



































one in particular: a marriage of sea urchin and persimmon.
“He gave me a taste of it, and it was absolutely disgusting,”
Syhabout says. “We both looked at each other like, ‘OK, well,
now we know.””

That experimental spirit leads to far more hits than
misses. On my most recent visit to Manresa, I was struck by a
simple broccoli custard, crowded with vadouvan-dusted
sunflower seeds. The seeds were left intact, not ground to a
powder or puréed into a paste—looking much as they do in
a supermarket bulk bin. I was hard-pressed to think of
another Bay Area chef who could present this humble item
in such bare-nakedness while elevating it to something so
elegant and pure.

The deceptive simplicity of the dish also called to mind
something Kinch had told me in the course of one of our
phone interviews. (Because of my need to remain an
anonymous restaurant critic, I have never met the chef face-
to-face.) His idea of great cooking, Kinch said, “is when you
keep removing things from the plate until there’s nothing
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cuisine at Zaré at Fly Trap, came to Manresa after working at
wd-50, the famously forward-reaching Manhattan restaurant
where Wylie Dufresne employs such creations as popcorn
pudding and fried mayonnaise. He encountered in Kinch a
chef who knew all the technical tricks but refused to use
them just to show he could.

“There is no showboating,” Freitas says. “Everything is
about bringing out the essence of ingredients. Is there a
simple name for that? I'm not sure.”

Ask Kinch to classify himself, and he, too, fumbles for an
answer. He'll tell you what he likes: roasting food in salt;
seaweed; old ceramic cookware; cooking proteins on the
bone. He’s not big on sous-vide, at least not with meat and
fish. (The consistent results it offers, he says, are “not
enough of a trade-off for the loss of textural integrity of each
given product.”) He’s not entirely opposed to postmodern
techniques—he occasionally employs hydrocolloids and
modified starches—but, he says, “if you can see them, then
we’ve gone too far.” Taken as a whole, he finds the molecular
gastronomy trend misguided. “Chefs imitating what Ferran
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they give it their all and I teach them whatever I can, and
when it’s time for them to move on, they do so with my
blessing and my undying support,” Kinch says. “That to
me is where the greatest satisfaction lies—when someone
leaves Manresa and goes on to do something wonderful of
their own.”

Yet where most restaurants burn through young cooks like
so much kindling, Manresa’s employees tend to linger. John
Paul Carmona, Kinch’s former chef de cuisine and now his
pastry chef, is a five-year Manresa veteran. Syhabout spent
four years as Kinch’s right-hand man, and then, after taking
on the top job at PlumpJack Café, he returned to Manresa to
serve as chef de cuisine before leaving to open Commis.

In this, Manresa’s 10th year, Kinch has no desire to shift to
something new. His restaurant is his idea laboratory, and
every day it delivers something different. Sometimes change
arrives as a hiccup, sometimes as heartbreak. Last year,
Kinch’s business partner, Michael Kean, the front-of-the-
house man who choreographed Manresa’s balletic service,
died after a prolonged illness. “We are still devastated,”
Kinch says. “We can never replace him. But we have to go on.”

What has also changed is Manresa’s standing in the food
world. Where the restaurant once enjoyed the status of a
cult rock band with a following in Europe—beloved by
cognoscenti, but overlooked by the mainstream—it’s now
something of a national darling. It has received two Michelin
stars every year since 2006, when the San Francisco edition
of the guide was launched. In 2010, Kinch won the James
Beard Foundation’s Best Chefs in America award for the
Pacific region.

Yet the lure of the bright lights is mostly lost on Kinch. On
the side, he has been working on a cookbook, “to codify my
recipes and philosophies.” And every now and then, he gives
a fleeting thought to opening a second restaurant, something
casual and kid-friendly. But otherwise, he says, he’s perfectly
happy at his out-of-the-way outpost, removed from the
currents that propel so many chefs to launch a chain of bistros
or marinara sauces or to play a steady role on reality TV.

“There was probably a point in my career when I
dreamed of being seen as a ‘great American chef,’” Kinch
says. “But I'm older now, and one of the things that comes
with being around as long as I have is the recognition of
what really matters—and that’s the pleasure of the customer.
That’s what a restaurant is all about. All the other stuff?
What people are saying? I really couldn’t give a shit about
it anymore.” ® :
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