
The Press Democrat - 05/07/2017 Page : D01

Copyright © 2017 PressDemocrat.com All rights reserved. Restricted use only. 05/07/2017
Privacy Policy   &bull;   Terms of Service
May 9, 2017 7:03 am (GMT +7:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

Copy Reduced to 79% from original to fit letter page

SonomaLife

SUNDAY, MAY 7, 2017 • THE PRESS DEMOCRAT • SECTION D

TRAVEL » Shopping and 
thrills by night — Asian-
style night markets  
popping up in US. D7

DINING OUT » Flavors of the 
east — Eastern Europe — 
captured at Zosia Café  
& Kitchen in Graton. D3

Thomas Keller, an exacting chef at a crossroads

In the tight confines of a New York cab, Thomas Keller 
leaned against his interviewer’s shoulder. It was an 
intimate move for a chef whose hallmarks are precision, 

decorum and control.
Keller wanted to talk about children and the Easter egg 

hunt his team hosts every year at Addendum, a garden and 
takeout spot just down the street from the French Laundry, 
his flagship restaurant in Yountville, California.

Watching other people’s children gleefully scramble for 
eggs was both wonderful and sad this year. He and Laura 
Cunningham, the woman he calls his life partner, were 
never able to share that kind of pleasure with a child of  
their own.

Cunningham has been with him for 23 years. As the 

architect of his restaurants’ precise, casually elegant style 
of service and later at the helm of the company’s brand, 
she has done more to build the Keller empire than anyone 
besides Keller. Together, they have spent their lives feeding 
and employing hundreds of thousands of people.

Keller thinks, at least for him, a change may be in order. 
“At some point you want to say, ‘I gave, I gave, I gave — now 
it’s time for us,'” he said.

Keller is 61, an age when other successful chefs of his 
generation have started to plot exit strategies and consider 
legacies.

“Everyone is kind of charting their own course on this,” 
said Emily Luchetti, a pastry chef and author who is about 
to turn 60. “When we all started out, there were no real 
mentors to look at and say, ‘That’s how I want to do it when 
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Chef Thomas Keller in his new kitchen at the French 
Laundry restaurant in Yountville, where he has just 
opened a state-of-the art new kitchen.
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Video Resurgence

The few video stores that remain are seeing a revival of interest from film 
buffs — and nostalgic millennials — who value tangibility and expertise

Five years ago, when the national video store chain 
Blockbuster — once a giant — closed its North Bay 
outlets, local video watchers wondered if  it was the 

death knell of  all video stores, especially the smaller, local 
ones. 

The answer is simple and conclusive: Several of  them are 
still here and enjoying somewhat of  a revival among people 
craving the retro experience, and to rent and buy movies 
they can’t find any other way.

Film buff Kent Dyer, 31, of  Santa Rosa, has been fre-
quenting Santa Rosa’s Video Droid store for the past sever-
al years, finding the movies he seeks and picking up others 
recommended by the shop’s staff. 
“I just always enjoyed going into movie stores as a kid,” 
Dyer said. “Not only is it an experience to go into the store, 
but you’re keeping a local business alive and allowing 
people to have jobs. I have Netflix, but there’s something 
about coming in and getting the physical video. Whether 

it’s nostalgic or not, it’s just nice.”
Video Droid maintains a subscriber list of  15,000 custom-

ers and signs up an average of  125 new ones per month, 
said store owner Mark Lowe. He estimates there’s a core of  
5,000 customers who come in once a month or more.

“The stores that have hung on, like us, are experiencing 
a new surge, especially with the 20- to 30-year-olds,” Lowe 
said. “A lot of  these movies you can’t find anymore, and 
they’ve heard about them from their parents or seen blurbs 
from the movies on YouTube.”                  

One factor that has helped independent video stores 
survive is that streaming services such as Netflix, which 
helped drive the big video chain stores out of  business, 
are increasingly more interested in producing their own 
programs than providing customers with rare or vintage 
titles, Lowe said.

