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A
nne-Laure Helfrich, one
of the proprietors of the
Alsacewine producer that
bears her surname, strikes

the perfect balance between enthu-
siastic cheerleader for Alsace wines
and a hard-driving force for change.
Her mature demeanor belies her
youthful 23 years. Only her angelic
face gives away her true age.

Helfrich grew up immersed in a
winemaking region that long has been
steeped in both German and French
cultures. The vineyards of Alsace,
located about 300miles east of Paris,
run north to south along the Rhine
river, where the valley is cradled by
the eastern ridge of theVosgesMoun-
tain range. The fertile soil varies from
red and pink sandstone to chalky clay,
limestone and volcanic rock. The
rocky soil stresses the grapevines
and forces the roots deep
into the earth in search
of groundwater, concen-
trating the flavors and
increasing the acidity in
the grapes.

Helfrich’s family roots
also run very deep in the
region. She is now the
sixth generation to grow
up inAlsace and the third
generation to be involved
in the wine trade. Like
her father and grandfa-
ther before her, she held
a keen interest inwinemaking froman
early age, working at the family win-
ery alongside her brother, Frederic,
when she was just 14.

Eager to follow in the family foot-
steps, Helfrich pursued advanced
training in internationalmanagement,
earning a degree from the prestigious
ESC Montpellier University in the
South of France. To gain some real-
world marketing experience outside
of France, she spent a summer intern-
ship with a U.S. wine importer to see
how Alsace wines are perceived in
America. She returned to Alsace
with a better perspective of what the
American consumer was looking for
in wines from her native region and
quickly went about initiating subtle
changes in the style ofwines her fam-
ily produced.

Today, Helfrich lives in the quaint
village of Rosheim, affording her an
easy commute to the winery where
she works with Frederic and Ben-
oit Pattin, the Helfrich winemaker.
She collaborates with Benoit on the
wine styles and direction to ensure
that the Helfrich standards of qual-
ity are upheld while developing and
updating the brand for the domestic
and international consumer market.
She definitely has had her influence
on style, developing wines that are
remarkably bright and food friendly,
keeping just a whisper of residual

sugar. The slightly off-dry wines are
easy to drink. They have what she
refers to as “a feminine touch.”

Evidently, I am in touch with
my feminine side when it comes to
the Helfrich label. Retail prices are
approximate.

TheHelfriches produce and import
three of the varietals that Alsace is
famous for — pinot gris, gewurztra-
miner and riesling‚ in two different
“tiers.” Their entry-level wines, called
“NobleTier,” are priced at $15 and are
made from grapes that are sourced
fromvineyards in theCouronne d’Or
vineyardassociation,while the “Grand
Cru”wines are produced using grapes
from the Steinklotz vineyard, one of
only a handful of vineyards in Alsace
that has received a “Grand Cru” des-
ignation, and are a bargain at $25.

Don’t let the screw-cap closure on
the 2009Helfrich Noble Tier
Riesling deter you. This is
a beautiful winewith sub-
lime acidity that allows
the pretty flavors of green
apple and nectarine to
shine on the palate. There
is a hint ofwet stone/slate
on the finish, where the
Meyer lemonade note
adds a refreshing and
lively finish.

One of my favorite
wines to enjoy with
spicier fare, particularly

Indian or Thai cuisine, is gewurztra-
miner, and the 2009 Helfrich Noble
Tier Gewurztraminer is one reason
why. Bursting with aromas of rose
water, orange blossom and lychee on
the nose, thewine rewards the palate
with vibrant flavors of spice, nutmeg,
nectarine and lychee nut. Just a hint
of minerality adds depth to the long
finish.

If I had to pick just one housewhite
wine for the summer, this would be
it. The balance and charm of the
2009 Helfrich Noble Tier Pinot Gris is
remarkable. The fragrant nose exudes
scents of honeysuckle and apricot.
Themouthfeel is lithe and brightwith
gorgeous flavors of ripe apple, white
fig andwhite peach that fill themouth.
There is just a hint of honeysuckle on
the slightly off-dry finish that lingers
formore than aminute.

The $25 Helfrich Grand Cru series
includes riesling and gewurztraminer
and pinot griswines from the famous
Steinklotz vineyard, one of the oldest
vineyards in Alsace. While all of the
GrandCruwines are remarkable, the
2008Helfrich Grand CruGewurztraminer
is my favorite of the trio, exhibiting a
classic bouquet of lychee nut, roses
and sweet clove. The mouth fills out
with ripe apricot, more lychee fruit
and sweet nectarine leading to subtle
hints of banana and honey on the back
end of the crisp finish.

A woman’s touch — Helfrich
Riesling gets a makeover

ByAlexandraGreeley
Special to TheWashingtonExaminer

W
alking briskly to greet
a guest, Jaime Mon-
tes de Oca Jr. (“Just
call me Jamie,” he

said) has what some foodies might
deem a dream job: He works as the
chef de cuisine under celebrity chef
Susur Lee of Zentan restaurant and
other top-tier eateries in New York
and Canada.

Fortunately for bothmen, de Oca
is no newcomer to the kitchen. Oth-
erwise, he would be hard-pressed to
keep up with the demanding task
of creating and executing inventive
Asian dishes.

Because native New Yorker
de Oca has done possibly every
kitchen job ever devised, listening
to his life story is compelling. The
son of a Puerto Rican mother and
an Ecuadorean father, de Oca grew
up knowing and appreciating Latin
flavors. In fact, his first job at the
age of 14 was working as a busboy
in aMexican restaurant. Hemoved
up slowly, going from dishwasher to
line cook at an Italian eatery.

“The cook there helpedme learn
how to prep,” he said. “As a line cook,
I did breakfasts.”

One of the restaurant’s cooks rec-
ognized a budding chef and urged
de Oca to attend cooking school.
He enrolled in the New York Res-
taurant School. After graduation,
de Oca was hired by a country club
kitchen on Staten Island. There he
befriended a French chef named
YvesVacheresse, who complimented
de Oca on his energy.

He then pointed out that de Oca
did not have enough experience to
even be a satisfactory line cook.

“So I started with the basics,”
he said, “and I wound up doing
all the grunge jobs. I did all
the prep and made all the pastries

and appetizers.”
That paid off. After one year, his

boss graduated him to line cook,
complimenting de Oca on his poten-
tial. That led to his next job, with
a Wall Street restaurant where he
cooked under the watchful eye and
careful tutelage of a classic French
chef.

After learning to properly prep
veggies, then moving on to manag-
ing the fish station, de Oca began
his long and rather complex odyssey
through assorted hotel restaurant
kitchens — Ritz-Carlton, Waldorf
Astoria, Algonquin Hotel and the
Plaza, to name a few — and such
tony restaurants as Vong in New
York City.

