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Every year for the past five years, near the end of February, when the weather in New York is miserable and cold and I’ve been working too hard and away from friends too long, an escape is offered. I load a bathing suit, my loudest Hawaiian shirt, my most deteriorated jeans, and a pair of sandals into a suitcase and fly to Miami for the South Beach Wine & Food Festival.



I was never really a Miami fan. I was immune to the charms of Miami Vice, wondering always how many times a day Sonny Crockett had to change his white jacket. But for a few days each year, I step into a delicious alternate universe, a South Beach filled with wonderful things to eat, bags full of free stuff, and long afternoons at the pool accompanied by frosty boat drinks. And all my friends are there.

I got my first “swag bag” at the Festival—a benchmark moment in my career—entering my ludicrously large room at the Raleigh to find a sky-high tower of merch: professional-quality pots and pans, vanadium steel knives, every variety of appliance, a beach towel, liquors of many lands, and bottles of enticing mystery liquids ranging from energy water to exfoliant. I still have that lovely free beach towel—and my pores are cleaner than ever.

Ah, the many adventures. The festival seems to invite moments—and hours—of forgetfulness. Certainly it is advisable from a legal point of view to claim amnesia. Thinking back over the years, it’s a tumble of images: padding onto the stage on the beach, sunburned and barefoot, fresh from the surf. Was that last year…or the year before…or is it every year? A hooting mob of industry types on Fridays, a more general audience on Saturdays. I remember screening the film I narrated, Decoding Ferran Adrià, for…Ferran Adrià (among the most terrifying and ultimately gratifying moments in my life) and, later, scooping the last Iranian beluga in the country into my face.

Then, at the delightfully divey Mac’s Club at four in the morning, I remember seeing Nancy Silverton across the bar, still going strong. Nigella Lawson, barefoot and legs tucked under her on a couch, offering me cheese and charcuterie—and cigarettes. Thomas Keller smiling mischievously at me and my soon wife-to-be from across a crowded dance floor. Elena Arzak plating food for the meal honoring Eric Ripert. Eric the next day, doing the breaststroke across the Raleigh pool, careful not to get his hair wet. Gabrielle Hamilton on her first trip to the festival, peeking around suspiciously and wondering—as I once did—what the hell she was doing here. The inexplicably energetic Iron Man of many continents, Daniel Boulud (one of the few chefs who needs only one name), dancing, a drink in his hand, somehow everywhere at once. Michael Ruhlman, sitting with me over drinks, about to get himself blackballed from television by agreeing to present our libelous “Golden Clog Awards”— a ludicrously faux award presentation ceremony in which we honored luminaries of the food world with hastily painted kitchen clogs, in categories like “Worst Career Move” and “Greatest Achievement in Hooves, Guts or Snouts,” with one presenter after another mysteriously vaporizing at the last minute. Rocco DiSpirito generously and good-naturedly agreed to present his namesake “Rocco Award” for “Worst Career Move.” (The recipient showed no such good humor.)

The memory I have of Emeril—and one that, in many ways, sums up his true nature—is that every year, after the ceremonies, and after the parties, when a carload of drunken chefs on the spur of the moment decide to “swing by Emeril’s,” he is always to be found in the kitchen. An almost empty dining room, the last of the lingering dinner crowd, a boisterous incursion of colleagues at short notice—and there is Emeril, hunched over an outgoing order, looking up with a smile and greetings, happier in this element, a real, professional kitchen, than you’ve ever seen him on TV.
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Party waiting to happen: Terry Zarikian, Aarón Sanchez, Tony Bourdain, and Eric Ripert. Giada is always one of our favorites.

And, of course, I remember one particular carload of badly behaved chefs—an incongruous assemblage, to be sure: me, Mario Batali, Jamie Oliver, Mark Ladner, Adam Perry Lang—crammed into the backseat of Lee Schrager’s car, Lee chatting urgently but patiently over the phone, accommodating some last-minute diva, dealing with one of a thousand chef-related disasters large and small that he will face this weekend. Arranging for the disposal of a body, perhaps. We’re on our way to a rooftop cocktail party? The Club Deuce? The Versace Mansion? To play capture the flag on the beach? To Emeril’s to smoke cigars on the terrace and gossip about our peers and our betters? I don’t remember. It could have been any or all of them.

