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  Introduction
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  If you’re reading this book, you probably adore good wine in addition to loving food. In fact, you might argue that wine is food. Many people believe a great meal cannot be enjoyed without wine, and wine cannot be consumed without food. It’s a symbiotic relationship that dates back several millennia; the first archaeological evidence of wine production is from 8,000 years ago in Eurasia.


  In Napa Valley, winemaking has been going on for considerably less time—not yet 200 years. An early settler, George Yount (Yountville is named after him), first began to grow grapes in the mid-1800s. Nearly all of the wine grapes George and his peers produced at that time were crushed into simple jug wines.


  Fast-forward a century, to the 1960s. Business mavericks such as Robert Mondavi led the charge for attracting visitors to Napa Valley by the thousands and marketing the region like crazy. A fearless and tireless self-promoter, Mondavi built a sleek, California mission-style winery in Oakville and gave away free tastes of his product (alas, tasting is no longer free). Following quickly in his footsteps were scores of visionaries who designed and erected wineries to match—or surpass—those found in France, Italy, and Germany. More showplace wineries have opened for business in the last 25 years. Consequently, much of what you see as you drive through Napa Valley is relatively new.
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  For more than 50 years, the wine grape has been the engine driving the economy of Napa Valley. Before that, orchards of fig and walnut trees were plentiful, along with fields of wheat, and wine grapes made up only about a third of the crops grown. As the decades ticked away, orchards were cut down in favor of vineyards, and the price of farmland crept ever upward, making it economically impractical to grow anything but profitable wine grapes. In 2000, a golf course along the Silverado Trail was even plowed under to make way for more Cabernet Sauvignon grapes—Napa Valley’s star varietal. The frenzy to plant vineyards reached a crescendo in the early 2000s, and premium wine grapes now account for 98 percent of the agriculture in the Valley.


  


  Twenty years ago, even as visitors were coming by the millions to view the vineyards and pack the tasting rooms, world-class dining experiences were few and far between. But now there are so many great options, it’s difficult to choose between them. High-profile chefs such as Thomas Keller, Cindy Pawlcyn, Ken Frank, Michael Chiarello, Richard Reddington, Christopher Kostow—and more recently Tyler Florence and Masaharu Morimoto—have helped Napa Valley evolve into one of America’s leading culinary destinations.


  How to Use This Book


  Organized into five chapters, this guide begins with the city of Napa at the south end of Napa Valley. This first chapter also includes a few attractions south of the city, as well as the restaurants, farms, and food-and-wine pairing opportunities found in the Carneros wine-growing district southwest of Napa.


  Back on the main drag, Highway 29, the focus is on the towns you’ll pass through as you drive north from the city of Napa. That includes chapters on Yountville, the Oakville/Rutherford region, the town of St. Helena, and Calistoga. Each chapter features some or most of the following categories:
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  Landmark Eateries


  These are the restaurants you’ve heard about, read about, and perhaps hope to dine at someday, several started by famous chefs you might recognize from their popularity on television and the attention they receive online. Others are established eateries with longtime, loyal followings. One small Napa Valley town has had more Michelin stars per capita awarded to its restaurants (six in 2011) than anywhere else on the planet. These are significant culinary experiences, if it’s within your budget.
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  Foodie Faves


  Offering delicious meals as varied as deli sandwiches, ahi tuna burgers, and Thai specialties, these eateries are easier on the wallet than the Landmark Eateries, and just as filling. Some may still have white linen tablecloths and a sommelier on staff, but the haute cuisine factor is dialed down somewhat. This category also includes the mobile vendors who dish out delectable food from vintage Airstream trailers and other customized vehicles.


