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Taking ‘Root’ in Solvang:  Celebrity chef Bradley Ogden brings big city cuisine to small town
NORA K. WALLACE, NEWS-PRESS STAFF WRITER April 2, 2009 7:02 AM
One of America's top chefs opening a restaurant in the San Francisco Bay Area? It's a no-brainer.
One of the founders of the American food movement creating a modern dining experience amid the glitz of Las Vegas? Absolutely.
Bradley Ogden and fine dining in Solvang?
Huh?
But come Friday, Mr. Ogden, one of the International Wine & Food Society's Great American Chefs, will add Root 246 at the Hotel Corque to his lengthy list of culinary endeavors.
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	Celebrity chef Bradley Ogden was looking for a new culinary venture when the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians came calling for their Root 246. 
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	The former Meadows Restaurant has undergone an extensive renovation and is now Root 246, which opens Friday. 


	

	

	

	

	

	

	


The 171-seat restaurant, an endeavor funded by the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians, has undergone a phenomenal renovation and makeover since its days as the Meadows Restaurant adjoining the former Royal Scandinavian Inn.
Now more in tune with Mr. Ogden's own style, the restaurant is modernized with clean lines, intricate stonework, glass, natural woods and wrought iron lighting fixtures.
It might seem unusual for a man called "Best Chef" by groups such as the James Beard Foundation, the Culinary Institute of America and Epicure to land in a town known more for smorgasbords and aebleskiver.
For Mr. Ogden, it was just the perfect time. He was looking for a change of scenery, and the Chumash were seeking a venture with a well-known chef for their Solvang property.
"Overall, it's awesome," says Mr. Ogden, who turns 56 today. "I can't wait until we open so I have a place to eat ... We're just trying to capture the local farmers and growers and cook good food that is semi-recognizable and reasonably priced." 
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To get to the point when the doors open at 5:30 p.m. Friday, it took months of negotiation, renovation, hiring and training.
"This is the exciting part," says Mr. Ogden over jackhammers while construction workers traipse around the interior of Root 246 on a recent day. "This sets the stage for the next 20 years. This start-up of a restaurant is in the infant stage. You feed it, bring it to life."
Just because it's in the relatively small town of Solvang -- and not his Northern California flagship Lark Creek Inn in Larkspur or his namesake Bradley Ogden at Caesar's Palace in Las Vegas -- don't assume he isn't in a bit of a frenzy this week.
"Opening night is crazy," the graduate of the Culinary Institute of America says with a large grin. "It's exciting. It's nuts. We have to be on our game when we open the doors. There's no excuses for not having it right."
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Bradley Ogden has a reputation for using fresh local organic ingredients. He often buys produce at the Solvang farmers market.
He pauses and considers what Root 246 will offer its clientele.
"Value is represented in your dish, your service and everything else you offer," he says. "We'll try to do all three -- great food, great service and a great place to dine."
Though the locale might be different than those where Mr. Ogden has given his expertise in the past, the fare is consistent with his fanaticism about fresh, organic, locally grown food. And he's promising to try to keep the menu costs to less than $30 per person for an evening meal.
Root 246, he says, is "very different" from ventures such as One Market Restaurant in San Francisco, Parcel 104 in Santa Clara and Arterra in San Diego.
"Not in the essence of style and the way I cook, but from the whole essence of farm to table," the Traverse City, Mich., native says. "There's a plethora of opportunity here -- fishermen, augmented by the normal farmers and growers around the county. There's great seasonability here."
He's already tried to familiarize himself with local farmers and purveyors in the area. He's finding berries at Finley Farms and lettuce and tomatoes at Roots Farm and frequently goes to the Solvang Farmers Market.
"I really want to build the entity here," he says. "It's the same I've done all my career."
Portions of the menu at Root 246 will change every day, depending on what is available. If he can't get Hog Island oysters one day, he'll cast about for another seafood. The menu will also offer customers some basic meats, chicken and fish dishes that will be standard for a month at a time.
The only freezer in the expansive kitchen is for ice cream.
"The whole thing is about freshness and quality and simplicity in the dish," explains Mr. Ogden, who made his first trip to Santa Barbara in 1983 to cook with Julia Child as a guest on her television show. "That's why I have to rein in the chefs. It's not the time to create."
His preference for organic comes down to basics: The food tastes better.
