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This book is dedicated to the community of Sonoma—past, present, and future. To all who have worked the land, tended the vines, cooked the food, and built the traditions that make this place unlike anywhere else.
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Introduction Welcome to Wineland


There’s a special place along the North Coast of California wine country, and it’s called Sonoma County. This Wineland, just an hour or so from San Francisco, stretches across some 1,700 square miles. The Pacific Ocean sits on its western border, while the Sonoma and Mayacamas mountain ranges line the eastern edge. Redwood forests are scattered throughout the north and on up into Mendocino County. Rolling hills of agriculture cross over into Marin County on the southern edge. The region produces some of the best wines in the world, comprising more than nineteen recognized wine appellations, and has a long agricultural history as a leading producer of grapes, apples, olives, livestock, and a plethora of other heirloom crops.

But, really, Sonoma County is much more than something you can draw on a map.

This Wineland is an ideal, a philosophy, a way of life. People in Wineland make and grow and build and create. They ideate. They innovate. Here, hard work is second nature. Dedication is in the blood. And not just dedication to a lifestyle—it’s dedication to each other. Family and community are of paramount importance. Handshakes are more binding than contracts. Relationships matter as much as—if not more than—revenues. Wineland is just about the most “real” place you can get. And it’s been that way a long time.

When my wife, Lisa, and I first got married, we made a pact. We had both seen a lot of the world and experienced a lot of different places. Our goal was to find a place that felt like a big discovery for us yet comfortable at the same time. In the early 1990s, when we started visiting California wine country for vacation, the authenticity of Sonoma County spoke to us. The wide-open spaces. The slower pace of life. The variety of plants and wildlife. There were few other places in the world that had all these things. As a chef, I also wanted to be somewhere with access to amazing ingredients. There were even fewer places in the world that have a bounty as good as Sonoma County’s. Here, there aren’t just vegetables and tree fruits and all the other things that grow in the earth, but also incredible wine, cheese, and animals that are raised responsibly. All that, plus access to the Pacific Ocean. Sonoma County was just too perfect to ignore.

[image: A garden with raised beds containing various plants and a trellis structure for climbing plants. In the background, a hillside with trees is visible.]
I’ve now lived in Sonoma County for more than twenty years, and I’ve gotten to know the place and the people pretty well. In that time, I’ve come to realize that living here, working here, raising a family here, and building a life here is much more than what you see when you come to visit. It’s the climate, the environment, the sunsets, the wines, the produce. But it’s also the community of people and their creative spirit. Across this Wineland, there’s a collective vision. A lifestyle built around finding fulfillment in simplicity, substance in style. Tucked away from the metropolitan cities, this tiny place, with all its wonders, offers us a different way of life. This is what makes Wineland so special.



Love of the Land


I’m not sure I thought I’d ever end up in a place like Wineland. I grew up in a tiny town called Smyrna in a rural part of upstate New York. The joke when I was a kid was that there were more cows in Smyrna than people. Only it wasn’t a joke—ours was a dairy-farming town, and there actually were more cows than people.

I loved where I was from. Everybody knew everybody around town—everyone looked out for each other in ways you just don’t see in larger places. In Smyrna, everyone I knew worked their butts off, sometimes dawn till dusk. People took pride in everything they accomplished. There was also a sense of gratitude: Our community relied on the land, and we were grateful for everything it gave us. Before I ever tasted my first culinary job, I was aware of the benefits of a variety of fresh produce and protein, of how much better they tasted when cultivated by people I knew and admired.

[image: Charlie Palmer and Reed Palmer are preparing food in a kitchen. Charlie is peeling garlic while Reed is prepping green vegetables. Various ingredients are visible on the counter.]
My son, Reed Palmer, and I at Folia Bar & Kitchen at Appellation Healdsburg.