None of this, neither madness nor glory, could have happened without Lee Schrager, who put the whole circus together, starting out in 2002 with 7,000 attendees and a dream. With astonishing speed he turned it into the combination Woodstock, Sundance, Cannes, and Altamont of the food world, the world’s premier gathering of chefs—both spectacle (for ever larger audiences) and refuge (for the chefs). For these few days in February, many of the greatest chefs in the world will meet like Mafia dons and relax. They will gossip, they will eat, they will party, they will reacquaint with old friends, they will receive news of far-flung associates and developments near and far—and, oh yeah, they will cook. While Rachael and Sandra and Guy and all the familiar Food Network faces have become more prominently represented, the professional dimension—the beating heart—remains strong.

For this alone Lee Schrager is to be celebrated.

In this book there are recipes, photographs, and what I hope are severely edited stories from the past decade of the South Beach Wine & Food Festival. Schrager knows far more than he’s telling. Too much.

I hope you enjoy reading and cooking as much as we enjoy remembering.
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Honoring Emeril Lagasse at his Tribute Dinner in 2009. Paula Deen and Katie Lee.
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As a fortieth birthday gift, my friends Steven and Barbara Raichlen invited me to join them at the Aspen Food & Wine Classic. I walked into the tasting area, saw those beautiful mountains in the background, and knew instantly: a festival like this would be amazing on the beach.

That was 1999. Today the South Beach Wine & Food Festival is one of the largest and most successful food-and-wine events in the country. In ten years we’ve raised roughly $10 million for culinary and wine education at Florida International University and the Southern Wine & Spirits Beverage Management Center, allowed thousands of students to have hands-on experience, hosted hundreds of thousands of foodies and wine lovers, and showcased the best chefs in the world. This year, 50,000 people will attend at least one of our fifty festival events.

For one long weekend each February, the world’s most popular chefs drop what they’re doing to transform South Beach into the world’s largest and liveliest kitchen, providing four days of nonstop food-and-wine-drenched decadence to those lucky enough to land a ticket.

While chefs and winemakers love the once-a-year chance to strut their stuff and to catch up with industry friends, festivalgoers love how SoBe allows them to mingle with insiders in a fabulous, informal setting.

“It’s the sexiest food and wine event of the year,” says restaurateur Drew Nieporent.

It’s still hard for me to believe that a little wine and cheese tasting—I used to call it “my mother’s fondue party on the beach”—somehow turned into this without any cohesive, long-term plan. The speed at which it happened caught us all by surprise. It was years, for example, before I realized I had better back up my trusty BlackBerry, which now contains 6,682 names.

The truth is, we’re just a big bunch of passionate people, working hard for a great cause and having tons of fun. Over the years I’ve heard South Beach compared to the Cannes Film Festival and the Super Bowl; we’ve been called “the Sundance of the food and wine industry” and “the biggest beach party on the planet.” In the New York Times, Frank Bruni declared SoBe “an exuberant Foodstock.”

BACK IN THE DAY

I have wonderful early memories of food. My mother, Marlene, is a great cook who loved to make hearty dishes like Salisbury steak, braised lamb ribs, and an egg dish we called German Breakfast. For Mom, the Holy Trinity was Mimi Sheraton, Julia Child, and The Joy of Cooking.

My father, Ken, my brothers, Richard and Howard, and I were all passionate but picky eaters. On birthdays, everyone was allowed to pick his or her favorite restaurant—but the chance to get out of the kitchen for the night must have been a great gift to Mom as well. To this day, I associate good food with good times.

When my parents went on vacation, they left my brothers and me with Mrs. C, an Italian grandma type who loved to cook and bake. I remember standing on a chair, making bread, pizza, and pasta with her. Anytime I walk into a bakery today, I think of Mrs. C.

I was the proud owner of both an Easy-Bake Oven and a Big Burger Grill. So while the other kids in Massapequa were clamming in Long Island Sound, my best friend, Steven Salinaro, and I were making little cakes and pizzas and selling them door-to-door. I had a stand in the yard where I sold hamburgers, too. I started cooking for real at age seven or eight, making patty melts and a huge mess.

So of course I went to the Culinary Institute of America, graduating in 1979.

But I never wanted to actually be a chef—I just wanted to know that I could. I knew I’d work in food and beverage, but beyond that I had no plan. I ended up in Miami, opening nightclubs, dabbling in gourmet retail, doing event planning, and working in various hotel jobs. I owned a health food restaurant for a while, and a dinner club with actor Mickey Rourke. Then I was hired by Southern Wine & Spirits in 2000 to be their director of media and special events. It was a fancy title at the country’s largest distributor of alcoholic beverages. There was no job description and I hadn’t a clue what I was supposed to do.
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There’s never an empty seat when Paula Deen takes the stage.

