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I dedicate this book as both love letter and thank-you note. It is first to my husband Tom and our life here on this beautiful ranch in this beautiful place, the Santa Ynez Valley of California. It is to friend and co-author Chef Stephanie Valentine and her extraordinary skill and creativity. It is to Wyatt and Brie Cromer, to Felipe and Sandra Hernandez, to Patricia Lopez, Juan Garcia, Isaac “Maestro” Bonilla, and Jackie Elliott. To all of you whose hard work, goodness, and grace fills every hill, valley, oak, and vine of this ranch and every page of this book, my deepest thanks.
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A Cottonwood-lined road at Rancho La Zaca after a rain, oil on panel, by Frances Schultz.
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Foreword

By Randall Day and William Hurbaugh

A mainstay of Southern hospitality is inviting the preacher to Sunday supper.

Even if the Southern hospitality is in California.

And even if it’s the 21st century and it’s the preacher and his husband.

As a gift of unmerited grace, most every one of our Sundays ends, blessedly, at Rancho La Zaca, at table with Frances and Tom. And what tables they have been! Beauty, creativity, conversation, cuisine from the backwoods and around the world (out of this world!). But mostly our Sunday suppers are about friendship and love.

When Frances writes about lifestyle, she writes about more than meets the eye. Substance is served by form, and both create a whole–one isn’t more important than the other. Style, cooking, and gathering all combine in expressing exuberant living. As in her recent The Bee Cottage Story and now with California Cooking and Southern Style, she writes about living in real life. Frances’s hospitality is her “Southern style.”

Martin Buber wrote, “All real living is meeting.” Hospitality, as you encounter it here, creates the possibility of coming together and connecting with people face to face and heart to heart–regardless of culture, tradition, race, religion, age, gender, or sexuality.

This book is about things that happen in real time. Technology is not needed (or allowed!) at the table because it distracts us from what is there to feed us. California Cooking and Southern Style is about actually experiencing our experiences—embracing the present moment in laughter, delight, awe, confusion, new insights, the unexpected, and all that happens when people meet, person to person.

Frances shows how we can be lured into living, wooed, drawn, even seduced … starting with California cuisine and Southern hospitality … and leading everywhere.
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Hospitality, Heart, and Soul

In a myth of ancient Greece, Baucis and Philemon invite two wandering peasants into their humble village home. In the book of Genesis, Abraham and Sarah welcome three strangers to their tent. Both couples offer the best they can in food, wine, and comfort, with nothing to gain but good will. In turn they receive so much more. Initially unwitting and then believing, these modest hosts had entertained gods and angels. They had glimpsed the divine. Is there not a god or angel in all of us? Isn’t that part of what those ancient myths are getting at?

Hospitality is one of mankind’s oldest and most sacred rites. It is also a commandment. Loving our neighbor is the heart of hospitality and indeed the heart of life itself: to love. In all my years and articles and books about lifestyle and entertaining and making it all pretty, I have always understood that making people feel welcome was important. What I understand now, though, is that making people feel welcome is the importance. The rest is window dressing: food, flowers, linens, lighting, music. Rest assured I love the window dressing! It’s what I do! It’s fun! I’m guessing you do too, or you wouldn’t be holding this book right now. But it’s fun because it feeds our souls, and it feeds our souls because it is an expression of love. Entertaining at home—or anywhere—making others feel welcome, is a labor and a gift of love.

That I happen to be Southern may account for my apparent genetic predisposition to fix flowers, set tables, and feed people. For generations my South was—and still is in my neck of the Eastern North Carolina woods—a rural patchwork of farms and small towns, often at some distance from one another. People got lonely, so they invited the neighbors, welcomed the newcomers, and cordially abided the strangers passing through. Even among the less well-off, which was much of the South for many years, there wasn’t much to show off, but they could be friendly. Even among the more fortunate, in the lean years there was said to be “too much rattlin’ of the silver for the fewness of the food.” But they made the effort anyway.

The hospitality of Abraham was not conditional. No telling where those desert strangers were from, who their families were, which clubs they were in (or weren’t). True hospitality, at home and in the world, like God’s love, is not conditional.