  Restaurant Price Key


  So you have some idea how to budget for your meal, Landmark Eateries and Foodie Faves follow this pricing guide:


  
    
      	$

      	inexpensive; most entrees under $15
    


    
      	$$

      	moderate; most entrees $15 to $25
    


    
      	$$$

      	expensive; most entrees $25 to $35
    


    
      	$$$$

      	very expensive; most entrees more than $35, and prix-fixe menus of $50 or more per person (not including wine pairings)
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  Specialty Stores & Markets


  Seeking artisanal cheese and bread, olive oil tastings, stores with exceptional wine collections, fresh-roasted organic coffee, or the pots and pans necessary to prepare your own world-class cuisine? If it’s all of the above, Napa Valley doesn’t disappoint. This category includes grocers with a gourmet spin, stores selling every type of kitchen utensil imaginable, the diverse and popular Oxbow Public Market in Napa, coffee roasters, bakeries, ice cream merchants, and other food purveyors.
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  Farmers’ Markets & Farm Stands


  Napa Valley’s agricultural focus is predominately wine grapes, but the seasonal farmers’ markets in Napa, St. Helena, and Calistoga are great places to pick up heirloom vegetables, flowers, and locally produced sweet and savory foods. Several produce stands can also be found around the Valley at ranches and farms. Most of the family farms request that you call ahead before dropping by, and many will give tours and explain their methods of growing fruits and vegetables and raising animals. In addition to having websites, several of the farmers maintain Facebook pages to keep customers abreast of what’s going on and to take orders for fresh eggs or produce.
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  Made or Grown Here


  Napa Valley has become an incubator for food-focused cottage industries, with entrepreneurial innovators crafting artisanal products. Their jams, jellies, chocolates, cookies, and other goodies are available in stores around the Valley and also online.
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  Food & Wine Pairings/Landmark Wineries


  It’s not practical, nor possible, to write a book about Napa Valley food without including Napa Valley wines. The two go together like strawberries and cream. Fortunately, many wineries offer food-and-wine pairings to enhance their tours and tastings. Advance reservations are usually required, as these popular attractions tend to fill up rapidly with visitors thirsty for wine education and craving small bites of well-matched food. This category also features weekly or monthly events that usually don’t require prior reservations—just show up and join in the fun. Several historic, showplace, and quaint family-run wineries, open regular hours or by appointment, are also included here. (Take note: “By appointment only” sounds more forbidding than it really is. The type of permit held by a winery dictates whether it can operate a tasting room that is open to the public for walk-in visitors, or by appointment only. For the latter, a quick call to the winery from the side of the road—perhaps even at the entrance to the property—might suffice.)
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  Brewpubs & Microbreweries


  A lot of wine is poured in Napa Valley—a lot of wine—but beer lovers haven’t been forgotten. And it’s no secret that winemakers usually crave beer when they’re off duty. There’s a much-quoted expression in Napa Valley: It takes a lot of good beer to make great wine. Try these locally brewed suds served alongside great meals, if desired.
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  Learn to Cook


  One of the premier schools for chefs, the Culinary Institute of America, has an outpost in St. Helena that offers classes for the professional chef de cuisine or the casual home cook. Other options are available throughout the Valley, ranging from intimate hands-on groups to classroom-style instruction. Either way, you can count on a good time while learning to prepare a scrumptious meal. For the city of Napa, this category includes special walking tours, too.


  


  Getting Around


  If you develop a case of the munchies in Napa Valley, you’re never too far from a restaurant, cafe, bakery, gourmet grocer, farmers’ market, or other food purveyor that can satisfy your cravings. Moving between these many choices in the Valley’s small towns is best achieved by car, as most of the action is found along or slightly off one main road, Highway 29, which spans a distance of approximately 30 miles from south to north through Napa Valley.


  The highway is four-lane, quasi-freeway-style in the southern part of Napa County and around the city of Napa. It then narrows to two lanes a few miles ahead at Yountville. This forces drivers to slow down and enjoy the scenery of this rural region.


  The views are awe-inspiring, but on Saturday and Sunday the congestion on Highway 29 north of Yountville can try your patience, particularly on holiday weekends. The alternate route to the east is the Silverado Trail, which is two lanes wide and parallel to Highway 29 the entire distance between the city of Napa and the town of Calistoga. Both roads have occasional dips and tight turns, and the savvy driver is always on the lookout for bicyclists along some of the narrow shoulders. Napa Valley is a popular training site for both professional and amateur cyclists, so please be mindful of the two-wheelers sharing the road with you.


  So slow down and enjoy the ride. It may take more time than you first assume to drive directly from, say, the Oxbow Public Market in Napa to the Craftsman Inn in Calistoga, but there will be irresistible opportunities to pull over and check out other attractions along the way. Parking is abundant almost everywhere you go, and nearly always free.


