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ByAlexandraGreeley
Special to TheWashington Examiner

Down a flight of stairs off Penn
Quarter’s E Street, Cedar restau-
rant mirrors a woodsy atmosphere,
just like its name. Executive chef
Aaron McCloud is tasked with
coming up with outdoorsy dishes —
read fish, game and “forest forage”
such as mushrooms and berries
— that reflect a natural and rural
setting but have a contemporary
spin. Looks like McCloud is up to
the task.
A native of Ann Arbor, Mich.,

McCloud worked in restaurants
starting in his early teens, but back
then, he didn’t cook, he played the
violin. “I had gigs in restaurants,”
he said, “and I was in a professional
orchestra. One of the gigs was play-
ing at the Gandy Dancer restaurant
in Ann Arbor.”
From violinist to dishwasher at

the restaurant was not such a huge
step he says, and it was a way to
earn money. Although he had no
interest at that point in cooking as
a career, the restaurant chef lured
McCloud into the kitchen by offer-
ing him a chance to prep and to
become the line cook who made the
omelets. By that time, McCloud’s
interest in becoming a chef began
to emerge.
After high school, he consid-

ered attending several colleges,
but wound up at the University of
Massachusetts, working toward a

business degree. To earn cash, he
cooked in several local restaurants.
After graduation, McCloud

moved all around the country, cook-
ing in restaurants from Vermont to
Florida. There, McCloud worked as
the saucier at the award-winning
Victoria & Albert’s restaurant at
DisneyWorld. McCloud worked as

executive chef at The Inn at Perry
Cabin onMaryland’s Eastern Shore
before heading back to D.C. for his
job at Cedar.
As he reflects on his career to

date, this young chef attributes
his passion for restaurant cook-
ing to how he was raised. Dining
was important, he says, and both
his mother and grandmother loved
dining in restaurants and the whole
restaurant experience. “My love of
fine food comes from our restau-
rant experiences, from the theater
of it,” he said.
As for the violin, he still plays

occasionally, but adds that he has
“fallen in love with this bizarre
business” — that is, cooking —
either at the restaurant or at home.
“I can always pick up an instru-
ment,” he said. “But the level of
cooking I want to achieve, I don’t
do it half time.”

FOOD&WINE
The Vine Guy » Scott Greenberg

What is your comfort food?
A big bowl of pasta, like a big
serving of lasagna, or mom’s
beef Stroganoff.

What’s in your fridge?
A lot of condiments, leftover
Chinese food, and odds and ends
of breakfast food.

Which is your favorite restaurant?
Bistro du Coin; it has the best

foie gras and the best steak
tartare.

What was your luckiest moment?
When the omelet cook
didn’t show up one Sunday
morning. I didn’t wash dishes
anymore.

What is your must-have ingredient?
Butter. If there is one thing, it is
butter.

If you go
Cedar
» Where: 822 E St., NW
» Info: 202-637-0012;
cedardc.com
» Hours: Lunch 11:30 a.m. to
2:30 p.m. Monday to Friday;
brunch 11 a.m. to 3 p.m.
Saturday, 10 a.m. to 3 p.m.
Sunday; dinner 5:30 p.m. to
10 p.m. Monday to Saturday

Aaron McCloud’s sky high cooking

V
irginia’s wine industry is
getting a lot of attention
these days. In just the
past year, Donald Trump

purchased the former 776-acreKluge
Estatewinery, andWineEnthusiast
listedVirginiawine country as one of
the top 10 wine destinations.
Virginia wine country might be a

beautiful place to visit, but are the
wines any good? Many of them are
delicious. Earlier in the year, I was
asked to participate as a judge in the
annual Virginia Governor’s Cupwine
competition. More than 400 wines
were submitted, ranging from tra-
ditional table wines to fruit-centric
dessertwines. Onlywinesmade from
100 percent Virginia-grown fruit
were allowed to participate.
After two days of swishing, sniff-

ing, slurping and spitting, the results
from the initial roundwere tabulated
and sent off to the event organizers,
who then whittled the list down for
the final judging in Richmond.
The winning wines were just

announced and sent to wine jour-
nalists and critics in a “media case.”
I used my case as an opportunity to
see how these wines fare with wine-
loving consumers, so I assembled a
panel of amateur wine enthusiasts
and asked them to evaluate theGov-
ernor’s Cup case. The wines were
evaluated based on appearance,
aroma, taste and overall quality and
scored on a scale of 1 (lowest) to 10
(highest). I kept the wines’ identity
concealed until the end of the tasting.
Here are the top six results from

my informal panel of judges. Scores
have been averaged. Retail prices are
approximate.
» 2009 Glen Manor Vineyards Hod-

der Hill Meritage, Front Royal ($40)
Score 9.3 — This wine took first
place in both the 2012 Governor’s
Cup competition and my ama-
teur competition. It is a blend of
traditional Bordeaux varietals,
including cabernet sauvignon, mer-
lot, cabernet franc and petit verdot.
Comments from the panel included
“long finish, really well-balanced,”
“impressive flavors of dark fruit
and roasted coffee” andmy personal
favorite: “It’s yummy.”
» 2008 King Family Vineyards

Meritage Blend, Crozet ($30) Score

9.1 — According to the winery’s
website, grapes for the wine are
“estate-grown merlot, cabernet
franc, and petit verdot blended with
locally sourced malbec.” My panel
liked the “earthiness” and “expres-
sive nature” of the wine and flavors
of “cherry compote” and “cocoa and
coffee.” I liked the structured finish.
» 2009 Keswick Vineyards Reserve

Cabernet Sauvignon, Keswick ($40)
Score 8.8— This wine was my per-
sonal favorite. My favorite comment
about this wine was “It tastes like it
was made for steak.” The firm tan-
nins and dark fruit could certainly
hold their own against any sirloin.
» 2007 DelFosse Vineyards & Win-

ery Meritage Blend, Faber ($40) Score
8.7 — Produced in the shadow of
Thomas Jefferson’s old stomping
grounds, this wine is a blend of
cabernet sauvignon, merlot, petit
verdot and cabernet franc. The
common consensus among the
panel was that the wine is “really
smooth” and “easy to drink.”
» 2010 Veritas Vineyard & Winery

Vintner’s Reserve Meritage Blend,
Afton ($25) Score 8.3 — All of the
case’s meritage (blends) were a big
hit with the panel. This particular
one elicited remarks such as “spicy,”
“refined” and “fruit-driven.”
» 2010White Hall Vineyards Gewurz-

traminer, Crozet ($20) Score 8.2 — I
was really happy that a white wine
made it into the top five and even
more thrilled that it was a gewurz-
traminer. This almost bone-dry-style
stimulated the group and the palate.
Comments included “orange blos-
som and rose water, all in one” and
“lychee nuts dipped in honey.”

Other wines included in the Vir-
ginia Governor’s Cup Case included:
» 2008 Trump Winery Kluge Blanc

de Blanc Sparkling Wine — Score 7.9
» 2010 Bluestone Vineyard Cabernet

Sauvignon — Score 7.8
» 2010 Keswick VineyardsMerlot —

Score 7.5
» 2009 Potomac Point Winery Heri-

tage Reserve Meritage Blend — Score
7.5
» 2010 Jefferson Vineyards Cabernet

Franc — Score 7.3
» 2010 Tarara Winery Honah Lee

White Vinifera Blend — Score 6.8

A case for Virginia wines
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Cedar’s executive chef, Aaron McCloud, has crafted a menu that reflects the restaurant’s outdoorsy atmosphere.
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