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ByAlexandraGreeley
Special to TheWashington Examiner

For a young man, Eric McKa-
mey has sure earned his stripes in
local kitchens. ANorthern Virginia
native, McKamey has worked with
some of the area’s leading chefs:
Michel Richard of Central, Eric
Ziebold of CityZen, Frank Ruta of
Palena and Jonathan Krinn of 2941.

Small wonder, then, that the
owners of Arlington’s the Curi-
ous Grape Wine, Dine & Shop has
selected McKamey as their execu-
tive chef. There, with the wonders of
America’s growing passion for fine
foods and wines, he gets to super-
charge his dishes so that from soup
to nuts, food flavors marry happily
with those flavors of paired wines.
What a lucky guy!

McKamey— as withmany of his
contemporaries — started cooking
as a young child, baking with his
mom and grandmother. “That was
just before the FoodNetwork explo-
sion,” he said. “I knew I wanted to
work with my hands, and I thought
of carpentry.” He admits that his
mom’s cooking was simple, but all of
it was homemade every night. “We
had no fast food,” he said. “I never
thought about it as a kid.”

Lured into the kitchen when he
was just 16 to work in a local res-
taurant, he says at first he thought
of cooking as just a job. That was
with the former Hero’s American
Restaurant in Manassas, where
McKamey worked on the salad, fry
and grill stations. “Their chef was
trained at the Culinary Institute of
America,” he said, “and from him I
got my first insight into the profes-

sional restaurant environment.”
He then thought seriously about

going to culinary school, but by the
time he was just 18 years old, he
was hired by the fashionable Falls
Church restaurant 2941 on its fish
station. Before long, McKamey had
worked every station in the restau-
rant before moving on to the other
metro-area kitchens. “I haveworked

with some of the best chefs in the
D.C. area,” he said. “I picked up the
most from Frank Ruta at Palena. ...
Frank’s flavors are very soulful. He is
an awesome cook, and I love all that
he does.” He also gives high praise
to Eric Ziebold at CityZen, whomhe
describes as “a technician.”

After several other stops on his
way to the Curious Grape, McKa-
mey finds himself with a perfect fit.
“This [job] appealed tome because
of the wine bar,” he explained. “This
will have its own identity and not
just be part of the restaurant group.
We offer high-end-quality food.”

His successful career has earned
him kudos from his own family, he
says. “Both my parents are proud
of me and love coming to eat at the
restaurant,” he said. “My dad has
eaten here three times already, and
we just opened recently. ... My sis-
ters are also big fans.”

FOOD&WINE
The Vine Guy » Scott Greenberg

What is your comfort food?
A bowl of cereal or a burger. Or,
Oreos or chocolate chip cookies.
I like eating simple food.

Which is your favorite cookbook?
I have thousands. I have gone
back to “The French Laundry
Cookbook”; it is very well-worn
in my collection. My wife got
me the “Modernist Cuisine: The
Art and Science of Cooking.” It
is a six-volume set and great for
food nerds.

Which is your favorite restaurant?
Palena. I like it because when
I go and spend from $30 to

$150, and each dish is awe-
some. I have never had even
a mediocre plate there. Then
2Amys.

What’s in your fridge?
Eggs, milk, mostly condiments,
yogurt, cheeses, beer, cottage
cheese

What is your must-have ingredient?
Salt. I am pretty picky about
that. Diamond Crystal Kosher
Salt, because I like the feel in my
hand. It is good for seasoning.
Also a midrange olive oil so I put
just that little bit on when dress-
ing a salad.

If you go
The Curious Grape
» Where: 2900 S. Quincy St.,
Arlington
» Info: 703-671-8700; curious-
grape.com
» Hours: 5 p.m. to 9 p.m.
Tuesday to Thursday and
Sunday; 5 p.m. to 10 p.m.
Friday and Saturday

Eric McKamey: Wine and dine

I
was recently part of a three-per-
son panel of judges at the 32nd
San Francisco wine competi-
tion. Since there are 16 panels,

you never knowwhat your groupwill
be asked to evaluate. Our panel was
blessed to begin the second day of
judging with an assortment of brut
rose sparkling wines.