“I learned a lot from him,” de
Oca said of Vong’s chef-owner
Jean-Georges Vongerichten.
“What Jean-Georges was doing in
New York, Susur Lee was doing in
Canada.”

And what that was, specifically,
was playing with Asian flavors and
ingredients in a new and lively
expression of fine cooking.

His long and varied kitchen
career has certainly prepared de

Oca to pick up the challenge of cook-
ing for Zentan, in close — possibly
daily — communication with his
boss, Lee.

“Susur’s menu is very intri-
cate, with soup bases, chutneys,
and all have to be ready,” he said.
“It’s so hard to figure out all the
production, so I am always asking
questions.”

But diligent de Oca — who mas-
tered Chinese dumpling-making by
learning to make dumpling dough
from scratch — enjoys the daily
challenge, and takes great pleasure
in fusing his knowledge of French
and Asian cooking to produce such
dishes as caramelized black cod
adorned with Cantonese preserved
vegetables. All in a day’s work.

Everything and the kitchen sink
What’s your comfort food?
Probably home-cooked quick
meals — pasta, polenta, burg-
ers, spring rolls, dim sum, soup,
tapas from Spain. And Latino
stuff, such as pupusas.

What do you do in your leisure
time?
You’ll find me taking care of the
baby.

Which are your favorite restau-
rants?
Oyamel and Annie’s

What’s in your fridge?

Fruit, hummus, cheese, triple
cream, jambalaya and not much
else. We are big on cooking what
we just bought.

Which is your favorite cookbook?
Susur Lee’s [“Susur: A Culinary
Life”], which was ahead of its
time. Well, it depends on my
mood. I have some references,
like the Culinary Institute
of America’s pastry book,
“Escoffier,” and right now the
Momofuku cookbook [from the
New York restaurant by the
same name]. It’s my favorite
place in NYC.

IF YOU GO
Zentan Restaurant
» Where: 1155 14th St. NW
» Info: 202-379-4366
» Hours: 5:30 to 10:30 p.m. Mon-

day to Thursday, 5:30 to 11:30
p.m. Friday and Saturday

SAMUEL CORUM/FOR THE WASHINGTON EXAMINER

Jaime Montes de Oca
Jr. is the chef de cuisine
under celebrity chef Susur
Lee at Zentan in D.C.
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“Escoffier,” and right now the
Momofuku cookbook [from the
New York restaurant by the
same name]. It’s my favorite
place in NYC.

IF YOU GO
Zentan Restaurant
» Where: 1155 14th St. NW
» Info: 202-379-4366
» Hours: 5:30 to 10:30 p.m. Mon-

day to Thursday, 5:30 to 11:30
p.m. Friday and Saturday

SAMUEL CORUM/FOR THE WASHINGTON EXAMINER

Jaime Montes de Oca
Jr. is the chef de cuisine
under celebrity chef Susur
Lee at Zentan in D.C.
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A
nne-Laure Helfrich, one
of the proprietors of the
Alsacewine producer that
bears her surname, strikes

the perfect balance between enthu-
siastic cheerleader for Alsace wines
and a hard-driving force for change.
Her mature demeanor belies her
youthful 23 years. Only her angelic
face gives away her true age.

Helfrich grew up immersed in a
winemaking region that long has been
steeped in both German and French
cultures. The vineyards of Alsace,
located about 300miles east of Paris,
run north to south along the Rhine
river, where the valley is cradled by
the eastern ridge of theVosgesMoun-
tain range. The fertile soil varies from
red and pink sandstone to chalky clay,
limestone and volcanic rock. The
rocky soil stresses the grapevines
and forces the roots deep
into the earth in search
of groundwater, concen-
trating the flavors and
increasing the acidity in
the grapes.

Helfrich’s family roots
also run very deep in the
region. She is now the
sixth generation to grow
up inAlsace and the third
generation to be involved
in the wine trade. Like
her father and grandfa-
ther before her, she held
a keen interest inwinemaking froman
early age, working at the family win-
ery alongside her brother, Frederic,
when she was just 14.

Eager to follow in the family foot-
steps, Helfrich pursued advanced
training in internationalmanagement,
earning a degree from the prestigious
ESC Montpellier University in the
South of France. To gain some real-
world marketing experience outside
of France, she spent a summer intern-
ship with a U.S. wine importer to see
how Alsace wines are perceived in
America. She returned to Alsace
with a better perspective of what the
American consumer was looking for
in wines from her native region and
quickly went about initiating subtle
changes in the style ofwines her fam-
ily produced.

Today, Helfrich lives in the quaint
village of Rosheim, affording her an
easy commute to the winery where
she works with Frederic and Ben-
oit Pattin, the Helfrich winemaker.
She collaborates with Benoit on the
wine styles and direction to ensure
that the Helfrich standards of qual-
ity are upheld while developing and
updating the brand for the domestic
and international consumer market.
She definitely has had her influence
on style, developing wines that are
remarkably bright and food friendly,
keeping just a whisper of residual

sugar. The slightly off-dry wines are
easy to drink. They have what she
refers to as “a feminine touch.”

Evidently, I am in touch with
my feminine side when it comes to
the Helfrich label. Retail prices are
approximate.

TheHelfriches produce and import
three of the varietals that Alsace is
famous for — pinot gris, gewurztra-
miner and riesling‚ in two different
“tiers.” Their entry-level wines, called
“NobleTier,” are priced at $15 and are
made from grapes that are sourced
fromvineyards in theCouronne d’Or
vineyardassociation,while the “Grand
Cru”wines are produced using grapes
from the Steinklotz vineyard, one of
only a handful of vineyards in Alsace
that has received a “Grand Cru” des-
ignation, and are a bargain at $25.

Don’t let the screw-cap closure on
the 2009Helfrich Noble Tier
Riesling deter you. This is
a beautiful winewith sub-
lime acidity that allows
the pretty flavors of green
apple and nectarine to
shine on the palate. There
is a hint ofwet stone/slate
on the finish, where the
Meyer lemonade note
adds a refreshing and
lively finish.

One of my favorite
wines to enjoy with
spicier fare, particularly

Indian or Thai cuisine, is gewurztra-
miner, and the 2009 Helfrich Noble
Tier Gewurztraminer is one reason
why. Bursting with aromas of rose
water, orange blossom and lychee on
the nose, thewine rewards the palate
with vibrant flavors of spice, nutmeg,
nectarine and lychee nut. Just a hint
of minerality adds depth to the long
finish.

If I had to pick just one housewhite
wine for the summer, this would be
it. The balance and charm of the
2009 Helfrich Noble Tier Pinot Gris is
remarkable. The fragrant nose exudes
scents of honeysuckle and apricot.
Themouthfeel is lithe and brightwith
gorgeous flavors of ripe apple, white
fig andwhite peach that fill themouth.
There is just a hint of honeysuckle on
the slightly off-dry finish that lingers
formore than aminute.