In the South today, you’ll still find the waiter who asks where you’re from and the cashier who has time for a chat. Such freely offered exchanges are an implicit welcome, a tacit invitation to stay a while. Arguably this is true of many small towns and rural areas, including those of our Santa Ynez Valley in California. No doubt this is part of what has resonated with me so deeply here in my new home.

[image: images]

The extension of hospitality rather grandly called “entertaining” is, in our house, most often simply a few friends for dinner, though we occasionally splash out in more elaborate schemes. But whatever the trappings, we invariably share a meal and thus partake in an ancient ritual.

From the caves of Botswana to the banks of the Euphrates, souls gathered for feasts. Food was prepared, altars festooned, blessings said, wine poured. And then, invariably, Demosthenes drank too much, Miriam’s hair accidentally caught fire, Beowulf banged on about the Visigoths (again), and a harried servant forgot the potatoes. That was and is all part of it. Human beings need food for nourishment, community for comfort, gossip as entertainment, decorating as self-expression, and … forgiveness. Meeting these needs does not require a dinner party, but it is the best (and most fun) way I know.
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On a deeper level, though, ritual connects us to spirit. No special equipment, training, or religion is required. A ritual can be as simple as a handshake, as bracing as a morning run, as elaborate as a wedding, as entreating as a prayer. But a ritual, however defined or fleeting, distracts us from the everyday and shifts our experience. It alters our way of being in the world, if only for an instant. A ritual both reminds and allows us to be present in that moment, to connect with ourselves, to one another, and to something beyond ourselves in which we all share. Ritual is our connection to the divine.

In writing this book, I feel called to honor the longing for connection itself. A gathering of friends at table is as simple and profound as that, a sacred space in which we nourish our bodies and feed our souls.
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If you are one of those people who loves to entertain, I hope you feel both at home and inspired in these pages. If you are someone who loves the idea of entertaining but does not actually do it, or who loves the idea of entertaining but is terrified by it; take heart. Ours are ideas you can use, tables you can set, and meals you can serve whether you live on a ranch or a third-floor walk-up … and I’ve lived in both and places in between.

At my erstwhile little Bee Cottage in East Hampton, I usually entertained outside in the garden and on the covered porch. But more than once we were weather-spooked indoors and a scramble (or ten) ensued. Yet somehow those parties ended up being just a little bit more fun. There’s a sense of adventure about them, a touch of mayhem, like an inside joke everyone’s in on and always remembers. Vodka helps.
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Remember, the point is not the food, or the flowers, or the showing off. The point is bringing people together, be it with pizza on paper plates or caviar on porcelain. It does not have to be perfect. I have learned to embrace my inner-poster-child of the not-perfect, and I recommend you do the same, in entertaining and in all things, while I’m at it. A relaxed and confident hostess is the first and paramount order of a successful party.

At the ranch we’ve entertained six ways from Sunday, from “El Morocco” in the barn, to picnics in the vineyard, to trays by the fire. What you will find, though, is that our tables, flowers, and fabulous recipes can work in any setting and with any budget. Let the creative sparks here light your fire, and you will be off and blazing.

Look anew at your possible settings: kitchen, living room, family room, den, fireplace, dining table, coffee table, card table, TV tray, outdoor grill, garden, lawn, porch, terrace, balcony, trees, woods. Maybe you even have one of those treasured relics called a dining room (we, alas, do not). Trust that your tables are there, in your home and in your imagination, just waiting, like your future guests, to be invited to the party.

Here in California, I am blessed to call home this ranch in one of the most beautiful landscapes in the world. It inspires me every day and offers a banquet of possibilities for entertaining, all of which I am privileged, honored, and delighted to share with you.






