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A long-time fixture on the D.C.
dining scene, Duane Keller has
cooked around town at some of the
area’s best restaurants, and has
lived to tell the tale.

Folks might remember him
from Moon Bay Coastal Cuisine at
National Harbor. He has garnered
much attention and many awards
in his career. In 2002, Keller helped
Julia Child celebrate her 90th
birthday with various gastronomic
creations. He has cooked at the
James Beard House in New York;
and he was featured in the now-
closed Gourmet magazine when
head chef at the 17th-century Ashby
Inn in Paris, Va.

Today, Keller presides over
the kitchen of the very upscale
Boxwoods at George Mason Uni-
versity, where he serves everyone
from conference attendees to GMU
personnel to campus visitors look-
ing for a primo meal: The menu is
seasonal and the daily features are
worth a visit.

When you understand his back-
ground, you will see why his food
speaks for itself. Born in Canada
and raised in Hershey, Pa., Keller
was lured into the food world not
only because both his parents were
super home cooks and entertainers,

but also because as a youngster, he
worked at Alfred’s Victorian, one
the finest and best known restau-
rants in Pennsylvania. There he
found that his kitchen work turned
out to shape his future: He loved
working with food and people.

This passion was underscored
after college, when Keller moved to
Calgary, Canada, to play professional
hockey. To support himself, he took
a job at a four-star hotel, with a chef
who demanded perfection. “I learned
that a chef must be proud of what
you do, being in the kitchen,” he says.
That early training in classical cook-
ing techniques has shaped Keller’s
cooking style, which is grounded in
the classics but with the freedom to
update his recipes, based onwhat is
freshest locally. “I let the food speak
for itself,” he said.

After 30 years in the hospital-
ity business, Keller, dressed in his

white toque and chef’s coat, talks
about how he keeps on top of cur-
rent food trends. “I go out to eat,”
he said. “I am interested to see what
serious restaurateurs are doing.
The average ones don’t understand
how much it takes to be success-
ful. ... First impressions, how are
guests greeted, seated and served,
to the overall value and warmth one
receives.” These are as important to
overall achievement as is the food,
he says.

At the end of a working day,
Keller can reflect on the day’s chal-
lenges and successes, because, in
the end, he says, “I love what I do,”
he said. “I jump out of bed every
day, looking forward to wowing our
guests.”

FOOD&WINE
The Vine Guy » Scott Greenberg

IF YOU GO
Boxwoods
at Mason Inn
» Where: 4352 Mason Pond
Drive, Fairfax

» Info: 703-865-4638
» Hours: Breakfast, 6:30 a.m.
to 10:30 a.m.; lunch, 11 a.m.
to 2 p.m.; dinner, 5 to 9 p.m.

Duane Keller: Chef about town
ByAlexandraGreeley
Special to TheWashington Examiner

O
ur neighbor recently
invitedmywife and I over
for dinner. Naturally, I
brought along a bottle of

wine to open and enjoy with din-
ner. Not knowing exactly what our
host preferred, I played it safe and
brought a versatile whitewine that’s
usually a crowd pleaser.

As soon as we arrived, I handed
the wine to Bob with a touch of cer-
emony andwas shockedwhen a look
ofwhat can only be described as dis-
gust spread across his face. I had to
know what was behind his obvious
contempt. I was relieved, yet some-
what annoyed, by his response.

“Well,” he replied, “I thought that
you were a knowledgeable wine guy
who was going to bring some fancy
wine to dinner. I’m just a little sur-
prised that you brought a wine with
a screw cap.”

Fortunately, Bob was more inter-
ested in learning than debating, so I
took the opportunity to explain why
I thought screw capswere not only a
legitimate bottle closure alternative
to cork, but alsowhy theywere pref-
erable in certain situations. While
cork has been the front-runner for
keepingwine in bottles for centuries,
it is not without some drawbacks.

First and foremost is “cork taint,”
or 2,4,6 trichloroanisole (TCA),
which happens when naturally
occurring fungi in the cork comes
into contactwith chlorophenol com-
pounds, such as the bleach used to
clean corks. TCA imparts a musty,
dank, wet cardboard character to
wine, literally masking all other
aromas and flavors.While cork pro-
ducers have reduced the frequency
of tainted corks, wine industry
research indicates that 3 to 5 per-
cent of all wines sealed with a cork
are affected to some degree by TCA
contamination.

Second is a phenomenon known
as “flavor scalping,” where the cork
absorbs flavors from the wine. In
addition, the porous nature of corks
allows a minuscule exchange of air
in and out of the bottle, which, in
excess, can lead to premature oxi-
dation of the wine.

Lastly, screw caps require no spe-
cial tools to open, and can be easily
resealed. However, screw caps aren’t
perfect. Because they are not porous,
wines sealed with a screw cap do
not age as well — if at all — the way
wines sealed with corks do. In rare
cases, screw caps can impart a burnt
or rubberized flavor to thewine due
to faulty process.

By the end of my lecture, Bob
seemed to be appeased, but just to be
safe, I decided to let the wine win as
we raised our glasses and toasted to
twist-offs. Retail prices are approxi-
mate.

The wine that I brought over
for dinner was the 2009 Caymus

Conundrum White Wine Blend from
California ($20). This intriguing
blend of chardonnay, semillon, mus-
cat canelli, viognier and sauvignon
blanc grapes are sourced from vari-
ous vineyards throughout California
and is a great value. It features aro-
mas of honeysuckle, peaches and
apricot and mouth-filling flavors
of melon, pear and creamy vanilla.
Citrus notes sneak in on the crisp,
dry finish.

The 2009 d’Arenberg The Stump
Jump ($12), a blend of grenache, shi-
raz and mourvedre from McLaren
Vale, may be one of the best red
wine values coming out of Australia
today. This lineup of threemuscular
grapes possesses a huge nose full of
blueberries and blackberries. On
the palate, it delivers a lush yet bal-
ancedmouthful of black fruit flavors
and spices that pair perfectly with
robust meals like chili or lamb stew.

You know that screw caps are
here to stay when one of the most
well known wine houses in France
is using them, as evidenced by the
2009 Perrin Reserve Cotes du Rhone
Rouge ($10), from the Rhone Valley.
The nose displays lovely aromas of
berry fruit and earthy spices that
are repeated on the full, deep palate.
Themedium-length finish has solid
support from soft tannins and notes
of tobacco.

Screw cap education
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After college, Duane Keller worked at a
four-star hotel restaurant in Canada to
support his pro hockey career, before
turning to cooking full-time.
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