After working our way through
the first dozen entries, I commented
that there were definitely some
“keepers” in that flight. I thenmade
themistake of wondering out loud if
there were any really good domestic
sparklingwines. I literally regretted
making the comment before the
words had left mymouth.

Of course, I know that the USA
produces some of the best spar-
kling wines around. I thought with
the Fourth of July just around the
corner, what better way to make
amends for my foolish statement
and celebrate the founding of our
country than with a few all-Amer-
ican sparklers. Retail prices are
approximate.

The nonvintage Chandon Brut
Classic from California ($17) is all
dressed up for the Fourth of July,
sporting a festive red, white and
blue bottle. This sparkler ismade in
the traditional method, or methode
champenoise, as its famous Cham-
pagne parent, Moet & Chandon,
refers to it. Thewine is blendedwith
10 to 20 percent reservewines from
prior harvests in order to produce a
consistent “house” style that exhib-
its aromas of brioche and nectarine
and flavors of apple and pear that
lead to a soft, dry finish. QPR 8.5

While Cristal may be the most
well-known wine in the Louis
Roederer portfolio in France, the
nonvintage Roederer Estate Brut ($20)

from Anderson Valley in Sonoma,
California, is definitely getting a
lot of attention here at home. Made
from chardonnay and pinot noir,
with small amounts of previously
vinified reserve wines blended in
for consistency, the nose is full of
pear (chardonnay) and red apple
scents (pinot noir). Flavors of ripe
green apples and nectarinesmingle
with nuances of pineapple, toasted
hazelnuts and honeysuckle. The fin-
ish is long and elegant with hints of
ripe pear and vanilla notes. QPR 8.5

The legendary ChampagneHouse
of G.H. Mumm has been making
sparkling wine in Napa Valley for
more than two decades using the
same methode champenoise as its
French counterpart. Its nonvintage
Mumm Napa Valley Sparkling Wine
Cuvee M ($20) was a Double Gold
winner at the 2009 San Francisco
InternationalWineCompetition, and
it’s easy to seewhy. Startingwith the
elegant bouquet of white peach and
baked bread on the nose and heading
in to the flavors of pear, nectarine
and peach on the palate, the wine
sparkles and shines. Bright acidity
holds up the telltale hints of bri-
oche and vanilla on the crisp finish.
QPR 9.5

I know that I have praised the
virtues of the nonvintage Thibaut-
Janisson Blanc de Chardonnay
Sparkling Wine ($26) from Charlot-
tesville before in this column, but it
is definitely worthmentioning again.
Made by French ex-pats Claude
Thibaut and Manuel Janisson,
this delicious sparkler is produced
exclusively from chardonnay grapes.
Thewonderfully yeasty nose boasts
scents of gala apple and ripe pear
while the tiny, fine bubbles deliver
waves of delicious apples, peach and

brioche highlights. The finish is
balanced, crisp and refresh-
ing. QPR 9

Many people consider
Jack and Jamie Davies
the founders of the high-
end American sparkling
wine movement. In 1965,
after painstakingly restor-
ing the historic Napa Valley
Schramsberg winery in St.

Helena, they introduced their
Blanc de Blancs sparkler. Today,
the Schramberg portfolio includes
a variety of sparklingwines, butmy
favorite is the nonvintage Schrams-
berg Brut Rose ($38). Made from a
blend of pinot noir and chardon-
nay, it displays gorgeous flavors of
strawberry and bright cherries on
the front of the palate and notes of
mango and papaya on the back end,
adding delicious depth to the lovely,
long finish. QPR 8.5

Note:QPR is a rating system that
compares the quality a wine
delivers relative to the price.
AQPR of 10 is considered an

excellent value.

American sparklers for July 4th
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The Curious Grape’s Eric McKamey got his start in the kitchen at 16 at the former Hero’s American Restaurant in Manassas.