GET THIS PARTY STARTED

Luckily, Southern assigned me the task of upgrading a one-day wine tasting, called the Florida Extravaganza, that they had created to benefit Florida International University’s School of Hospitality and Tourism Management. Held on the FIU campus in North Miami, the event attracted 600 people and raised $30,000. I took one look and knew it had huge potential. And with images of Aspen dancing in my head, I decided to pick it up and plop it onto the most beautiful beach in the world.

To get the ball rolling and create a buzz, I knew I needed a “name.” And what better name than Alain Ducasse to send the message that the South Beach Wine & Food Festival was going to get serious about food?

For help, I turned to my dear friend Terry Zarikian, the head of a Miami-based public relations firm specializing in chefs and restaurants. Terry agreed to help—and has played a huge role in the festival ever since.

“Lee nudged me to get Ducasse,” Terry remembers. “I nudged restaurateur Jeffrey Chodorow. Jeffrey nudged Alain Ducasse and Alain said yes. That sort of made the festival for us…and the rest is history.”

Nobu Matsuhisa, Garry Danko, Cindy Pawlcyn, François Payard, Todd English, Drew Nieporent, Mark Militello, Allen Susser, and Norman Van Aken also signed on that first year, which sweetened the pot further still. Seven thousand people came.

Ducasse agreed to come back the second year, and Bobby Flay came aboard too. So did Alice Waters, Michael Mina, Rocco DiSpirito, Hubert Keller, Alfred Portale, Pierre Hermé, Daniel Boulud, and Eric Ripert.

Then Food & Wine signed on as our presenting sponsor, which was almost too good to be true. Not only did they pay a hefty sponsorship fee, but their name also gave us instant credibility with both chefs and consumers.

I had started nudging Food Network to sponsor us way back in 2003, but Brooke Johnson, the president, said, “All my chefs are there anyway. Why do I have to give you money?” Then I ran into her on the subway in New York and discovered we have apartments in the same Upper West Side building. Our friendship grew from there. Brooke came to the festival and saw what we were doing. On her way home, she sent me an e-mail that said, “Lee, I get it now.”

In 2007, Food Network came aboard as Title Sponsor, bringing with them their incredible marketing machine. The Food Network name gave us cachet and also colossal media play. Our partnership with them really took us to the next level.

“The festival is hugely successful, and we’re thrilled to be a part of it,” Brooke says today.

I think few would argue that SoBe long ago eclipsed all other events of its type in terms of A-list attendance, industry relevance, food and wine quality, and fun factor. “Anyone who’s important is there, having the time of their life,” says Wolfgang Puck.

“It’s just wonderful to remember where the festival began and to see how it’s grown,” says Mel Dick, partner and president of the wine division at Southern Wine & Spirits. “It gives me enormous pleasure to know that our company is behind it.”

Over the years the Festival has also become a forum for important industry issues, and the concept of wellness is a theme that subtly pervades many of our events.

In 2008, for example, a luncheon panel discussion focused on childhood obesity; it was a complete sellout and has been reinvented each year. Our Kidz Kitchen program, featuring hands-on cooking lessons with celebrity chefs, has morphed into its own “festival within a festival” called Fun and Fit as a Family, sponsored by South Beach Diet at Miami’s Jungle Island. The money it raises stays in the community to support local charities.

People have this impression that the chefs all come down here to party—Emeril calls SoBe “Spring Break for Chefs”—but the truth is they probably work harder here than they do at home. However, they rarely turn us down when we invite them to come and cook. “It’s like a family reunion,” says Tyler Florence. “The organization is impeccable and there are star chefs everywhere. You guys raise the bar every year.”
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Toasting Daniel Boulud at his Tribute Dinner in 2010.

LAY OF THE SAND

The festival events start Thursday evening with the Burger Bash. We try to concentrate the festivities as tightly as possible within an eight-block patch of beachfront paradise, but we also use the Biltmore, the Mandarin Oriental, the Fontainebleau, and other exceptional venues around town.

Home base is the 60,000-square-foot “Grand Tasting Village,” sprawled across the sand between 10th and 13th streets. It’s here that 200 or so companies (restaurants, wine and spirit suppliers, exhibitors, sponsors) serve up their chicken chicharones and mango mojitos and whatever else they feel like dishing up or pouring out for the 20,000 or so guests who’ll pass through the tents on Saturday or Sunday. And it’s here that thirty or so big-name chefs will do cooking demos for capacity crowds of up to 700 people each, with hundreds more milling around the edges.