Welcome to Rancho La Zaca

By way of introducing Rancho La Zaca, perhaps a teensy bit of California history is in order. Since the sixteenth century the Spanish, among others, had been poking around California, but it wasn’t until the eighteenth century that serious settlement began, notably as a series of missions, beginning near present-day San Diego and on north. Along the way, they built a few fort-like presidios and a handful of pueblos, of which Los Angeles and San Jose were the most prominent. Then, as kings and queens do to clinch their claims, they granted great swaths of land to worthy subjects, used mostly for ranching. Later, as settlers and natives do under bossy sovereigns, they got restless and annoyed. So annoyed, in fact, that Mexico whupped the Spanish in 1821 and soon made land grants of their own. They also nationalized those Roman Catholic missions quicker than you could say Ave María—because who knew what mischief they might cook up. Fortunately, the old Santa Ynez and Santa Barbara missions near us stand majestically to this day and remain active churches. Of the initial Mexican land grants, our Rancho La Zaca was one of the earliest, in 1838. Ten years on, it was the Americans doing the whupping in the Mexican-American War, which inevitably resulted in tussles over those land grants. Suffice to say that La Zaca remained intact until the 1970s, when its original 4,458 acres were divided into four smaller lots, of which our ranch and vineyard is one.

As for the meaning of “zaca,” there is no straight answer. There was an Aztec warrior prince called HueHue Zaca, who was the brother of Montezuma I. The name Zaca may derive from zacatl, the Aztec word meaning “grass.” I’ve also read it was named for an ancient Native American site called Asaca discovered beneath the cross of highways 101 and 154 in Santa Ynez. And it may have been the Chumash Indian word for “peace.” Errol Flynn had a splendid sailing yacht called Zaca, which was the Hollywood word for #nowevenmoregirlswillsleepwithme. Whatever. To those of us who have lived at one time or another in a place called Zaca, it has simply meant home.

The current house was designed by the preeminent American architect Hugh Newell Jacobsen for the actor James Garner and his wife in the late 1990s. As an aside, Mr. Jacobsen was a favorite of Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis and designed her house in Martha’s Vineyard. Funnily enough, the Garners bought Rancho La Zaca from a former brother-in-law of Mrs. Onassis, the actor-director Herbert Ross, who was married to Jackie’s sister Lee Radziwill. That was before Mr. Garner built the current house, and sadly I have no images of the ranch before then. I never did meet him, but our vineyard manager Felipe Hernandez was his friend and remained close to him until he died in 2014.

We never know where life will take us, do we? If you followed my last book, The Bee Cottage Story: How I Made a Muddle of Things and Decorated My Way Back to Happiness, you may recall that I had done just that and was able to regain some clarity and sense of purpose partly through renovating Bee Cottage. As time-honored metaphor for the self, the house showed me the way to my heart. Through the home that I found myself in, I found the self that I could be at home in.
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Then as time passed and fortune smiled, I found love again and followed it to California. My new home is about as far away as you can get from my old home, and in more ways than one. Rancho La Zaca, in Los Olivos, is some three thousand miles and a world away from Bee Cottage in East Hampton. Bee was a hundred-year-old smallish, English cottage-y thing in a village ninety miles from New York City. Rancho La Zaca is a contemporary seven-thousand-square-foot concrete and glass thing in the Santa Ynez Valley, eight miles from the nearest post office.
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Alrighty then. And hey, our ability to experience and embrace the new is how we stay young and keep our creativity flowing, right? Disrupting pre-conceived notions is the precursor to discovery. What I found was that yes, we could make this boxy, modern space warm and welcoming, and we could extend that warmth and welcome to our guests here. And that is what we have tried to do.
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Rancho La Zaca is all about outdoor living. I love our view of the San Rafael Mountains, and how the vineyards are planted among the oak savannas. In fact, our vineyard is called Oak Savanna. At right, a water feature constructed at the entrance to the house resembles the water troughs seen in local cattle pastures.

With the help of wonderful local landscape designer Puck Erickson, we reconfigured the exterior entry with subtle elevational alterations, new plantings, and a water feature to bring some movement and softness to what was a somewhat foreboding façade.
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Above left, the dining area in the great room. Table and wing chairs from Dennis & Leen. To the right is the kitchen. Opposite, clockwise from top left, our favorite place to have dinner à deux or just to relax and read. Large butterfly painting by Hunt Slonem; small painting by Baret Boisson. A corner of the sitting room for cards, or projects, or maybe dinner one day? Breakfast room pillow fabric from Raoul; banquette, Perennials. The master bedroom is in quiet tones of taupe and blue. Bed from Nancy Corzine.