“Netflix is putting its money into original programming 
now, and there about 100 titles a month that they’re not 
renewing the rights to,” Lowe said. “I would say that if  this 
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Joe Kaminski, owner and namesake of Joe Video restocks DVDs at his Stony Point Road store in Santa Rosa. Although the big video chains have long left the area, a handful of indepen-
dent stores fill a niche for people searching for older films that aren’t available through Netflix and other streaming services.
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MOVIES TO GO
The video rental store 
has not disappeared from 
Sonoma County. Here are 
some survivors:
Joe Video: 411 Stony Point 
Road, Santa Rosa. 707-544-
2158.
Video Droid: 1462 Men-
docino Ave., Santa Rosa. 
707-526-3313.
The Video Store: 608 
Gravenstein Highway N., 
Sebastopol. 707-829-2200,
Silver Screen Video: 860 
Petaluma Blvd. N., Petalu-
ma. 707-762-7309.

Sonoma County Family YMCA
RegisteR today

@scfymca.org or
1207 College Avenue, Santa Rosa

Info call 544-1829

Friendship, Achievement, Belonging

BestsUMMeR eVeR!



The Press Democrat - 05/07/2017 Page : D18

Copyright © 2017 PressDemocrat.com All rights reserved. Restricted use only. 05/07/2017
Privacy Policy   &bull;   Terms of Service
May 9, 2017 7:11 am (GMT +7:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

Copy Reduced to 79% from original to fit letter page


D18 THE PRESS DEMOCRAT • SUNDAY, MAY 7, 2017

store wasn’t around there are 
between 2,000 and 4,000 movies 
that would never be seen 
again.”

Video Droid stocks some 
40,000 titles, divided into 60 cat-
egories, some rather specific, 
such as “When Animals At-
tack” or “Grand Theft Video,” 
as well as a wall for Showtime 
programs and another for the 
archival Criterion Collection 
of  classic movies.

At Joe Video in Santa 
Rosa, owner Joe Kaminski 
maintains a steady influx of  
incoming videos to bolster his 
collection.

“We get in, on average. 25 
to 30 new titles every week, 
everything from the big box 
office hits to the classics,” Ka-
minski said. “The movie stu-
dios just expressed in a major 
trade magazine that they have 
a lot of  faith still in the viabili-
ty of  discs, which is refreshing 
to hear. Warner Bros. is one of  
the companies that is taking 
a look at its inventory and 
releasing a lot of  titles — if  not 
for the first time — then for the 
first time in a long time.”      

But a vast inventory is not 
enough. “What matters is how 
many regular customers you 
have,” Kaminski said. “Fortu-
nately, there are people who 
crave the tangibility of  just 
coming in and seeing the titles 

and talking to real people.”
On a recent afternoon at Joe 

Video, a faithful customer — 
Robert Ortiz, 69, of  Santa Rosa 
— summed up why he comes 
to the store.

“Joe really loves what he 
does. He asks all of  the people 
who work for him to watch 
the movies. You can talk to the 
people here about the films,” 
Ortiz said.    

At Video Droid, one of  the 
regulars is Frank Zwolinksi, 73 

— founder and former direc-
tor of  the Santa Rosa Junior 
College’s Summery Repertory 
Theatre company for 38 years. 
He visits the shop almost daily.

“The problem with Netflix 
is the movie doesn’t come in 
a box,” Zwolinksi said wryly. 
“I want to have a box in my 
hand, and be able read all the 
credits and background. But 
the other reason I come here 
is I want the personal contact 
with the people at the store. 

Mark knows everything about 
movies.”

Zwolinski also craves fare 
that might not be in vogue on 
the streaming services at the 
moment.

“One thing they’re not 
making enough of  anymore is 
adventure films, like ‘Raiders 
of  the Lost Ark,’ and movies 
about hunting for treasure, so 
if  one of  them comes in, Mark 
knows that I want see it,” Zwo-
linski said.