Then there’s the North Venue: two vast 100- by 300-foot tents on the beach behind the Delano and the Ritz-Carlton, where we hold the Burger Bash and the BubbleQ. Other restaurants, hotels, and clubs host festival events or graciously give us their kitchens for prep.

But command central—the festival’s heart—is the Loews Miami Beach. It’s our HQ for the week and our home away from home. And they do a heroic job! Not only is the Loews kitchen an informal hospitality suite for all visiting chefs, it also handles production for much of the food served on the beach. The Loews also hosts the Saturday Night Tribute Dinner, a glittering gala where a group of superlative chefs comes in to cook for a chef we’ve chosen to honor and the 600 or so guests lucky enough to get a ticket before they sell out. When the brigade for one evening includes five or six of the top names in the business—people like Thomas Keller, Jean-Georges Vongerichten, Gray Kunz, Charlie Trotter, Ferran Adrià, Daniel Boulud, and Eric Ripert, to name a few—you know this is not your local Rotary Club dinner.

For the first six years of the festival, the Loews’ exec chef was Marc Ehrler, and he remembers the pandemonium as huge fun. “We’d have some of the biggest egos in the industry in my kitchen, all working side by side,” he recalls. “But everyone helps everyone, and that’s what makes the festival so great. I used to get so excited before SoBe that for many nights I literally couldn’t sleep.”

In 2007, Marc left Miami to become corporate executive chef for Loews Hotels & Resorts, and he passed the torch to Gordon Maybury, who displayed the same “whatever whenever” attitude that we love.

“It’s a big deal and a lot of pressure,” Maybury says of the festival weekend and the meals his kitchen has turned out. “We’re in awe of some of these guest chefs, but we want them to be in awe of us too. We want to showcase a flawless operation. The weekend consists of many moving parts and many egos in one kitchen. It makes me very very nervous but I wouldn’t trade it for anything.”
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Cesare Casella at Best of the Best in 2010.
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Q: When I first approached you about sponsoring the festival, you turned me down. So what finally changed your mind? Was it that muffin basket I sent over?

A: Nope…you just kind of wormed your way into my affection, which I think is your MO! And I discovered that you’re a great guy, and fun to be around. We became friends. I finally signed on as Title Sponsor in 2007.

Q: What do you love most about the festival, personally?

A: Hanging out with some of my favorite people, who happen to work at Food Network…all the major talent in one place. They’re super fun to be around, especially in a no-pressure, everyone’s-having-a-good-time situation. Also, seeing how the crowd reacts to our chefs. It’s amazing!

Q: Every foodie we know wants to be on Food Network. You must hear it all the time: I have a great idea for a show! Put me on the air! How often, actually, are you pitched?

A: Hundreds and hundreds of times each year. Tons.

Q: Who gets a chance and who doesn’t?

A: In general we look for an expertise, so be expert at what you’re doing. And for passion and raw enthusiasm. We also look for something unique. And you should have experience cooking either on TV or in front of people. It looks super easy, but talking while cooking is surprisingly difficult.

Q: What’s the best part of your job?

A: The people I work with. They’re gregarious; they love to eat and drink. And as a businessperson I find it really refreshing that they see both sides of the equation: art and commerce. Plus, they’re giving. People who choose food service in the first place tend to like giving. But the people we work with are involved, often enormously, in charity work. That’s another part of what makes them so interesting to be around. I’m talking not just about our talent but also the whole Food Network family.

Q: And the worst part of your job?

A: This is the best job I’ve ever had and I feel very, very lucky.

Q: What do you eat when no one is watching?

A: I could live on bread, cheese, and wine. And I’m ashamed to admit I’m a bit of a candy person…so it would be Hershey bars that I eat when no one’s looking.

Q: Would you like to be on TV?

A: No. I was on TV years ago. I started out as a local news reporter and got it out of my system!
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Getting Alain Ducasse here our first year, thanks to Jeffrey Chodorow.

Honoring the king and queen of Spain in 2009, and Mario Batali’s drunken rantings at their Viva España dinner. He finally apologized.

Gordon Ramsay’s mystery disappearance; to this day we don’t know what happened.

The entire Today show being taped at the festival in 2008.

Honoring Ferran Adrià in 2007 with Thomas Keller, Nobu Matsuhisa, Jean-Georges Vongerichten, José Andrés, and Pierre Hermé cooking the dinner.

The first BubbleQ, hosted by Steven Raichlen in 2002. It put us on the map.

Willie Nelson performing at the BubbleQ in 2004.

The monsoon that hit us in 2006, the year Bobby Flay hosted the BubbleQ.