Inside, local interior designer Mary “Dede” Watkins Wood exerted her considerable talents to honor the house’s architecture and scale while remaining sensitive to the (our!) human need for gathering and closeness. In what we call the great room, which includes the dining area as there is no dining “room” per se, the result is a blend of old and new, with a few treasured antiques, amply proportioned contemporary upholstered pieces, a jumble of art and objects, a bunch of books, and endless dog hair.

Elsewhere, the kitchen remained as was, but the adjacent breakfast nook was adapted to accommodate a comfy banquette and cheery pillows. The original master bedroom became a sitting room, while a room off my husband’s bath and dressing area became our bedroom. The guest rooms were given pretty linens and new beds, which is all there was room for because everything is built in. Nonetheless a fresh imprimatur was made and life was good.
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These old chestnuts: Salsa, hogging the camera in front, then Dually, then "my" Arnold, the baby of the bunch at age sixteen. Horses are a part of life at Rancho La Zaca, and while I don't have much time to ride, I love to stop by and say hello. Horses have such great energy. Just being around them is grounding.






Cook Notes

Now let me tell you about Chef Stephanie Valentine: Trained impeccably at the Culinary Institute of America in New York and a star protégée of late, famed Chicago restaurateur Charlie Trotter, Stephanie whisked her way up the culinary ladder from one prestigious kitchen to the next, including five years as Mr. Trotter’s sous chef, then chef de cuisine, and another five years as executive chef at Roxanne’s, San Francisco’s beloved raw food restaurant. Eventually Stephanie set aside the grueling business of bigtime restaurants for a slower pace and more civilized hours, coming to cook at Rancho La Zaca in 2004, where she has dazzled ever since. And while she appreciated the many beneficial qualities of raw food-ism, she no longer subscribes. Nothing against raw food-ists, but thank goodness.

“What changed your mind?” I asked her one day.

She said, “Because one day I thought, man, those lamb chops sure do smell good.”

And yet her food is unfailingly healthy. Maybe that is because as a former competitive bodybuilder and current fitness instructor, she is well aware of the benefits of a plant-based diet and the components of good nutrition. She even has my husband eating salads, which he has only recently begun to admit in public.

What follows is but the tip of the soufflé of what this girl can do, bridled as she is by my directions to keep it simple enough for the average home cook with ingredients accessible enough at the Piggly Wiggly in Tarboro, North Carolina, my hometown. We’ve pretty much kept to that, and where we deviate, we give you fair warning.

A few bits of housekeeping: The first is olive oil. Where a recipe calls for olive oil, we mean extra-virgin always, because it is the most flavorful. The second is butter. Stephanie and I agree on almost everything, except unsalted butter. I just don’t see the point of unsalted anything, including butter. But Stephanie uses it and she is the chef. For purposes of this book, some recipes stipulate “unsalted butter” and others state only “butter.” The latter implies you may choose either salted or unsalted. Moreover, you always taste and adjust your seasonings regardless of the recipe, and you know that. But don’t be afraid of salt! It’s the single most underrated cooking ingredient there is. Salt and pepper means coarse or kosher salt and freshly ground pepper. Oh, and red chili flakes are the same as red pepper flakes. Chili flakes just sounds more California-like.

The California Cooking in the title is as much about place as it is about food, but one so often determines the other, doesn’t it? Stephanie notes that we all cook and eat differently depending on where we are in the world. The Central Coast region where we live is blessed with a nearly year-round growing season and some of the best farmers and winemakers in the country. We delight in the lettuces and greens and glory in artichokes, avocados, broccoli rabe, fennel, kale, spinach, and herbs of all ilk. We take pride in our artisanal purveyors of dairy products, beef, lamb, pork, and poultry. The catches of our regional fishermen include white seabass, salmon, rockfish, and ridgeback prawns. The nuts California is known for are not only politicians, they are also almonds, pistachios, and walnuts, and are frequent ingredients in our food. Same goes for our gorgeous fruits and herbs. Who knew that olives and mint in a humble green salad would take it somewhere new? And oh, the flowers!
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And the wine! A quick word about the wine: We love it. The vineyards at Rancho La Zaca yield harvests of chardonnay, sangiovese, syrah, and tempranillo, with which our winemaker friends and clients produce sublime vintages. But as wine is such a broad and complex topic so thoroughly and intelligently discussed elsewhere by others way better versed in it than I, I will leave it here. You can’t kiss all the boys, my mama used to say.