The $25 Helfrich Grand Cru series
includes riesling and gewurztraminer
and pinot griswines from the famous
Steinklotz vineyard, one of the oldest
vineyards in Alsace. While all of the
GrandCruwines are remarkable, the
2008Helfrich Grand CruGewurztraminer
is my favorite of the trio, exhibiting a
classic bouquet of lychee nut, roses
and sweet clove. The mouth fills out
with ripe apricot, more lychee fruit
and sweet nectarine leading to subtle
hints of banana and honey on the back
end of the crisp finish.

A woman’s touch — Helfrich
Riesling gets a makeover

ByAlexandraGreeley
Special to TheWashingtonExaminer

W
alking briskly to greet
a guest, Jaime Mon-
tes de Oca Jr. (“Just
call me Jamie,” he

said) has what some foodies might
deem a dream job: He works as the
chef de cuisine under celebrity chef
Susur Lee of Zentan restaurant and
other top-tier eateries in New York
and Canada.

Fortunately for bothmen, de Oca
is no newcomer to the kitchen. Oth-
erwise, he would be hard-pressed to
keep up with the demanding task
of creating and executing inventive
Asian dishes.

Because native New Yorker
de Oca has done possibly every
kitchen job ever devised, listening
to his life story is compelling. The
son of a Puerto Rican mother and
an Ecuadorean father, de Oca grew
up knowing and appreciating Latin
flavors. In fact, his first job at the
age of 14 was working as a busboy
in aMexican restaurant. Hemoved
up slowly, going from dishwasher to
line cook at an Italian eatery.

“The cook there helpedme learn
how to prep,” he said. “As a line cook,
I did breakfasts.”

One of the restaurant’s cooks rec-
ognized a budding chef and urged
de Oca to attend cooking school.
He enrolled in the New York Res-
taurant School. After graduation,
de Oca was hired by a country club
kitchen on Staten Island. There he
befriended a French chef named
YvesVacheresse, who complimented
de Oca on his energy.

He then pointed out that de Oca
did not have enough experience to
even be a satisfactory line cook.

“So I started with the basics,”
he said, “and I wound up doing
all the grunge jobs. I did all
the prep and made all the pastries

and appetizers.”
That paid off. After one year, his

boss graduated him to line cook,
complimenting de Oca on his poten-
tial. That led to his next job, with
a Wall Street restaurant where he
cooked under the watchful eye and
careful tutelage of a classic French
chef.

After learning to properly prep
veggies, then moving on to manag-
ing the fish station, de Oca began
his long and rather complex odyssey
through assorted hotel restaurant
kitchens — Ritz-Carlton, Waldorf
Astoria, Algonquin Hotel and the
Plaza, to name a few — and such
tony restaurants as Vong in New
York City.

“I learned a lot from him,” de
Oca said of Vong’s chef-owner
Jean-Georges Vongerichten.
“What Jean-Georges was doing in
New York, Susur Lee was doing in
Canada.”

And what that was, specifically,
was playing with Asian flavors and
ingredients in a new and lively
expression of fine cooking.

His long and varied kitchen
career has certainly prepared de

Oca to pick up the challenge of cook-
ing for Zentan, in close — possibly
daily — communication with his
boss, Lee.

“Susur’s menu is very intri-
cate, with soup bases, chutneys,
and all have to be ready,” he said.
“It’s so hard to figure out all the
production, so I am always asking
questions.”

But diligent de Oca — who mas-
tered Chinese dumpling-making by
learning to make dumpling dough
from scratch — enjoys the daily
challenge, and takes great pleasure
in fusing his knowledge of French
and Asian cooking to produce such
dishes as caramelized black cod
adorned with Cantonese preserved
vegetables. All in a day’s work.

Everything and the kitchen sink
What’s your comfort food?
Probably home-cooked quick
meals — pasta, polenta, burg-
ers, spring rolls, dim sum, soup,
tapas from Spain. And Latino
stuff, such as pupusas.

What do you do in your leisure
time?
You’ll find me taking care of the
baby.

Which are your favorite restau-
rants?
Oyamel and Annie’s

What’s in your fridge?

Fruit, hummus, cheese, triple
cream, jambalaya and not much
else. We are big on cooking what
we just bought.

Which is your favorite cookbook?
Susur Lee’s [“Susur: A Culinary
Life”], which was ahead of its
time. Well, it depends on my
mood. I have some references,
like the Culinary Institute
of America’s pastry book,
“Escoffier,” and right now the
Momofuku cookbook [from the
New York restaurant by the
same name]. It’s my favorite
place in NYC.

IF YOU GO
Zentan Restaurant
» Where: 1155 14th St. NW
» Info: 202-379-4366
» Hours: 5:30 to 10:30 p.m. Mon-

day to Thursday, 5:30 to 11:30
p.m. Friday and Saturday

SAMUEL CORUM/FOR THE WASHINGTON EXAMINER

Jaime Montes de Oca
Jr. is the chef de cuisine
under celebrity chef Susur
Lee at Zentan in D.C.
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Her mature demeanor belies her
youthful 23 years. Only her angelic
face gives away her true age.
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river, where the valley is cradled by
the eastern ridge of theVosgesMoun-
tain range. The fertile soil varies from
red and pink sandstone to chalky clay,
limestone and volcanic rock. The
rocky soil stresses the grapevines
and forces the roots deep
into the earth in search
of groundwater, concen-
trating the flavors and
increasing the acidity in
the grapes.

Helfrich’s family roots
also run very deep in the
region. She is now the
sixth generation to grow
up inAlsace and the third
generation to be involved
in the wine trade. Like
her father and grandfa-
ther before her, she held
a keen interest inwinemaking froman
early age, working at the family win-
ery alongside her brother, Frederic,
when she was just 14.

Eager to follow in the family foot-
steps, Helfrich pursued advanced
training in internationalmanagement,
earning a degree from the prestigious
ESC Montpellier University in the
South of France. To gain some real-
world marketing experience outside
of France, she spent a summer intern-
ship with a U.S. wine importer to see
how Alsace wines are perceived in
America. She returned to Alsace
with a better perspective of what the
American consumer was looking for
in wines from her native region and
quickly went about initiating subtle
changes in the style ofwines her fam-
ily produced.

Today, Helfrich lives in the quaint
village of Rosheim, affording her an
easy commute to the winery where
she works with Frederic and Ben-
oit Pattin, the Helfrich winemaker.
She collaborates with Benoit on the
wine styles and direction to ensure
that the Helfrich standards of qual-
ity are upheld while developing and
updating the brand for the domestic
and international consumer market.
She definitely has had her influence
on style, developing wines that are
remarkably bright and food friendly,
keeping just a whisper of residual

sugar. The slightly off-dry wines are
easy to drink. They have what she
refers to as “a feminine touch.”

Evidently, I am in touch with
my feminine side when it comes to
the Helfrich label. Retail prices are
approximate.