There’s no question that this appreciation for farm-fresh ingredients was a major factor in my decision to become a chef. As a young kid and tween, I was the one in charge of the family’s vegetable garden. Once I hit my teenage years, I got my first gig as a Sunday brunch cook at a popular inn in upstate New York. As I got more experience, I sought to expand my knowledge. Eventually I attended the Culinary Institute of America in Hyde Park, which was about three hours southeast of Smyrna. Things took off from there. After serving as executive chef at The River Café in New York City, I opened my flagship restaurant, Aureole, in 1988. This restaurant became a landmark for the way we incorporated a farm-to-table style. We were at the front of a national movement to appreciate regional American cooking and focus on the beauty of quality ingredients. I won several James Beard Awards at Aureole, and the restaurant earned thirteen of the twenty Michelin stars I scored over the course of my career. After I opened an Aureole outpost in Las Vegas, I went on to open several other restaurants across the country, including several iterations of Charlie Palmer Steak in New York, Reno, Las Vegas, Napa, and Washington, DC.

[image: Exterior view of Dry Creek Kitchen, featuring large glass doors and a sign above the entrance. A person is walking past the building, surrounded by greenery.]
I love New York—I think it’s the greatest city in the world—but by the late 1990s, I knew it was time to live somewhere else. California wine country became the focus of a search that took three or four years. Lisa and I looked at several different places in the area but eventually settled on a tiny town with a picture-perfect plaza straight out of a movie. (In fact, the plaza was featured in the original Scream.)

[image: Charlie Palmer and Reed Palmer are harvesting grapes in a vineyard. Charlie holds his grandson in one arm.]
That town, of course, was Healdsburg. We loved the way people waved to you when you drove by, the way a “traffic jam” was a line of four or five cars stuck behind a tractor. These sorts of things didn’t happen in New York City. We appreciated local rituals—the annual Future Farmers Country Fair & Twilight Parade was quintessential small-town America, complete with flatbed floats tugged by mud-crusted pickup trucks. For us type A East Coasters, Healdsburg was exactly the kind of peaceful, laid-back atmosphere we wanted for the next chapter of our lives. We purchased 30 acres on the west side of town—a parcel with redwoods and enough space to plant a small vineyard. We moved our boys out in 2000 and have been here ever since.




Planting Roots


I had only vaguely heard of Healdsburg back then. New York chefs knew about the Napa Valley because at the time that was the only part of wine country you read about in the food and travel magazines. Back then, to those of us on the East Coast, Sonoma County seemed like the hinterlands. Things changed gradually. I remember Burt Williams and Ed Selyem, the duo behind the now legendary Williams Selyem wine label, coming into Aureole at some point in the 1990s because they had heard there was this American chef interested in promoting farm-fresh ingredients and California wines and wanted me to try their wine. They rolled into the restaurant with unmarked shiners—no labels or anything. Ed was wearing his signature blue-jean overalls. They ate dinner, then asked my general manager if I’d come sit with them to sample what they’d brought. After service, we tasted the wines. They were phenomenal. We talked for two hours—about Healdsburg, about Sonoma County, about California wine country beyond Napa. That night, these two guys who’d go on to become icons opened my mind. And Aureole became the first restaurant in New York to carry Williams Selyem wines.

Years later, after my family and I had moved to Healdsburg, I knew there was even more opportunity to discover and highlight the amazing local producers in the area. In 2001, I opened my restaurant Dry Creek Kitchen on the ground floor of the Hotel Healdsburg. At the time, there wasn’t much of a fine-dining scene in Healdsburg, but I knew from the moment we opened the restaurant that it would be successful. The central location on the plaza in Healdsburg was one advantage. More important, I knew the bounty of Wineland was full of possibility. My team and I carefully built a menu designed to highlight the incredible ingredients being grown and raised right in our proverbial backyard. The thinking behind this was the same approach we embraced at Aureole: Start with the best products, and you’ll have success. It really is that simple. Even today, everything coming into that restaurant is being made or raised or produced by the people who make Wineland what it is.

As we hit our stride at Dry Creek Kitchen, I began to get to know the other Burts and Eds who made Sonoma County so special. The more I leaned on the talented purveyors around me, the more I did business with them, the deeper our relationships became.

