavors in the wine, and the tannins cut the food’s richness to reveal more flavors in the dish. Isn’t that what a great match is about?

Michael also helps Workshop chefs understand the flavor antagonists that can rob a dry wine of its fruit. Honey and other sweeteners, if not used judiciously, can have that impact. Highly spiced dishes paired with tannic red wine can also be less than pleasant.

Artichokes, asparagus, bell peppers, and spinach—renowned troublemakers with wine—can be tamed by the cooking method, Michael suggests. Grilling asparagus instead of steaming it, or roasting bell peppers instead of serving them raw, can make these vegetables more wine friendly.

A dish with too many components can create a sensory overload that makes a wine choice difficult. Michael sometimes has to encourage Workshop chefs to streamline their idea to make room for the wine’s contribution.
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    AN OCCASION FOR IMPROV


    For the first five years of the Workshop, Dolores ran the show alone, but eventually she enlisted Bay Area radio personality Narsai David to help her host. Narsai had run a fine-dining establishment near Berkeley for many years, and he was Cakebread Cellars’s first restaurant account, so ours is a friendship of long standing. At the Workshop, he helped the chefs orchestrate their menus—a role that Brian has since assumed—and then staked out a corner of the kitchen to make bread for dinner. Sometimes he would use fermenting grape juice for his starter. That kind of “in-the-moment” improv is what the Workshop is all about. We want chefs to seize an inspiration and run with it.

Every year, the personalities change and the group has a different chemistry. Some chefs are rowdy extroverts, others more cerebral, and the mix can get interesting. The first year, Mark Miller had everyone in the kitchen drinking margaritas, which wreaked havoc on the dinner schedule.

    Dennis, who likes to cook, often lends a hand in the kitchen, hoping to pick up a tip or two. He still remembers the year he volunteered to fillet fresh sardines for San Francisco chef Mark Franz. Mark had to show him what to do, but eighty sardines later, Dennis felt like a pro.

    Not surprisingly, with this many bodies in the kitchen and the clock ticking, accidents happen. Once, one of our media guests was helping a chef make pesto and she failed to secure the lid on the blender. She turned the motor on high and an emerald-green fountain of pesto splattered all over our kitchen walls and ceiling.

    Somehow, what looks like commotion in the kitchen coalesces into a beautiful and well-choreographed meal—always surprising in its flavor combinations and often awakening us to new possibilities with our wines. Although the chefs conceive and prepare their own dishes, they collaborate on the service, with the help of the Cakebread Cooks, so that seventy gleaming and garnished plates emerge from the kitchen at roughly the same time. We eat dinner on the Pecan Patio, just steps from the kitchen, so the chefs can come out and chat with our guests about their dish’s evolution. I particularly remember Charlie Trotter, a Workshop participant in 1992, when it was his turn to address the diners. The shy young chef looked like he would much rather be back with his saucepans. It’s a pleasure to see the self-confident restaurateur, celebrity, and role model he has become.

    These two evenings on the Pecan Patio are more than just memorable dinners. They are the culmination of four days of intense camaraderie and nonstop learning, with the heady scent of the annual grape harvest in the background. The energy level in the kitchen is off the charts, thanks to the enthusiasm of the Cakebread Cooks and the fierce focus of the chefs. They are engaged in a high-wire act, after all, attempting new dishes with unfamiliar foods in a strange kitchen. Our dinner guests—an audience that often includes the featured purveyors—have the great pleasure of eating the experiments. On these
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