At Joe Video, frequently 
requested titles including such 
cultish films as the fact-based 
crime drama “Blood In Blood 
Out” and director Mel Gibson’s 
Mayan epic “Apocalypto,” 
as well as the standards and 
classics, including the “God-
father,” “Harry Potter” and 
“Lord of  the Rings” series.

An ironic side note in the 
saga of  video store survival is 
that Video Droid owner Lowe’s 
brother, Mitchell Lowe, is the 
co-founder of  Netflix, a career 
opportunity that grew out of  
the Lowes’ early ‘80s venture 
into the video store business.         

Despite their current stabili-
ty, the independent stores have 
taken their losses over the long 
term.

Founded in Mill Valley in 
1983, Video Droid once was a 
regional chain of  15 stores, and 
now has just one shop on San-
ta Rosa’s Mendocino Avenue 
and another in Larkspur. Joe 
Video, founded in Santa Rosa 
10 years ago, closed its Bennett 
Valley outlet last fall, but still 
maintains its store on Stony 
Point Road. But both Lowe and 
Kaminski sound optimistic 
about holding their ground.     

“People ask me how long 
I expect to stay in business,” 
Kaminski said, “and I say, ‘As 
long as the companies are still 
pressing discs.’”

You can reach staff writer Dan 
Taylor at 707-521-5243 or dan.
taylor@pressdemocrat.com. On 
Twitter @danarts.   
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Joe Kaminski, owner and namesake of Joe Video, hangs movie posters along the walls in his Stony Point 
Road store in Santa Rosa, where he receives 25 to 30 new titles every week.

I’m in my 60s or 70s.’ The only 
thing we had were old European 
chefs who could no longer cook 
anymore because their knees 
were giving out.”

Keller, so meticulous that one 
imagines he would like to plan 
the exact moment and nature of  
his own death, has yet to figure 
out his course.

“I go back and forth on the 
level of intensity I want to contin-
ue to dedicate to my profession, 
because I’ve done it now for the 
past 44 years, and that’s a long 
time,” he said. 

“When is taking care of every-
body else less important than 
taking care of yourself?”

Like all Keller decisions, what 
comes next will be carefully 
considered and very likely won’t 
come soon. 

He is in what he calls the seduc-
tive stage of his newest venture, 
a 200-seat restaurant, tentatively 
called the TAK Room, in the huge 
Hudson Yards development on 
the West Side of Manhattan. 
Opening in fall 2018, it will be his 
first new restaurant in almost 10 
years.

Continental cuisine
The menu will reflect a time 

when the fanciest food in Ameri-
ca was called continental cuisine. 
Imagine, he said, the great restau-
rants of the “Mad Men” era, with 
someone like Bobby Short at the 
piano. Keller is helping select six 
premier chefs and restaurateurs 
to join him in the complex.

The rest of his portfolio in-
cludes several Bouchon bakeries 
and restaurants around the 
country, and a plethora of side 
hustles. He has designed plates 
and pots, and makes olive-oil-in-
fused chocolate with Tuscan oil 
producer Armando Manni.

He oversees food on the 
Seabourn Cruise Line. He sells 
knives, garden seeds and silver 
clothespins at a store in Yount-
ville called Finesse and a glu-
ten-free flour mix called Cup4Cup 
at grocery stores. (Much of it has 
been executed under the watch-
ful eye of Cunningham, who 
declined to be interviewed, saying 
she preferred to keep the focus on 
Keller.)

The couple have spent part of  
the last year buffing Per Se, the 
Michelin-starred showpiece in 
the Time Warner Center that 
took a hit in January 2016 when 
it was demoted to two stars from 
four by the New York Times 
restaurant critic Pete Wells. 

“The long-held perception of  
Per Se as one of the country’s 
greatest restaurants, which I 
shared after visits in the past, 
appears out of date,” Wells wrote.

Shortly afterward, Keller post-
ed a letter of apology to custom-
ers on his website. He remains 
protective of his employees, and 
traveled to each of his restau-
rants to speak with them.