This is how I came to appreciate farmers like Liberty Ducks (here). You can’t open a restaurant near the Russian River Valley without having duck on the menu—it pairs perfectly with pinot noir, the wine for which the Russian River appellation is famous. For Dry Creek Kitchen, I didn’t want just any duck—I wanted the best duck in the county. So I asked around: Who has the best duck? Literally every single farmer I asked had the same answer: Jim Reichardt. Jim didn’t just sell me duck—he welcomed me into his world. He introduced me to farmer friends, to his family, even to the ducks themselves. The warmth and authenticity he extended to me were something I hadn’t experienced in New York. It’s worth noting that my first order of Jim’s duck was, hands down, the best duck I’ve ever cooked with. I’m still proudly serving Liberty Duck today.

[image: A large flower is prominently displayed among various fruits and vegetables in baskets. The arrangement includes peppers, tomatoes, and other produce in a market setting.]



Built on Agriculture


At first the idea of raising a family in the northern reaches of the San Francisco Bay Area felt crazy. But I’m a New Yorker, I thought. The West Coast is like another planet. I held on to this perspective for a while. Raising kids here meant that over time, we organically became part of the community. We did sports. We attended fundraisers. We got to know people and they got to know us. It didn’t take us long to start calling Healdsburg home. My dad used to tell me, “Do something nice for somebody every day.” That became our philosophy here, and it really had an impact on how we were accepted. The more time I spent in Wineland, the more I realized that it wasn’t that different from where I grew up. Sonoma County is full of hardworking people. And lots of farms. The agriculture industry is huge in California—even bigger than most people think. Statistics from 2023 value the state’s agriculture industry at nearly $59.4 billion. The top-grossing county, Fresno, notched $8.5 billion, a number that eclipsed total ag sales in twenty-three individual states. With nearly $1 billion in agriculture sales in 2023, Sonoma County didn’t even crack the top ten, but the county is still a major player statewide.

Going back through the county’s history, agriculture has always been a big deal in Sonoma. I’m no historian, but I’ve read that some of the first inhabitants of this land, the indigenous Pomo and Miwok groups, knew how to live alongside nature and survive off the land as hunter-gatherers. When Russian colonists established Fort Ross on the Pacific Coast in the early 1800s, they were the first people in the area to begin farming for subsistence. Like just about every other industry, agriculture in the county took off following the Gold Rush in the mid-1800s; the influx of workers to the Sierra foothills spurred demand for food and drink, leading to extensive planting of grains, fruits, and vineyards.

[image: Charlie Palmer is handed a large fruit by Lisa Palmer at a market stall. Bags of produce and flowers are visible in the background.]
In those early days, almost all the farms were family-owned; and still today, family-owned farms are more the norm than the exception throughout Sonoma County. Take the Mauritson family (here), for instance, who have been farming land in the Dry Creek Valley for more than one hundred fifty years. Today, Clay Mauritson is a great friend and the partner with whom I make Charlie Clay Pinot Noir—nineteen vintages and counting. Most of the fruit is grown on my home ranch. He was solely responsible for making my dream of growing and making my own wine come true. He also is my partner in Project Zin, an annual event to raise money to support Down syndrome programs and the local Down syndrome community.

Then there are families like the Cejas (here). Amelia and her husband began working in the vineyards as young teens after their families immigrated to the area from Mexico. Through their years of hard work, their families were able to buy land and start their own wine company, which Amelia has run since 1999, when she became the first Mexican American woman elected to lead a winery.

Of course, Wineland has some of the best grapes in the world. But the region is full of amazing heirloom crops, too. Guests at Dry Creek Kitchen always ask me, “Why do the tomatoes here taste so much different than the ones where I come from?” I think a lot of that has to do with the fact that everything here is fresh, well cared for, and grown with love. Farmers’ markets are the epicenter of this agricultural lifestyle. For chefs like me, they are metaphoric candy stores. For independent farmers like Peter and Mimi Buckley of Front Porch Farms (here), they are community hubs where growers get to meet customers face-to-face. In Wineland, there’s no better marketing than a hug or a smile and a heartfelt conversation.