  To avoid confusion, be aware that Highway 29 is also referred to as “St. Helena Highway,” generally north of Yountville, and that’s reflected in several physical addresses in this book. The expression “Upvalley” is also common parlance among locals, usually in the city of Napa, and you may hear it often in your travels here. It refers to the area of the Napa Valley north of Yountville.


  Keeping Up with Food News
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  Free printed information about Napa Valley’s food scene and its other attractions can be found in winery tasting rooms, visitors’ centers, stores, and other places where tourists tend to gather. Online review sites and blogs are also helpful resources, particularly if the participants remain objective and don’t abuse their anonymity and merely rant. Bear in mind that comments by diners on sites such as Yelp.com can yo-yo from five stars to one star within hours of each other, leaving you wondering if a restaurant is worth trying or not. Even on the same night in the same trattoria, some diners might have a great experience and others may be disappointed. It’s inevitable.


  The added bonus of online information is its immediacy. Many restaurants, wineries, stores, farmers, mobile food vendors, and other food purveyors also use Facebook and Twitter to keep their fans and customers updated about events, sales, and other news.


  


  The list below is a starting point, representing some of the publications and blogs that keep their information about Napa Valley reasonably fresh and unbiased.


  www.BiteClubEats.com: As an online branch of the Santa Rosa Press Democrat, Sonoma County’s largest newspaper, this site primarily covers that county’s food scene. But because Sonoma County residents often cross the county line to dine, the latest Napa Valley restaurant news—high-profile changes in chefs and cuisine, and recent closings and openings—is usually mentioned on this blog.


  The Cork Board, http://uncork29.com/blog: Maintained by a group of Napa Valley residents, this site is updated frequently with useful tips. It includes “Cork Bits”—suggestions for weekend events at wineries.


  http://InsideScoopsf.sfgate.com: An offshoot of the San Francisco Chronicle, Inside Scoop concentrates primarily on the restaurant goings-on in the city of San Francisco. But the newspaper’s restaurant critic also blogs about the latest changes in Napa Valley’s culinary scene.


  Napa Valley Guidebook, in print and online at www.legendarynapavalley.com: You might spot this one free around the Valley, particularly if you step into the Napa Valley Welcome Center (at 600 Main St. in downtown Napa). Published annually as the official guide of the Napa Valley Destination Council, the magazine is oversized, glossy, and full of lovely photographs, lists, and even some fold-out maps. It’s also downloadable from the website.
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  Napa Valley Life, in print and online at http://napavalleylifemagazine.com: This glossy, full-color magazine is features-oriented, with articles about food and wine, green living, interior design, art, and personal fitness and health—most of it taking place in the Valley. Published six times a year, the magazine also includes a helpful community calendar and a few winery maps and lush photographs of Napa Valley.


  


  http://NapaValleyRegister.com/inv: The Napa-based daily newspaper, the Napa Valley Register, produces a quarterly insert called “Inside Napa Valley.” The information is aimed at both locals and visitors, with features on food, wine, art, cooking, and lists of wineries and coming events. If you can’t find the print version where other free tourist information is on display, the magazine is accessible from the newspaper’s website.


  The Preiser Key to Napa Valley, in print and online at http://preiserkey.com: The Preiser family compiles this magazine, distributing 250,000 copies every year (three issues annually) in about 500 locations in Napa and Sonoma counties and in San Francisco, too. Printed on sturdy, non-glossy stock in full color, the Preiser Key is data-heavy and impressively comprehensive. The long lists of wineries and restaurants are attractively arranged alongside informative articles on wine statistics and wine appreciation, brief reviews of restaurants and wineries, and detailed maps.


  Wine Country This Week, in print and online at www.winecountrythisweek.com: With winery maps, articles about wineries, a list of wineries, and a calendar of events, this magazine jams a lot of information into 80-some weekly pages, and it’s been published since 1981. It also covers a lot of territory, literally. Besides Napa Valley, the magazine has information on wineries and attractions in Sonoma County and the wine-growing areas of Mendocino and Lake Counties, neighboring Suisun Valley and Yolo County wine regions, the Livermore-Lodi-Woodbridge area, and even the Sierra Foothills wine scene.