TheHelfriches produce and import
three of the varietals that Alsace is
famous for — pinot gris, gewurztra-
miner and riesling‚ in two different
“tiers.” Their entry-level wines, called
“NobleTier,” are priced at $15 and are
made from grapes that are sourced
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vineyardassociation,while the “Grand
Cru”wines are produced using grapes
from the Steinklotz vineyard, one of
only a handful of vineyards in Alsace
that has received a “Grand Cru” des-
ignation, and are a bargain at $25.

Don’t let the screw-cap closure on
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Riesling deter you. This is
a beautiful winewith sub-
lime acidity that allows
the pretty flavors of green
apple and nectarine to
shine on the palate. There
is a hint ofwet stone/slate
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Meyer lemonade note
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If I had to pick just one housewhite
wine for the summer, this would be
it. The balance and charm of the
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remarkable. The fragrant nose exudes
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Themouthfeel is lithe and brightwith
gorgeous flavors of ripe apple, white
fig andwhite peach that fill themouth.
There is just a hint of honeysuckle on
the slightly off-dry finish that lingers
formore than aminute.

The $25 Helfrich Grand Cru series
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and pinot griswines from the famous
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vineyards in Alsace. While all of the
GrandCruwines are remarkable, the
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is my favorite of the trio, exhibiting a
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and sweet nectarine leading to subtle
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end of the crisp finish.
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other top-tier eateries in New York
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Fortunately for bothmen, de Oca
is no newcomer to the kitchen. Oth-
erwise, he would be hard-pressed to
keep up with the demanding task
of creating and executing inventive
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Because native New Yorker
de Oca has done possibly every
kitchen job ever devised, listening
to his life story is compelling. The
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up knowing and appreciating Latin
flavors. In fact, his first job at the
age of 14 was working as a busboy
in aMexican restaurant. Hemoved
up slowly, going from dishwasher to
line cook at an Italian eatery.

“The cook there helpedme learn
how to prep,” he said. “As a line cook,
I did breakfasts.”

One of the restaurant’s cooks rec-
ognized a budding chef and urged
de Oca to attend cooking school.
He enrolled in the New York Res-
taurant School. After graduation,
de Oca was hired by a country club
kitchen on Staten Island. There he
befriended a French chef named
YvesVacheresse, who complimented
de Oca on his energy.

He then pointed out that de Oca
did not have enough experience to
even be a satisfactory line cook.

“So I started with the basics,”
he said, “and I wound up doing
all the grunge jobs. I did all
the prep and made all the pastries
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That paid off. After one year, his

boss graduated him to line cook,
complimenting de Oca on his poten-
tial. That led to his next job, with
a Wall Street restaurant where he
cooked under the watchful eye and
careful tutelage of a classic French
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After learning to properly prep
veggies, then moving on to manag-
ing the fish station, de Oca began
his long and rather complex odyssey
through assorted hotel restaurant
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Plaza, to name a few — and such
tony restaurants as Vong in New
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“I learned a lot from him,” de
Oca said of Vong’s chef-owner
Jean-Georges Vongerichten.
“What Jean-Georges was doing in
New York, Susur Lee was doing in
Canada.”

And what that was, specifically,
was playing with Asian flavors and
ingredients in a new and lively
expression of fine cooking.

His long and varied kitchen
career has certainly prepared de

Oca to pick up the challenge of cook-
ing for Zentan, in close — possibly
daily — communication with his
boss, Lee.
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cate, with soup bases, chutneys,
and all have to be ready,” he said.
“It’s so hard to figure out all the
production, so I am always asking
questions.”

But diligent de Oca — who mas-
tered Chinese dumpling-making by
learning to make dumpling dough
from scratch — enjoys the daily
challenge, and takes great pleasure
in fusing his knowledge of French
and Asian cooking to produce such
dishes as caramelized black cod
adorned with Cantonese preserved
vegetables. All in a day’s work.

Everything and the kitchen sink
What’s your comfort food?
Probably home-cooked quick
meals — pasta, polenta, burg-
ers, spring rolls, dim sum, soup,
tapas from Spain. And Latino
stuff, such as pupusas.

What do you do in your leisure
time?
You’ll find me taking care of the
baby.

Which are your favorite restau-
rants?
Oyamel and Annie’s

What’s in your fridge?

Fruit, hummus, cheese, triple
cream, jambalaya and not much
else. We are big on cooking what
we just bought.

Which is your favorite cookbook?
Susur Lee’s [“Susur: A Culinary
Life”], which was ahead of its
time. Well, it depends on my
mood. I have some references,
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of America’s pastry book,
“Escoffier,” and right now the
Momofuku cookbook [from the
New York restaurant by the
same name]. It’s my favorite
place in NYC.
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oit Pattin, the Helfrich winemaker.
She collaborates with Benoit on the
wine styles and direction to ensure
that the Helfrich standards of qual-
ity are upheld while developing and
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Evidently, I am in touch with
my feminine side when it comes to
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“tiers.” Their entry-level wines, called
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ignation, and are a bargain at $25.

Don’t let the screw-cap closure on
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the pretty flavors of green
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shine on the palate. There
is a hint ofwet stone/slate
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Tier Gewurztraminer is one reason
why. Bursting with aromas of rose
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the nose, thewine rewards the palate
with vibrant flavors of spice, nutmeg,
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of minerality adds depth to the long
finish.

If I had to pick just one housewhite
wine for the summer, this would be
it. The balance and charm of the
2009 Helfrich Noble Tier Pinot Gris is
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gorgeous flavors of ripe apple, white
fig andwhite peach that fill themouth.
There is just a hint of honeysuckle on
the slightly off-dry finish that lingers
formore than aminute.

The $25 Helfrich Grand Cru series
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vineyards in Alsace. While all of the
GrandCruwines are remarkable, the
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is my favorite of the trio, exhibiting a
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with ripe apricot, more lychee fruit
and sweet nectarine leading to subtle
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Oca to pick up the challenge of cook-
ing for Zentan, in close — possibly
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and all have to be ready,” he said.
“It’s so hard to figure out all the
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learning to make dumpling dough
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challenge, and takes great pleasure
in fusing his knowledge of French
and Asian cooking to produce such
dishes as caramelized black cod
adorned with Cantonese preserved
vegetables. All in a day’s work.

Everything and the kitchen sink
What’s your comfort food?
Probably home-cooked quick
meals — pasta, polenta, burg-
ers, spring rolls, dim sum, soup,
tapas from Spain. And Latino
stuff, such as pupusas.

What do you do in your leisure
time?
You’ll find me taking care of the
baby.

Which are your favorite restau-
rants?
Oyamel and Annie’s

What’s in your fridge?

Fruit, hummus, cheese, triple
cream, jambalaya and not much
else. We are big on cooking what
we just bought.