In cooking we use the freshest ingredients and embrace the wonderfully diverse cultures that have melded into California cuisine—a “howdy” from the Southwest, an “hola” from Mexico, a touch of Asia, a whiff of the Middle East, a salute from the Provençal and Tuscan country sides. Then there’s a “hey y’all” from the South, obviously.

We chose and created recipes here for what we love to eat ourselves. Our aim is not to be startlingly original or innovative, and the recipes aren’t complicated. Some do take time. It’s a labor of love. No one says it’s a “nothing-to-it” of love. Besides isn’t the creating half the fun? If some recipes appear long, fear not, we’re being thorough.

So often the host’s challenge is not in finding a good recipe or two, but in figuring what to serve with what. We’ve solved that with our menus, but feel free to mix and match. Same with the recipes themselves. Try our foolproof versions, and then experiment as you will. Like entertaining and indeed in any art form, the fun is knowing the rules and then knowing how to break them. The important thing is the pleasure, and the point is having fun. That’s what’s good for the soul, and therefore it’s good for everything.






Menu
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Heirloom Tomato Salad

with Queso Fresco

Chili Verde

Grilled Zucchini

Tortilla Chips

with Guacamole and Pico de Gallo

Cornmeal Pound Cake

with Strawberries and Vanilla Ice Cream
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Chapter 1

Welcome to the Valley

How we do love our Santa Ynez Valley. Which, by the way, I did not know before coming to it. My worldly travels had me hither and yon, but somehow I’d missed this gorgeous enclave a stone’s throw from Santa Barbara. It was worth the wait. Years ago on a road trip my husband Tom stopped by here and thought it was the prettiest ranch country he had ever seen. He knew then he wanted to have a ranch here one day, and here we are. And we love nothing better than sharing it with family and friends.

On this occasion we hosted a party for the families and out-of-town guests of dear friends marrying off their only daughter. As the groom and many guests were East Coasters like me, we thought an introduction to West Coast ranch and wine country might be a nice way to welcome them on the Thursday before the wedding weekend began.

Good, simple food and plenty of it is our mantra for a meal feeding more than twelve. This super crowd-pleasing menu of melded California-Southwest-Mexican flavors struck just the right chord and could all be prepared in advance and served at room temperature or easily warmed.

Smart-casual-cowboy seemed specific enough, not too taxing, yet offered opportunities for creativity. I’m not huge on costume parties, though I think themes are fun and inspiring for everything from food and décor to attire and music. It adds to the festive air and gets people into the spirit.
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One of the things I like about giving parties is what they can teach us about life. Something is going to go awry, probably at the last minute. Roll with it, honey. You’ve heard of the Santa Ana Winds? They normally occur between October and March, but they don’t always bother to check with the calendar. So rude! They can be full-on even in June, thank you, and just in time for one’s outdoor party. Fortunately, they died down after sunset, but we couldn’t wait until then to fix the flowers and set the tables. Whatever wasn’t tied down took flight. The fabulous flowers by Mindy Rice all tumbled over, candles blew out, napkins soared, hats helicoptered, and skirts sailed (not all bad in the eyes of a nearby cowboy or two). Unflappable Mindy scrambled for heavier containers, stuffing the flowers in Solo cups (yes, red) and plopping them inside the containers with no one the wiser. Large hurricane lanterns rescued the candles, and by the way, hurricanes are always a good idea for outdoor candlelight. The key is not to panic. Some solution will present itself. And if it doesn’t, well, laugh it off and your guests will too—if they notice, which they won’t. Giving a party is not heart surgery. Your friends are honored to have been invited and happy to be there. Promise. Particularly in a setting as magical as
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