Honoring Jamie Oliver with our Global Citizen Award in 2008 and Alice Waters presenting it.

Creating the Burger Bash with Rachael Ray and seeing it quickly become our most popular event.

The eighty-piece Miami Central High School Marching Band bursting into the Loews ballroom playing “When the Saints Go Marching In” at full volume, as a grand finale to the Tribute Dinner honoring Emeril in 2009.

Bringing together Peter and Robert Mondavi (above, left to right) to lead the tasting of the wines they made together after their many-year, much-publicized feud.



THE FUN IN FUND-RAISING

SoBe gets tons of press for our rock-star chefs, our late-night parties, and the crowds at the Burger Bash and the BubbleQ. What’s far more important to me, however, is all the good we do. We draw national and international attention to Miami, its chefs, restaurants, hotels, and attractions. We generate big bucks for the local economy, from hotel rooms, restaurant meals, shopping, and such. We give wine lovers the chance to expand their knowledge and taste vintages they’ll never find elsewhere.

But most important of all, SoBe raises serious money, now donating upwards of $2 million each year for wine, culinary, and hospitality education through FIU’s School of Hospitality and Tourism Management and the Southern Wine & Spirits Beverage Management Center. In ten years we’ve given roughly 8,000 students the chance to rub white-jacketed shoulders with world-class chefs; many get internships and jobs thanks to their festival work. I bump into FIU grads all the time who tell me how our funding has helped launch or build their careers. The satisfaction that brings me is immeasurable. Many students return after graduation as festival volunteers.

SOBE IT!

First-timers at SoBe tend to be a bit shocked by the vastness of it all: the number of different events to choose from, the caliber of the chefs, the volume and quality of the wines, the attention paid to detail. It’s an enormous undertaking that takes us a good eighteen months of planning to pull off.

At the five-year mark, we threw ourselves a party. Many of you were there. But our tenth anniversary seemed to warrant something richer and more lasting—hence this celebratory cookbook. We set out to capture festival moments, memories, and milestones—and to highlight some sensational dishes from a selection of SoBe chefs. We set out to create a family scrapbook, but our SoBe family is huge! We were able to include only a fraction of what we wanted to.

First we put out the call for recipes. I had imagined dishes that were feasible for home cooks with average skills, dishes that could be made in relatively little time from readily available ingredients in a typical foodie home kitchen.

Ha! Who was I kidding?

One chef sent a “simple” recipe calling for lobster stock, Dungeness crab, sea urchin roe, and gelatin sheets. Another recipe listed thirty-five different ingredients, plus “salt and pepper to taste.”

Another chef sent a recipe that sounded so good, I almost jumped up right then and there to make it. Then I realized I’d need a Cryovac machine, an immersion circulator, a Parisienne (a scoop, not a person), 10 pounds of veal bones, 5 pounds of oxtail, 12 baby cucumbers in blossom, and 12 “mini air breads.”

For the most part, however, our chefs got it…and they flooded us with fantastic choices. This led, of course, to the next problem: way too many tempting dishes to choose from. Thus began the formidable task of picking just the right mix; we wanted starters, main courses, and desserts; poultry, beef, pork, lamb, and seafood. We wanted dishes either prepared at SoBe or with a SoBe feel, and we definitely wanted to display the festival’s vivid multicultural flavor. The juggling went on for months as we carefully pieced the puzzle together; some chefs patiently sent recipe after recipe until we found one we agreed was perfect.

And then we sent them all off to be tested, enlisting Michael and Elaina Moran for the task. Their test reports were coming back filled with rave reviews:

“An amazing dish with outstanding flavor and presentation!” the Morans wrote of Jean-Georges Vongerichten’s lamb.

“Wow, love this dish!” they gushed about Alfred Portale’s shrimp. “All hail chef Portale!”

Given SoBe’s singular setting and the availability of pristine seafood, you’ll see we’ve emphasized shellfish and fish. You’ll also find lots of small plates, because so many SoBe dishes are served this way. You’ll find a hearty selection of burgers and barbecue, drawn from our two most popular events, and terrific main courses too. Some of our recipes are more complex than others—we call those the “dare you” dishes—and others are simple enough for beginners. But we think all of them are exceptional.

Celebrating our tenth anniversary this year has given us an ideal opportunity to take stock. Our New York City Wine & Food Festival, founded in 2007, is now an undeniable hit, and other cities are to come. But SoBe will always hold a special place in my heart, and I know that everyone at Southern Wine & Spirits feels the same. So here’s to ten more years of great times on the beach…I can’t wait to see you there.
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