Which is your favorite cookbook?
Susur Lee’s [“Susur: A Culinary
Life”], which was ahead of its
time. Well, it depends on my
mood. I have some references,
like the Culinary Institute
of America’s pastry book,
“Escoffier,” and right now the
Momofuku cookbook [from the
New York restaurant by the
same name]. It’s my favorite
place in NYC.

IF YOU GO
Zentan Restaurant
» Where: 1155 14th St. NW
» Info: 202-379-4366
» Hours: 5:30 to 10:30 p.m. Mon-

day to Thursday, 5:30 to 11:30
p.m. Friday and Saturday
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Jaime Montes de Oca
Jr. is the chef de cuisine
under celebrity chef Susur
Lee at Zentan in D.C.
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A
nne-Laure Helfrich, one
of the proprietors of the
Alsacewine producer that
bears her surname, strikes

the perfect balance between enthu-
siastic cheerleader for Alsace wines
and a hard-driving force for change.
Her mature demeanor belies her
youthful 23 years. Only her angelic
face gives away her true age.

Helfrich grew up immersed in a
winemaking region that long has been
steeped in both German and French
cultures. The vineyards of Alsace,
located about 300miles east of Paris,
run north to south along the Rhine
river, where the valley is cradled by
the eastern ridge of theVosgesMoun-
tain range. The fertile soil varies from
red and pink sandstone to chalky clay,
limestone and volcanic rock. The
rocky soil stresses the grapevines
and forces the roots deep
into the earth in search
of groundwater, concen-
trating the flavors and
increasing the acidity in
the grapes.

Helfrich’s family roots
also run very deep in the
region. She is now the
sixth generation to grow
up inAlsace and the third
generation to be involved
in the wine trade. Like
her father and grandfa-
ther before her, she held
a keen interest inwinemaking froman
early age, working at the family win-
ery alongside her brother, Frederic,
when she was just 14.

Eager to follow in the family foot-
steps, Helfrich pursued advanced
training in internationalmanagement,
earning a degree from the prestigious
ESC Montpellier University in the
South of France. To gain some real-
world marketing experience outside
of France, she spent a summer intern-
ship with a U.S. wine importer to see
how Alsace wines are perceived in
America. She returned to Alsace
with a better perspective of what the
American consumer was looking for
in wines from her native region and
quickly went about initiating subtle
changes in the style ofwines her fam-
ily produced.

Today, Helfrich lives in the quaint
village of Rosheim, affording her an
easy commute to the winery where
she works with Frederic and Ben-
oit Pattin, the Helfrich winemaker.
She collaborates with Benoit on the
wine styles and direction to ensure
that the Helfrich standards of qual-
ity are upheld while developing and
updating the brand for the domestic
and international consumer market.
She definitely has had her influence
on style, developing wines that are
remarkably bright and food friendly,
keeping just a whisper of residual

sugar. The slightly off-dry wines are
easy to drink. They have what she
refers to as “a feminine touch.”

Evidently, I am in touch with
my feminine side when it comes to
the Helfrich label. Retail prices are
approximate.

TheHelfriches produce and import
three of the varietals that Alsace is
famous for — pinot gris, gewurztra-
miner and riesling‚ in two different
“tiers.” Their entry-level wines, called
“NobleTier,” are priced at $15 and are
made from grapes that are sourced
fromvineyards in theCouronne d’Or
vineyardassociation,while the “Grand
Cru”wines are produced using grapes
from the Steinklotz vineyard, one of
only a handful of vineyards in Alsace
that has received a “Grand Cru” des-
ignation, and are a bargain at $25.

Don’t let the screw-cap closure on
the 2009Helfrich Noble Tier
Riesling deter you. This is
a beautiful winewith sub-
lime acidity that allows
the pretty flavors of green
apple and nectarine to
shine on the palate. There
is a hint ofwet stone/slate
on the finish, where the
Meyer lemonade note
adds a refreshing and
lively finish.

One of my favorite
wines to enjoy with
spicier fare, particularly

Indian or Thai cuisine, is gewurztra-
miner, and the 2009 Helfrich Noble
Tier Gewurztraminer is one reason
why. Bursting with aromas of rose
water, orange blossom and lychee on
the nose, thewine rewards the palate
with vibrant flavors of spice, nutmeg,
nectarine and lychee nut. Just a hint
of minerality adds depth to the long
finish.

If I had to pick just one housewhite
wine for the summer, this would be
it. The balance and charm of the
2009 Helfrich Noble Tier Pinot Gris is
remarkable. The fragrant nose exudes
scents of honeysuckle and apricot.
Themouthfeel is lithe and brightwith
gorgeous flavors of ripe apple, white
fig andwhite peach that fill themouth.
There is just a hint of honeysuckle on
the slightly off-dry finish that lingers
formore than aminute.

The $25 Helfrich Grand Cru series
includes riesling and gewurztraminer
and pinot griswines from the famous
Steinklotz vineyard, one of the oldest
vineyards in Alsace. While all of the
GrandCruwines are remarkable, the
2008Helfrich Grand CruGewurztraminer
is my favorite of the trio, exhibiting a
classic bouquet of lychee nut, roses
and sweet clove. The mouth fills out
with ripe apricot, more lychee fruit
and sweet nectarine leading to subtle
hints of banana and honey on the back
end of the crisp finish.

A woman’s touch — Helfrich
Riesling gets a makeover

ByAlexandraGreeley
Special to TheWashingtonExaminer

W
alking briskly to greet
a guest, Jaime Mon-
tes de Oca Jr. (“Just
call me Jamie,” he

said) has what some foodies might
deem a dream job: He works as the
chef de cuisine under celebrity chef
Susur Lee of Zentan restaurant and
other top-tier eateries in New York
and Canada.

Fortunately for bothmen, de Oca
is no newcomer to the kitchen. Oth-
erwise, he would be hard-pressed to
keep up with the demanding task
of creating and executing inventive
Asian dishes.

Because native New Yorker
de Oca has done possibly every
kitchen job ever devised, listening
to his life story is compelling. The
son of a Puerto Rican mother and
an Ecuadorean father, de Oca grew
up knowing and appreciating Latin
flavors. In fact, his first job at the
age of 14 was working as a busboy
in aMexican restaurant. Hemoved
up slowly, going from dishwasher to
line cook at an Italian eatery.

“The cook there helpedme learn
how to prep,” he said. “As a line cook,
I did breakfasts.”

One of the restaurant’s cooks rec-
ognized a budding chef and urged
de Oca to attend cooking school.
He enrolled in the New York Res-
taurant School. After graduation,
de Oca was hired by a country club
kitchen on Staten Island. There he
befriended a French chef named
YvesVacheresse, who complimented
de Oca on his energy.

He then pointed out that de Oca
did not have enough experience to
even be a satisfactory line cook.