Every day of the week here in Wineland, farmers’ markets bustle with locals shopping for their daily or weekly groceries. One of my favorite things to do on a Saturday morning is head to the Healdsburg Farmers’ Market and shop for the freshest items to build a dish around. In summer, it’s stone fruit and heirloom tomatoes. In winter, it’s chard and brassicas such as broccoli, cauliflower, and cabbage. Lettuce, romano beans, potatoes, raspberries, leeks, avocados—you name the produce, you’ll find it at these markets. And it doesn’t end there; there are myriad artisanal food products on offer. Artisanal purveyors sell all sorts of locally produced products, like sheep’s-milk cheese from Bellwether Farms (here), honey from Sonoma County bees (see here), olive oil, vinegar, baked goods, soap, and so much more.




Inspiring Dreams


Because of all the growing and making and creating that happens here in Sonoma, the place cultivates inspiration. People want to be here because they know this is somewhere they can do something special. They want to tap the zeitgeist because that zeitgeist is encouraging, unfamiliar, intriguing, and appealing.

I experienced this when I was an outsider—Lisa and I had a dream to live in a place like this, and that inspiration attracted us like a gravitational pull. Others experience this as well. Kyle and Katina Connaughton, owners of SingleThread (here), could have started their world-famous Michelin-starred restaurant pretty much anywhere in California, but they chose Sonoma County. SingleThread has gone on to become one of the World’s 50 Best Restaurants—but Kyle and Katina will tell you it might not have gotten there if it had been launched elsewhere. Chefs like Stéphane Saint Louis and Steven Vargas (here) are bringing their own versions of fine dining to other parts of the county, too. Their food perfectly captures this innovative spirit, and it’s all served up in a cottage-size restaurant that is both refined and unassuming, typical of Sonoma’s style.

[image: Containers of raspberries and blueberries arranged on a table. The raspberries are in green containers, while the blueberries are in brown containers.]
There’s a sense of fearlessness here in Wineland, a coming together of exceptional people committed to making their dreams a reality, no matter what. People here are driven by passion, and by the promise that once they realize their goals, they can make the world a better place. Take Rosalind Manoogian (here), for example: She’s a self-taught winemaker who has become a mentor for others looking to break into the industry. Then there’s Jeff and Laurie Ubben (here): They dreamed of creating a community space that encouraged intentional healthy living, so they created a space that was part plant-based restaurant and part music and art center. On the surface, it’s easy to ask, Why? In reality, the bigger question is, Why not? For creative types, unfettered support and nearly limitless bounty combine to provide the perfect backdrop for taking shots at excellence.







About This Book


This book is a celebration of Sonoma County and all the inspiring makers who transform it from a place on the map into a home. Inside you’ll find profiles of twenty growers, makers, artisans, and entrepreneurs—all of whom are excellent in their own ways. Sonoma is home to hundreds of remarkable makers; this book highlights just twenty of them, offering only a glimpse of the county’s incredible creativity. The subjects are both my colleagues and my friends. In several cases, they’re also my literal neighbors.

You’ll meet winemakers like Vanessa Wong (here) and purveyors like John Finger and Terry Sawyer (here), oyster farmers just across the Tomales Bay of Marin, who show us the importance of embracing local terroir. True craftsmanship is on display with features on dairy farmer Liam Callahan of Bellwether Farms, and the legendary “Sausage King,” Bruce Aidells (here), is a lesson on what it means to spend a lifetime dedicated to one’s craft. Chefs, bakers, winemakers, and farmers across the county use food and wine to build community; take, for example, Adam and Andrew Mariani (here), who turned an abandoned almond orchard into one of the leading wineries in the natural wine scene. Meanwhile, over at Silver Oak, David Duncan (here) has built one of the most sustainable wineries in the world.