  Food Events & Happenings


  Festivals and celebrations that spotlight wine in Napa Valley usually come with a tasty bonus: generous food pairings or full-blown, sit-down lunches or dinners. In this section I list a few where you can count on great nibbles to be served. Many are annual events; some are more exclusive to visitors or locals who make advance reservations to take part in once-in-a-lifetime opportunities.


  March
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  A Taste of Yountville, along Washington Street in Yountville, CA 94599; (707) 944-0904; www.yountville.com. Some of the bigger food-and-wine fests in the region get more attention, but this event on a Saturday is one of the most satisfying. Move from one site to another (there are five event sites with booths) to sample interesting bites from the dozen or so restaurants in town and sips of wine poured by more than 20 nearby wineries. There’s no admission fee, but tasting tickets for food and wine are $1 each. A garden tour of the French Laundry’s 2 acres of culinary herbs and produce is also available. A ribs-and-links barbecue is sponsored by the fire department, too, and live bands provide entertainment throughout the day. Cleanse your culture palate by taking a walk through the community center to view works by dozens of Yountville and Napa Valley artists. The event runs from 11 a.m. to 5 p.m.


  April


  April in Carneros, (800) 909-4352; www.carneroswineries.org. Over one weekend in mid-April, approximately 20 wineries in the Carneros grape-growing district, or appellation as we call it around here, celebrate with open houses. Some of the participating wineries are rarely open to visitors except at this event. The fun includes food-and-wine pairings, live music, art shows, discounts on wine, and other special attractions. The nibbles might range from fig sausages to sliders to plate after plate of artisanal cheeses. The $35-per-person tickets (purchased in advance) are nearly all-inclusive (a few wineries may charge additional fees for special activities or extra offerings). Proceeds from the event help to fund scholarships at Napa Valley College and Santa Rosa Junior College. Note: A majority of the participating wineries are over the Napa County line into Sonoma County—the two counties share the Carneros appellation.


  Discover Wine Day at Robert Mondavi Winery, 7801 St. Helena Hwy. (Hwy. 29), Oakville, CA 94562; (888) 766-6328; www.robertmondavi.com/discover. Discover Wine Day began as a tribute to Mondavi, who left quite a legacy in Napa Valley when he died in 2008. On a Saturday in spring, visitors can tour the winery free of charge and receive a complimentary glass of wine, too. Other events during the day (from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m.) cost from $15 to $50 per person. These might include seminars on food-and-wine pairings, chef’s demonstrations, wine cellar tastings, and perhaps a cookbook signing (in 2011, wine expert and Food Network personality Ted Allen was a featured guest). Count on live music, too.
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  Forni Brown Welsh Gardens Annual Spring Sale, 1214 Pine St. (at Cedar St.), Calistoga, CA 94515; (707) 942-6123. As I watch a smiling Lynn Brown gently toss granulated fish emulsion onto hundreds of potted vegetable starts, I realize he loves his work and really knows what he’s doing. He should—as one of the owners, Lynn has been cultivating vegetables like this for more than 30 years and dispensing expert advice, too. (Visitor: “My yard is shady by late afternoon and can get chilly on summer nights, so what’s the best tomato variety for me to try?” Lynn, without hesitation: “The Russian Black, definitely.”) On several weekends in April and May, the greenhouses at this small, regionally famous farming business are bursting with starter plants for home gardeners. Row after row of 4-inch pots hold scores of varieties of heirloom tomatoes, peppers, herbs, squash, pumpkins, and many other vegetables—all at bargain prices and ready for planting. Seeds, larger containers of plants, and organic fertilizer are also sold. Forni Brown Welsh Gardens (see the listing in Made or Grown Here in the Calistoga chapter) is not a nursery, per se. They grow the salad greens and other produce served in some of the best restaurants in Napa Valley and the San Francisco Bay Area, and so are not usually open to the public. The owners hatched the idea of an annual sale because diners in their clients’ restaurants were asking where they could find the same delicious greens to use in their own cooking. Down through the years the popularity of the sale has grown mostly by word of mouth, and it attracts gardeners from throughout the region who are seeking the best vegetable starts around.