“So I started with the basics,”
he said, “and I wound up doing
all the grunge jobs. I did all
the prep and made all the pastries

and appetizers.”
That paid off. After one year, his

boss graduated him to line cook,
complimenting de Oca on his poten-
tial. That led to his next job, with
a Wall Street restaurant where he
cooked under the watchful eye and
careful tutelage of a classic French
chef.

After learning to properly prep
veggies, then moving on to manag-
ing the fish station, de Oca began
his long and rather complex odyssey
through assorted hotel restaurant
kitchens — Ritz-Carlton, Waldorf
Astoria, Algonquin Hotel and the
Plaza, to name a few — and such
tony restaurants as Vong in New
York City.

“I learned a lot from him,” de
Oca said of Vong’s chef-owner
Jean-Georges Vongerichten.
“What Jean-Georges was doing in
New York, Susur Lee was doing in
Canada.”

And what that was, specifically,
was playing with Asian flavors and
ingredients in a new and lively
expression of fine cooking.

His long and varied kitchen
career has certainly prepared de

Oca to pick up the challenge of cook-
ing for Zentan, in close — possibly
daily — communication with his
boss, Lee.

“Susur’s menu is very intri-
cate, with soup bases, chutneys,
and all have to be ready,” he said.
“It’s so hard to figure out all the
production, so I am always asking
questions.”

But diligent de Oca — who mas-
tered Chinese dumpling-making by
learning to make dumpling dough
from scratch — enjoys the daily
challenge, and takes great pleasure
in fusing his knowledge of French
and Asian cooking to produce such
dishes as caramelized black cod
adorned with Cantonese preserved
vegetables. All in a day’s work.

Everything and the kitchen sink
What’s your comfort food?
Probably home-cooked quick
meals — pasta, polenta, burg-
ers, spring rolls, dim sum, soup,
tapas from Spain. And Latino
stuff, such as pupusas.

What do you do in your leisure
time?
You’ll find me taking care of the
baby.

Which are your favorite restau-
rants?
Oyamel and Annie’s

What’s in your fridge?

Fruit, hummus, cheese, triple
cream, jambalaya and not much
else. We are big on cooking what
we just bought.

Which is your favorite cookbook?
Susur Lee’s [“Susur: A Culinary
Life”], which was ahead of its
time. Well, it depends on my
mood. I have some references,
like the Culinary Institute
of America’s pastry book,
“Escoffier,” and right now the
Momofuku cookbook [from the
New York restaurant by the
same name]. It’s my favorite
place in NYC.

IF YOU GO
Zentan Restaurant
» Where: 1155 14th St. NW
» Info: 202-379-4366
» Hours: 5:30 to 10:30 p.m. Mon-

day to Thursday, 5:30 to 11:30
p.m. Friday and Saturday
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Jaime Montes de Oca
Jr. is the chef de cuisine
under celebrity chef Susur
Lee at Zentan in D.C.
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A
nne-Laure Helfrich, one
of the proprietors of the
Alsacewine producer that
bears her surname, strikes

the perfect balance between enthu-
siastic cheerleader for Alsace wines
and a hard-driving force for change.
Her mature demeanor belies her
youthful 23 years. Only her angelic
face gives away her true age.

Helfrich grew up immersed in a
winemaking region that long has been
steeped in both German and French
cultures. The vineyards of Alsace,
located about 300miles east of Paris,
run north to south along the Rhine
river, where the valley is cradled by
the eastern ridge of theVosgesMoun-
tain range. The fertile soil varies from
red and pink sandstone to chalky clay,
limestone and volcanic rock. The
rocky soil stresses the grapevines
and forces the roots deep
into the earth in search
of groundwater, concen-
trating the flavors and
increasing the acidity in
the grapes.

Helfrich’s family roots
also run very deep in the
region. She is now the
sixth generation to grow
up inAlsace and the third
generation to be involved
in the wine trade. Like
her father and grandfa-
ther before her, she held
a keen interest inwinemaking froman
early age, working at the family win-
ery alongside her brother, Frederic,
when she was just 14.

Eager to follow in the family foot-
steps, Helfrich pursued advanced
training in internationalmanagement,
earning a degree from the prestigious
ESC Montpellier University in the
South of France. To gain some real-
world marketing experience outside
of France, she spent a summer intern-
ship with a U.S. wine importer to see
how Alsace wines are perceived in
America. She returned to Alsace
with a better perspective of what the
American consumer was looking for
in wines from her native region and
quickly went about initiating subtle
changes in the style ofwines her fam-
ily produced.

Today, Helfrich lives in the quaint
village of Rosheim, affording her an
easy commute to the winery where
she works with Frederic and Ben-
oit Pattin, the Helfrich winemaker.
She collaborates with Benoit on the
wine styles and direction to ensure
that the Helfrich standards of qual-
ity are upheld while developing and
updating the brand for the domestic
and international consumer market.
She definitely has had her influence
on style, developing wines that are
remarkably bright and food friendly,
keeping just a whisper of residual

sugar. The slightly off-dry wines are
easy to drink. They have what she
refers to as “a feminine touch.”

Evidently, I am in touch with
my feminine side when it comes to
the Helfrich label. Retail prices are
approximate.

TheHelfriches produce and import
three of the varietals that Alsace is
famous for — pinot gris, gewurztra-
miner and riesling‚ in two different
“tiers.” Their entry-level wines, called
“NobleTier,” are priced at $15 and are
made from grapes that are sourced
fromvineyards in theCouronne d’Or
vineyardassociation,while the “Grand
Cru”wines are produced using grapes
from the Steinklotz vineyard, one of
only a handful of vineyards in Alsace
that has received a “Grand Cru” des-
ignation, and are a bargain at $25.

Don’t let the screw-cap closure on
the 2009Helfrich Noble Tier
Riesling deter you. This is
a beautiful winewith sub-
lime acidity that allows
the pretty flavors of green
apple and nectarine to
shine on the palate. There
is a hint ofwet stone/slate
on the finish, where the
Meyer lemonade note
adds a refreshing and
lively finish.

One of my favorite
wines to enjoy with
spicier fare, particularly

Indian or Thai cuisine, is gewurztra-
miner, and the 2009 Helfrich Noble
Tier Gewurztraminer is one reason
why. Bursting with aromas of rose
water, orange blossom and lychee on
the nose, thewine rewards the palate
with vibrant flavors of spice, nutmeg,
nectarine and lychee nut. Just a hint
of minerality adds depth to the long
finish.

If I had to pick just one housewhite
wine for the summer, this would be
it. The balance and charm of the
2009 Helfrich Noble Tier Pinot Gris is
remarkable. The fragrant nose exudes
scents of honeysuckle and apricot.
Themouthfeel is lithe and brightwith
gorgeous flavors of ripe apple, white
fig andwhite peach that fill themouth.
There is just a hint of honeysuckle on
the slightly off-dry finish that lingers
formore than aminute.