 Although he is quick to high-
light aspects of the criticism that 
he thinks were wrong, he used 
the review as a pivot point.

“He saw it as a wake-up call, 
certainly — a defining moment,” 
said Russ Parsons, retired food 
editor of The Los Angeles Times, 
who does some work for Keller.

The chef’s central focus these 
days are the final touches on 

what he envisions as the physical 
representation of the Keller leg-
acy: a nearly $11 million renova-
tion of the kitchen and property 
at the French Laundry, which he 
bought in 1994 and transformed 
from a beloved local inn into one 
of the greatest restaurants in the 
world.

Cemented reputation
With its playful take on classic 

dishes, casual but refined service 
and luxe, pristine ingredients — 
many from its garden across the 
street — the restaurant cemented 
his reputation and proved, finally, 
that American chefs had stepped 
from the shadow of their Europe-
an elders.

For the remodeling, Keller 
turned for inspiration to the 
Louvre’s mix of old and new 
architecture. 

Snohetta, the design firm 
behind the expansion of the San 
Francisco Museum of Modern 
Art and the reconfiguration of  
Times Square as a largely pe-
destrian zone, created a soaring 
kitchen ceiling that evokes a 
white tablecloth floating down to 
a tabletop. 

Looming large on one wall is a 
clock and his favorite motivation-
al mantra: “Sense of Urgency.”

There are solar panels and 
deep geothermal wells and a 
16,000-bottle wine cellar. The 
counters are a few inches taller 
than before, so cooks don’t have 
to bend down as much. 

Keller has even made extra 
space to accommodate people 
who want to see the kitchen and 
take a picture, which 80 percent 
of  the guests do.

Although the grounds are still 
under construction, the kitchen 
has been in full swing for several 
weeks. It looks perfect, but Keller 
continues to tinker. On a recent 
night, even a thread hanging 
from the toque of a chef on the 
fish station caught his attention, 
so he walked down the line and 
yanked it off.

All the changes have affected 
him more than he had anticipat-
ed.

“You spend 2 1/2 years getting 
to a place, you’re almost there 
and then you begin feeling the 
emotional effect of nostalgia,” he 
said. “In some ways it makes me 

happy, and in other ways it makes 
me desperately sad. I look at it 
and I go, ‘Wow, this is extraordi-
nary.’ But sometimes I look at it 
and go: ‘Why did I do this? Did I 
really set an example for future 
generations of chefs and what 
they can achieve?’”

The importance of a gener-
ational passing of the baton 
consumes him. There is no ob-
vious successor, and the French 
Laundry has yet to establish 
an identity independent of his. 
“The French Laundry is Thomas 
Keller,” he said. “My job is to 
change that.”

Practices anachronistic?
All of this comes at a time 

when the experience at Per Se or 
the French Laundry — nine or 
more courses of artfully rendered 
French-influenced food spread 
over three or four hours at a cost 
that starts at more than $300 a 
person — is being challenged as 
anachronistic.

“Per Se, Daniel, Le Bernardin 
— those aren’t the places that 
people talk to me about wanting 
to go to,” said Peter Meehan, 
who has just ended a partner-
ship with chef  David Chang as 
editor of  Lucky Peach, a cook-
book and magazine publisher 
whose last issue will come out in 
the fall. 

“There’s always going to be a 
place for expense-account dining 
like that, but it’s not central to 
the conversation about food or 

cooking or being a chef.”
Even Keller’s most devoted 

friends say it may be time to 
change.

“Charging so much money 
for that long of a meal is kind of  
ludicrous in this day and age; it 
needs to evolve,” said chef Jona-
than Waxman, a longtime friend 
who showed Keller the French 
Laundry when it came up for sale 
in the 1990s. “I think he gets that 
intrinsically. But when you’re in 
the middle of the Panama Canal, 
you can’t turn the boat around 
right away.”