  Kitchens in the Vineyards Annual Home Tour, (707) 258-5559; www.musicinthevineyards.org. Though the lineup of open kitchens changes from year to year, the cause is always the same: to raise money for the Music in the Vineyards’ Chamber Music Festival held in August. Spend about 6 hours on a Saturday touring five fabulous homes with some of the jazziest kitchens around, along with dining rooms, entertainment areas, and gardens, too. While gawking at the kitchens of your dreams, you’ll be nibbling on small bites provided by top Napa Valley chefs and also meeting cookbook authors available to sign their books. Tickets for the tour are $65 per person. The night before the tour, a preview party is held to visit the homes, followed by a wine reception and dinner ($165 per person). Reservations are required for both events.
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  Rutherford Grange Crab Feed, Rutherford Grange Hall, 8550 St. Helena Hwy. (Hwy. 29), Rutherford, CA 94573; (707) 265-9180. Rural grange halls such as this one along the highway in Rutherford are disappearing in many communities, the victims of old age and neglect. But Rutherford is renovating its Grange and raising as much money as it can to give the building a new lease on life while maintaining its historical charm. The Grange serves the area year-round as an inexpensive rental for weddings and special events, and it’s a polling station on election days. Believed to be about a hundred years old, the building has required substantial repairs and upgrades, and the stucco façade that was added in the 1960s is being peeled off to reveal near-pristine redwood shingles underneath. So an annual crab feed was launched to help pay for the $200,000-plus rebirth. Raising money for this good cause is both tasty and soul-satisfying. Tickets are $35 for adults and $10 for children 15 and under. For that amount you receive a generous helping of freshly cooked crab, salad, garlic bread, and pasta. Drink tickets are extra. A happy hour precedes the dinner, which starts at approximately 3:30 p.m. An auction and prizes are also part of the fund-raising fun.


  May
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  Annual Fair Housing Napa Valley Pasta Sauce Cook-Off, 601 Cabot Way, Napa, CA 94559; (707) 224-9720; www.napafairhousing.org. All nonprofit organizations struggle these days to raise funds to operate and serve their communities. Fair Housing Napa Valley is no exception. With the proceeds collected at this annual event, which takes place on a Saturday night in mid-May, FHNV can continue to work toward eliminating housing discrimination and ensure equal housing opportunities for everyone in Napa Valley. This is one event where amateur chefs get to shine and are encouraged to enter their homemade pasta sauce for judging by the attendees. The winning chef receives a magnum of, perhaps, Diamond Creek Cabernet Sauvignon; the second-place prize might be two bottles of Judd’s Hill wine. The $35-per-person fee includes dinner, wine, and live music. Covenant Presbyterian Church on Salvador Avenue is the venue.


  Appellation St. Helena’s Annual Ultimate Blind Date Wine Tasting, Charles Krug Winery, 2800 Main St. (Hwy. 29), St. Helena, CA 94574; (707) 963-6045; www.appellationsthelena.com. Save this one Saturday afternoon, from 2 to 5 p.m., to taste more than 60 limited-production wines made from grapes in the St. Helena AVA, or appellation. Meet the winemakers, too. The event’s name is a play on words: it’s a blind tasting and so touted as a “blind date—wine country style.” The blind tasting is optional, but if you choose to participate in guessing the varietal, vintage, and producer of brown-bagged bottles, you become eligible for the grand prize: $2,000 worth of St. Helena–appellation wines for your cellar. In 2011, Cindy Pawlcyn was the chef behind the event’s food, with goodies from her three Napa Valley restaurants: Cindy’s Backstreet Kitchen, Go Fish, and Mustards Grill (Go Fish has reopened by Cindy as Brassica Mediterranean Kitchen and Wine Bar). Proceeds are donated to a local nonprofit organization that offers assistance and work placement to vineyard and migrant workers. Tickets are $60 per person, purchased in advance online.


  Cheers! St. Helena, www.cheerssthelena.com. On the first Friday of the month for half the year (the warmest half, May through October), from 6 to 8 p.m., downtown St. Helena becomes a party zone. As many as five stages come alive with
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