The $25 Helfrich Grand Cru series
includes riesling and gewurztraminer
and pinot griswines from the famous
Steinklotz vineyard, one of the oldest
vineyards in Alsace. While all of the
GrandCruwines are remarkable, the
2008Helfrich Grand CruGewurztraminer
is my favorite of the trio, exhibiting a
classic bouquet of lychee nut, roses
and sweet clove. The mouth fills out
with ripe apricot, more lychee fruit
and sweet nectarine leading to subtle
hints of banana and honey on the back
end of the crisp finish.

A woman’s touch — Helfrich
Riesling gets a makeover

ByAlexandraGreeley
Special to TheWashingtonExaminer

W
alking briskly to greet
a guest, Jaime Mon-
tes de Oca Jr. (“Just
call me Jamie,” he

said) has what some foodies might
deem a dream job: He works as the
chef de cuisine under celebrity chef
Susur Lee of Zentan restaurant and
other top-tier eateries in New York
and Canada.

Fortunately for bothmen, de Oca
is no newcomer to the kitchen. Oth-
erwise, he would be hard-pressed to
keep up with the demanding task
of creating and executing inventive
Asian dishes.

Because native New Yorker
de Oca has done possibly every
kitchen job ever devised, listening
to his life story is compelling. The
son of a Puerto Rican mother and
an Ecuadorean father, de Oca grew
up knowing and appreciating Latin
flavors. In fact, his first job at the
age of 14 was working as a busboy
in aMexican restaurant. Hemoved
up slowly, going from dishwasher to
line cook at an Italian eatery.

“The cook there helpedme learn
how to prep,” he said. “As a line cook,
I did breakfasts.”

One of the restaurant’s cooks rec-
ognized a budding chef and urged
de Oca to attend cooking school.
He enrolled in the New York Res-
taurant School. After graduation,
de Oca was hired by a country club
kitchen on Staten Island. There he
befriended a French chef named
YvesVacheresse, who complimented
de Oca on his energy.

He then pointed out that de Oca
did not have enough experience to
even be a satisfactory line cook.

“So I started with the basics,”
he said, “and I wound up doing
all the grunge jobs. I did all
the prep and made all the pastries

and appetizers.”
That paid off. After one year, his

boss graduated him to line cook,
complimenting de Oca on his poten-
tial. That led to his next job, with
a Wall Street restaurant where he
cooked under the watchful eye and
careful tutelage of a classic French
chef.

After learning to properly prep
veggies, then moving on to manag-
ing the fish station, de Oca began
his long and rather complex odyssey
through assorted hotel restaurant
kitchens — Ritz-Carlton, Waldorf
Astoria, Algonquin Hotel and the
Plaza, to name a few — and such
tony restaurants as Vong in New
York City.

“I learned a lot from him,” de
Oca said of Vong’s chef-owner
Jean-Georges Vongerichten.
“What Jean-Georges was doing in
New York, Susur Lee was doing in
Canada.”

And what that was, specifically,
was playing with Asian flavors and
ingredients in a new and lively
expression of fine cooking.

His long and varied kitchen
career has certainly prepared de

Oca to pick up the challenge of cook-
ing for Zentan, in close — possibly
daily — communication with his
boss, Lee.

“Susur’s menu is very intri-
cate, with soup bases, chutneys,
and all have to be ready,” he said.
“It’s so hard to figure out all the
production, so I am always asking
questions.”

But diligent de Oca — who mas-
tered Chinese dumpling-making by
learning to make dumpling dough
from scratch — enjoys the daily
challenge, and takes great pleasure
in fusing his knowledge of French
and Asian cooking to produce such
dishes as caramelized black cod
adorned with Cantonese preserved
vegetables. All in a day’s work.

Everything and the kitchen sink
What’s your comfort food?
Probably home-cooked quick
meals — pasta, polenta, burg-
ers, spring rolls, dim sum, soup,
tapas from Spain. And Latino
stuff, such as pupusas.

What do you do in your leisure
time?
You’ll find me taking care of the
baby.

Which are your favorite restau-
rants?
Oyamel and Annie’s

What’s in your fridge?

Fruit, hummus, cheese, triple
cream, jambalaya and not much
else. We are big on cooking what
we just bought.

Which is your favorite cookbook?
Susur Lee’s [“Susur: A Culinary
Life”], which was ahead of its
time. Well, it depends on my
mood. I have some references,
like the Culinary Institute
of America’s pastry book,
“Escoffier,” and right now the
Momofuku cookbook [from the
New York restaurant by the
same name]. It’s my favorite
place in NYC.

IF YOU GO
Zentan Restaurant
» Where: 1155 14th St. NW
» Info: 202-379-4366
» Hours: 5:30 to 10:30 p.m. Mon-

day to Thursday, 5:30 to 11:30
p.m. Friday and Saturday
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A
nne-Laure Helfrich, one
of the proprietors of the
Alsacewine producer that
bears her surname, strikes

the perfect balance between enthu-
siastic cheerleader for Alsace wines
and a hard-driving force for change.
Her mature demeanor belies her
youthful 23 years. Only her angelic
face gives away her true age.

Helfrich grew up immersed in a
winemaking region that long has been
steeped in both German and French
cultures. The vineyards of Alsace,
located about 300miles east of Paris,
run north to south along the Rhine
river, where the valley is cradled by
the eastern ridge of theVosgesMoun-
tain range. The fertile soil varies from
red and pink sandstone to chalky clay,
limestone and volcanic rock. The
rocky soil stresses the grapevines
and forces the roots deep
into the earth in search
of groundwater, concen-
trating the flavors and
increasing the acidity in
the grapes.

Helfrich’s family roots
also run very deep in the
region. She is now the
sixth generation to grow
up inAlsace and the third
generation to be involved
in the wine trade. Like
her father and grandfa-
ther before her, she held
a keen interest inwinemaking froman
early age, working at the family win-
ery alongside her brother, Frederic,
when she was just 14.

Eager to follow in the family foot-
steps, Helfrich pursued advanced
training in internationalmanagement,
earning a degree from the prestigious
ESC Montpellier University in the
South of France. To gain some real-
world marketing experience outside
of France, she spent a summer intern-
ship with a U.S. wine importer to see
how Alsace wines are perceived in
America. She returned to Alsace
with a better perspective of what the
American consumer was looking for
in wines from her native region and
quickly went about initiating subtle
changes in the style ofwines her fam-
ily produced.

Today, Helfrich lives in the quaint
village of Rosheim, affording her an
easy commute to the winery where
she works with Frederic and Ben-
oit Pattin, the Helfrich winemaker.
She collaborates with Benoit on the
wine styles and direction to ensure
that the Helfrich standards of qual-
ity are upheld while developing and
updating the brand for the domestic
and international consumer market.
She definitely has had her influence
on style, developing wines that are
remarkably bright and food friendly,
keeping just a whisper of residual

sugar. The slightly off-dry wines are
easy to drink. They have what she
refers to as “a feminine touch.”