In an era when authenticity, 
cultural appropriation, and gen-
der and racial imbalance in the 
kitchen are on the minds  
of  many cooks and diners, 
Keller’s style of  dining and 
the largely white, male crew 
of  young chefs he mentors are 
inviting targets.

Preeti Mistry, 40, a classically 
trained chef with a modified Mo-
hawk who cooks elevated Indian 
street food at her Juhu Beach 
Club in Oakland, and her new 
spot, Navi Kitchen in nearby Em-
eryville, was in culinary school 
when she discovered Keller’s 
“French Laundry Cookbook.”

It had become an instant pro-
fessional and spiritual guide for 
cooks of her generation.

In 2004, she visited the French 
Laundry. At the time, she thought 
it was the most amazing meal she 
had ever eaten. She even got to 
shake hands with Keller. “I left 

feeling like I just met Drake or 
something,” she recalled.

But now? She views fine dining 
as disingenuous, built from a 
system steeped in oppression and 
hierarchy in which women, gays 
and other minorities — whether 
customers or cooks — are not 
treated the same.

“It’s essentially haute couture, 
and we know haute couture 
appropriates from minorities 
and urban communities,” she 
said. Chefs as powerful as Keller, 
she said, have a responsibility to 
address those issues. “You need 
to go on your woke journey.”

Keller smiled when presented 
with that lens on his profession.

“I pushed against convention 
when I was young,” he said. 
“Then you realize there is no rea-
son to push against things. There 
is no value in it.” Hard work and 
dedication to craft, he said, will 
right all wrongs.

“I came from a broken family,” 
said Keller, whose father was a 
Marine drill sergeant, and who 
continues to support veterans’ 
causes. “My mother worked at 
night to support us, and I moved 
out of the house at 15 and sup-
ported myself. No matter what 
your circumstance, you need to 
find your own way out. In order 
to get ahead, you have to work 
hard. It’s pretty simple.”

Training new chefs
Raising a generation of  chefs 

to cook as he does has become 
a vital part of  Keller’s work. 
He sits on the board of  the 
Culinary Institute of  America, 
and helped start a foundation 
called Ment’or to further the 
professional culinary standards 
he learned at the hands of  the 
French masters.

That effort began as a way to 
help the United States perform 
better at the Bocuse d’Or, the 
biennial international cooking 
competition held in Lyon, France, 
that is wrapped in so many 
obscure rules and requires such 
intense training that it brings 
to mind Olympic-level dressage 
competition.

The contest was named after 
Paul Bocuse, 91, who is widely 
considered the father of modern 
French cuisine and who has great 
affection for the United States. He 
been both mentor and a father 
figure to Keller.

The day before the competition 
in January, Bocuse was sick. 
Keller visited him and wrapped a 
red, white and blue scarf around 
his neck as the old chef rested in 
bed. Keller promised to return a 
few days later with the first-place 
trophy, a golden effigy of Bocuse.

In an office at Per Se two weeks 
ago, Keller pulled up a photo-
graph of the two of them after 
the team’s victory, the scarf still 
around Bocuse’s neck.

“You get to a certain age and 
you realize your own mortality, 
and realize those who paved 
the way are gone,” Keller said. 
“There is a great sadness to that.”

That great sadness can creep 
in, too, when he surveys the new 
French Laundry kitchen at the 
peak of a busy dinner service. 
If  he could, he would still be 
cooking there every night. It’s 
where life is simple and he is the 
happiest. But he knows he has a 
different job now.

“I have to prepare myself to let 
go, which is a very, very difficult 
thing for me,” he said. 

“It breaks my heart.”
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Thomas Keller amid the construction of his 200-seat restaurant, tentatively called the TAK Room, in the huge 
Hudson Yards development on the West Side of Manhattan. The restaurant, opening next fall, will be his first 
new one in almost 10 years.
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Keller, center, in his element, with, From left, Michael Minnillo, Angus 
McIntosh and Joe Papach in the renovated kitchen at the French Laundry.  
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