"If you have something just picked it has more nutrients and vitamins," he says. "It's one simple thing. It's not only better for you and the environment, but the food tastes better. It's more delicious. You just have to do the right things with it. That's where the culinary knowledge comes in."
When dining at Root 246, customers may find a classic meatloaf or smoked peppered duck on the menu. If corn is picked in the morning, the menu might offer corn pudding with grilled pork chop and a wild mushroom vinaigrette. Mr. Ogden's twice-baked Maytag blue cheese souffle with rhubarb compote and wild watercress will be offered.
The lounge menu won't solely be a spin-off of the main menu. It'll be about small plates and originality. He intends to have his own wine label -- a Meritage blend with Sunstone Winery.
"I want people to come in here every week," says the Buellton resident, who lives in a Craftsman/country cottage-style townhome. "I want to make it affordable for people to just hang. I want this to be their hangout. We want the all-ages crowd. It's a relaxing, hip environment."
Mr. Ogden plans to be on-site well after the restaurant opens -- he's made the county his home for the foreseeable future, after recent stints in San Diego and Las Vegas for restaurant ventures.
Cooking with him at Root 246 will be long-time employee Jonny Hall, 38, the executive chef. The two worked together at Parcel 104 in Santa Clara.
Mr. Ogden's immersion in the nation's culinary world came as almost a fluke. Growing up in a large Catholic family -- seven children, including his identical twin brother, Bentley -- meant expansive meals of rice casseroles, meatloaf or pot roast around the dinner table, but he says he never really cooked until he was 18.
His parents, Elmer and Elsie, owned Tanz Haus, a "big rock 'n' roll joint" in Traverse City, Mich. Mr. Ogden's childhood involved hunting, fishing and spending time on his grandmother's farm in Windsor, Ontario. He fondly recalls her rhubarb pie, and how she'd make farm-raised fresh fried chicken.
"I didn't realize that I was developing a palate," admits Mr. Ogden, who is married to Jody and has three grown sons, chefs Bryan and Chad and medical school student Cory.
When he was in his late teens, he was taking graphic design courses when his father read a newspaper story about the Culinary Institute of America in New York. He wanted his twin boys to have a career.
"He figured if we learned how to cook, we'd always have a job," Mr. Ogden recalls. "So off we went. He was trying to get us to do something, to get a profession. It sounded interesting to me. My brother dropped out after three months ... I fell into it. It was just one of those things."
Mr. Ogden earned top honors, such as the award given to the student most likely to succeed, and graduated in 1977. He went to Kansas City and opened three restaurants in a two-year span and then from 1979 to 1983, he worked at the famed American Restaurant there with his mentor, Joe Baum, a restaurateur and businessman credited with creating the nation's first themed restaurants, including the Four Seasons Restaurant and Windows on the World.
"That was the stage when I first heard talk about American food," Mr. Ogden remembers. "It was when American food really started growing (in popularity with chefs) in late 1979, 1980. It got a lot of hype."
At the American Restaurant, he used things like Missouri ham, and convinced a farmer to grow herbs for him.
Mr. Ogden's arrival on the West Coast came in 1983, when he was hired to open Campton Place Hotel and restaurant in San Francisco. At that same time, there was a large gathering of the top 30 American chefs for a big dinner at the Stanford Court Hotel in San Francisco, coordinated by the American Institute of Wine & Food. It was the first time some of the top U.S. chefs were together -- Alice Waters, Julia Child, James Beard, Wolfgang Puck and Mr. Ogden.
"I did a lamb dish rolled with bitter greens and hazelnuts and did a pinwheel effect with rolled greens," he says. "We pulled it off for 500 people. I still remember Paul Prudhomme doing blackened fish on the patio. I thought a big fire was going to happen. That (event) was the spinoff of the craze of food writers writing about food ...everybody wanted something different. They were tired of French chefs."
It was, he admits, perfect timing for his emergence on the scene. Still, a quarter century later, he remains true to that early upbringing and vision.
He knows many restaurants in this economy are facing tough times, but he expects Root 246 to weather the crisis.
"We've been through this many times before," he notes. "People still want to go out, drink and eat. You have to be a little more accommodating to that. More than ever, people want to get out."
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IF YOU GO
Root 246 is located at 420 Alisal Road in Solvang. Beginning Friday, the restaurant will be open from 5:30 to 10 p.m. On Easter, April 12, the restaurant will additionally be open from 10:30 a.m. to 2:30 p.m. Beginning April 15, the restaurant will also be open Wednesdays through Sundays for lunch from 11:30 a.m. to 2:30 p.m. On April 24-25, May 1-2 and May 8-9, Root 246 will open for late-night snacks from 10 p.m. to midnight. For reservations, call 688-9003.
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