Evidently, I am in touch with
my feminine side when it comes to
the Helfrich label. Retail prices are
approximate.

TheHelfriches produce and import
three of the varietals that Alsace is
famous for — pinot gris, gewurztra-
miner and riesling‚ in two different
“tiers.” Their entry-level wines, called
“NobleTier,” are priced at $15 and are
made from grapes that are sourced
fromvineyards in theCouronne d’Or
vineyardassociation,while the “Grand
Cru”wines are produced using grapes
from the Steinklotz vineyard, one of
only a handful of vineyards in Alsace
that has received a “Grand Cru” des-
ignation, and are a bargain at $25.

Don’t let the screw-cap closure on
the 2009Helfrich Noble Tier
Riesling deter you. This is
a beautiful winewith sub-
lime acidity that allows
the pretty flavors of green
apple and nectarine to
shine on the palate. There
is a hint ofwet stone/slate
on the finish, where the
Meyer lemonade note
adds a refreshing and
lively finish.

One of my favorite
wines to enjoy with
spicier fare, particularly

Indian or Thai cuisine, is gewurztra-
miner, and the 2009 Helfrich Noble
Tier Gewurztraminer is one reason
why. Bursting with aromas of rose
water, orange blossom and lychee on
the nose, thewine rewards the palate
with vibrant flavors of spice, nutmeg,
nectarine and lychee nut. Just a hint
of minerality adds depth to the long
finish.

If I had to pick just one housewhite
wine for the summer, this would be
it. The balance and charm of the
2009 Helfrich Noble Tier Pinot Gris is
remarkable. The fragrant nose exudes
scents of honeysuckle and apricot.
Themouthfeel is lithe and brightwith
gorgeous flavors of ripe apple, white
fig andwhite peach that fill themouth.
There is just a hint of honeysuckle on
the slightly off-dry finish that lingers
formore than aminute.

The $25 Helfrich Grand Cru series
includes riesling and gewurztraminer
and pinot griswines from the famous
Steinklotz vineyard, one of the oldest
vineyards in Alsace. While all of the
GrandCruwines are remarkable, the
2008Helfrich Grand CruGewurztraminer
is my favorite of the trio, exhibiting a
classic bouquet of lychee nut, roses
and sweet clove. The mouth fills out
with ripe apricot, more lychee fruit
and sweet nectarine leading to subtle
hints of banana and honey on the back
end of the crisp finish.

A woman’s touch — Helfrich
Riesling gets a makeover

ByAlexandraGreeley
Special to TheWashingtonExaminer

W
alking briskly to greet
a guest, Jaime Mon-
tes de Oca Jr. (“Just
call me Jamie,” he

said) has what some foodies might
deem a dream job: He works as the
chef de cuisine under celebrity chef
Susur Lee of Zentan restaurant and
other top-tier eateries in New York
and Canada.

Fortunately for bothmen, de Oca
is no newcomer to the kitchen. Oth-
erwise, he would be hard-pressed to
keep up with the demanding task
of creating and executing inventive
Asian dishes.

Because native New Yorker
de Oca has done possibly every
kitchen job ever devised, listening
to his life story is compelling. The
son of a Puerto Rican mother and
an Ecuadorean father, de Oca grew
up knowing and appreciating Latin
flavors. In fact, his first job at the
age of 14 was working as a busboy
in aMexican restaurant. Hemoved
up slowly, going from dishwasher to
line cook at an Italian eatery.

“The cook there helpedme learn
how to prep,” he said. “As a line cook,
I did breakfasts.”

One of the restaurant’s cooks rec-
ognized a budding chef and urged
de Oca to attend cooking school.
He enrolled in the New York Res-
taurant School. After graduation,
de Oca was hired by a country club
kitchen on Staten Island. There he
befriended a French chef named
YvesVacheresse, who complimented
de Oca on his energy.

He then pointed out that de Oca
did not have enough experience to
even be a satisfactory line cook.

“So I started with the basics,”
he said, “and I wound up doing
all the grunge jobs. I did all
the prep and made all the pastries

and appetizers.”
That paid off. After one year, his

boss graduated him to line cook,
complimenting de Oca on his poten-
tial. That led to his next job, with
a Wall Street restaurant where he
cooked under the watchful eye and
careful tutelage of a classic French
chef.

After learning to properly prep
veggies, then moving on to manag-
ing the fish station, de Oca began
his long and rather complex odyssey
through assorted hotel restaurant
kitchens — Ritz-Carlton, Waldorf
Astoria, Algonquin Hotel and the
Plaza, to name a few — and such
tony restaurants as Vong in New
York City.

“I learned a lot from him,” de
Oca said of Vong’s chef-owner
Jean-Georges Vongerichten.
“What Jean-Georges was doing in
New York, Susur Lee was doing in
Canada.”

And what that was, specifically,
was playing with Asian flavors and
ingredients in a new and lively
expression of fine cooking.

His long and varied kitchen
career has certainly prepared de

Oca to pick up the challenge of cook-
ing for Zentan, in close — possibly
daily — communication with his
boss, Lee.

“Susur’s menu is very intri-
cate, with soup bases, chutneys,
and all have to be ready,” he said.
“It’s so hard to figure out all the
production, so I am always asking
questions.”

But diligent de Oca — who mas-
tered Chinese dumpling-making by
learning to make dumpling dough
from scratch — enjoys the daily
challenge, and takes great pleasure
in fusing his knowledge of French
and Asian cooking to produce such
dishes as caramelized black cod
adorned with Cantonese preserved
vegetables. All in a day’s work.

Everything and the kitchen sink
What’s your comfort food?
Probably home-cooked quick
meals — pasta, polenta, burg-
ers, spring rolls, dim sum, soup,
tapas from Spain. And Latino
stuff, such as pupusas.

What do you do in your leisure
time?
You’ll find me taking care of the
baby.

Which are your favorite restau-
rants?
Oyamel and Annie’s

What’s in your fridge?

Fruit, hummus, cheese, triple
cream, jambalaya and not much
else. We are big on cooking what
we just bought.

Which is your favorite cookbook?
Susur Lee’s [“Susur: A Culinary
Life”], which was ahead of its
time. Well, it depends on my
mood. I have some references,
like the Culinary Institute
of America’s pastry book,
“Escoffier,” and right now the
Momofuku cookbook [from the
New York restaurant by the
same name]. It’s my favorite
place in NYC.

IF YOU GO
Zentan Restaurant
» Where: 1155 14th St. NW
» Info: 202-379-4366
» Hours: 5:30 to 10:30 p.m. Mon-

day to Thursday, 5:30 to 11:30
p.m. Friday and Saturday
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Jaime Montes de Oca
Jr. is the chef de cuisine
under celebrity chef Susur
Lee at Zentan in D.C.