[image: Charlie Palmer holds a bunch of carrots while standing at a market stall filled with tomatoes and other vegetables. A bag is slung over their shoulder.]
As you immerse yourself in these pages, my hope is that you’ll inherit a bit of the magic that is Sonoma County.

[image: A tray of tomatoes, a bowl of assorted fruits, a loaf of bread, crackers, and a small bowl of cream are arranged on a table.]

[image: A plate of salad featuring mixed vegetables, croutons, herbs, and dollops of cheese. The ingredients are arranged attractively on a round plate.]
Sonoma Stone Fruit Panzanella

This is the kind of dish that should be served on a warm evening, outdoors, with a glass of crisp white wine. It’s simple to make and highlights what cooking in wine country is all about: showcasing exceptional local products in a way that feels effortless but connected to the land.

When I make this recipe, I use sheep’s-milk ricotta from Bellwether Farms (here) and olive oil from Rochioli (here). The star of the dish is the peaches. Dry Creek peaches are some of the best you’ll ever taste. They have an incredible balance of sweetness and acidity, with a floral aroma that’s more intense than your average peach. They’re also smaller, with a slightly firmer texture, which makes them perfect for a dish like this—they hold firm while still being remarkably juicy.

If you can get your hands on these Sonoma County products, do so (see Resources, here). If not, just make sure to use the highest-quality ingredients you can find. Be careful not to overdress the salad; the fruit has so much natural juice already, and you want to keep everything light and bright.




	Serves 4 to 6 as a side dish

	2 (¾-inch-thick/2 cm) slices sourdough bread

	High-quality extra-virgin olive oil, preferably Sonoma County oil such as Rochioli (see headnote)

	2 peaches, preferably Dry Creek, pitted and cut into roughly ⅛- to ¼-inch-thick (3 to 6 mm) slices

	2 plums, pitted and cut into roughly ⅛- to ¼-inch-thick (3 to 6 mm) slices

	2 pounds (900 g) heirloom tomatoes (about 3 large), cut into bite-size pieces

	Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

	½ cup (15 g) fresh basil leaves, minced, plus whole leaves for serving

	White Balsamic Vinaigrette (recipe follows)

	2 cups (480 ml) whole-milk ricotta cheese, such as Bellwether Farms

	1 small bunch chives, cut into ½-inch (1.5 cm) lengths, for serving





Heat a grill to medium-high for 10 to 15 minutes.

Brush the sourdough slices with olive oil. Grill on both sides until golden. Cut the toasted bread into ¾-inch (2 cm) cubes and transfer to a large bowl. Add the peaches, plums, and tomatoes. Season with a pinch each of salt and pepper. Add the basil and drizzle the salad with the vinaigrette. Toss everything together gently until the ingredients are well coated with the dressing.

Transfer the panzanella to a serving platter. Dollop the ricotta over the top and sprinkle with the chives and more fresh basil. Drizzle the salad with a bit more olive oil and finish with additional pepper. Serve immediately.

White Balsamic Vinaigrette

In a medium bowl, whisk together the vinegar, mustard, shallot, and honey. While whisking continuously, slowly drizzle in the olive oil until the mixture emulsifies and becomes smooth. Taste and season with salt and pepper.

Transfer the vinaigrette to a jar or bottle with a tight-fitting lid. Store in the refrigerator for up to 1 week and shake well before each use.


	Makes about 2 cups

	¾ cup (180 ml) white balsamic vinegar

	2 tablespoons Dijon mustard

	1 medium shallot, minced

	1 teaspoon honey

	1½ cups (360 ml) high-quality extra-virgin olive oil

	Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper





[image: A person serves a dish of mixed fruit and bread on a plate. Nearby, there is a lemon half, a small pitcher, and a bowl of crackers.]

[image: Charlie Palmer is preparing a dish on a table with various fruits and ingredients. The background features a wall with shadows cast by nearby foliage.]
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