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ByAlexandraGreeley
Special to TheWashington Examiner

Thomas Leonard readily admits
he is not your typical foodie. He did
not grow up on or near a farm. His
family was not food-oriented. “It
was not a foodie atmosphere,” he
said. “This was before the wave of
Food Network chefs. Our food was
home-style Midwest cooking.”

Though cooking was not on his
mind, he enrolled in culinary school
only because one of his friends did.
“My friend went to one and loved
it,” he said. “Being a chef is really
not the typical 9-to-5 job.”

But once Leonard started
classes at the Pennsylvania Culi-
nary Institute — which merged
with Pittsburgh’s Le Cordon Bleu
Institute of Culinary Arts while he
was there— his perspective and life
goals changed. “I went to two differ-
ent programs in one,” he explained.
“Afterwards, I spent three months
in an intern/extern program at Bari-
celli in Cleveland with PaulMinnillo,
a good chef.”

When he moved to Florida with
his mother, Leonard took the big
step that primed him for his current
job as executive chef at BlackSalt
Fish Market & Restaurant, one of
D.C.’s prime seafood destinations
with its own retail fishmarket in the
front. In Florida, Leonard was hired
by Real Seafood Co., a restaurant
that showcased many fish dishes
on its menu. “I learned all there is
to know about seafood,” he said. “I
became the sous-chef after one and
a half years.”

But about six years ago, Leon-
ard decided to move north to D.C.
Looking for the right job, he stud-
ied various websites and found
Black Market Bistro, one of the

restaurants in the Black Restau-
rant Group, which owns BlackSalt.
“Their menu really appealed tome,”
he said. “It was smaller, homey, and
the menu offered dishes I’d never
heard of. ... I was moving from
a large restaurant to one much
smaller, and it seemed like a per-
fect fit.”

So when Leonard arrived in D.C.,
the group hired him as a line cook
for Black Market Bistro. Once in
the company, Leonard moved
around in its various restaurants
before landing the sous-chef job at
BlackSalt 2 1/2 years ago.

Fortunately, he could draw upon
his store of seafood knowledge,
understanding just how to handle
the very delicate ingredients. “You
also have to pair the right food with
each piece of fish,” he said. “It must
be lighter and is not drowned in a
heavy cream sauce. This involves
more talent and more finesse. And
here [at BlackSalt], the variety of
seafood is immense.” That includes
working with both wild-caught and
farm-raised varieties, which may
require differing cooking tech-
niques.

But, he says, his signature dish
— and one of his all-time favor-
ites — is the pan-seared tuna with
pork belly adobo, seasoned with
soy sauce and rice wine and with a
pickled carrot salad. Sounds rather
good.

FOOD&WINE
The Vine Guy » Scott Greenberg

What is your comfort food?
My mom’s favorite dish, lasa-
gna. This is one of her best
dishes, and I still call her and
ask what she does. It is so
memorable.

What is your must-have ingredient?
Salt. But it also depends on the
season and what is local. And
then to build a kitchen, it would
be olive oil and butter. Butter is
one of my favorite ingredients.

What’s in your fridge?
I work all the time and I live in a

group home. But there are eggs,
butter, water, wine, half-loaf of
bread. So what is there is really
day-to-day.

Which is your favorite restaurant?
I am a huge fan of Estadio. Then
2 Amys with small plates so I
am getting a large sample of
what’s there.

What is your luckiest moment?
I would have to say walking into
Black Market Bistro and getting
the job. My D.C. career would
have been so different.

If you go
BlackSalt Fish
Market & Restaurant
» Where: 4883 MacArthur
Blvd.
» Info: 202-342-9101;
blacksaltrestaurant.com
» Hours: Lunch 11:30 a.m.
to 2:30 p.m. Monday to
Saturday, brunch 11 a.m. to 2
p.m. Sunday, dinner 5:30pm
to 9:30 p.m. Monday to
Thursday, 5:30 to 11 p.m.
Friday, 5 to 11 p.m. Saturday,
5 to 9 p.m. Sunday

Thomas Leonard: Worth his salt

I
occasionally taste some really
great wines from a specific
country that earn a very high
rating on the quality-to-price

ratio, or QPR, scale and think,
“Wow, what a great wine. I’d love to
write about this.” But often, there
are just not enough wines from
one winery or region that qualify
to produce a column. About a year
ago, I decided to keep track of the
best wine values from each country
and then write a columnwhen I had
enough wines that made the 9.5-or-
higher QPR threshold.

For the inaugural “Best Values
From” column, we begin with a
country where I cut my proverbial
wine teeth —Australia.

While Australia is a large conti-
nent, the majority of the vineyards
are concentrated in the southeast
region of the country in Victoria,
New South Wales and South Aus-
tralia. This region of the country is
blessed with an intricate network
of valleys and vales that provide an
incredibly diverse range of slopes
and soils in which to grow a variety
of wine grapes. Big red wine vari-
etals, such as shiraz and cabernet
sauvignon, are planted higher up
on the slopes where they can take
full advantage of the warm
Australian sunshine to pro-
duce luscious, fruit-forward
wines. Western Australia
has recently shown up on the
wine radar, particularly the
Margaret River, where cooler
climates favors more delicate
wines made from grapes such
as riesling, sauvignon blanc
and chardonnay.

Here are a few of my top
value-oriented picks from
the land Down Under.
Retail prices are
approximate.

One of the best
chardonnays I have
tasted this year for
the money is the
2011 Henry’s Drive
Morse Code Chardon-
nay ($12) from the
Padthaway region of
Australia. The fruit
was sourced from
the estate’s Padtha-
way vineyards, which
features a red loamy
soil over limestone
substrate. Charming
scents of lemon-lime-
ade and roasted nuts
are an appealing
start. Flavors of ripe
citrus, red apple, pear
and nectarine meld
together on a creamy
frame, due to aging
some of the wine on
the lees. The excellent
acidity and mineral
notes provide perfect
counterpoints on the

bright, lingering finish. QPR 10
With Thanksgiving just around

the corner, it’s not too early to start
thinking about turkey day wines. A
perennial favorite at our house is the
2010 d’Arenberg Hermit CrabMarsanne
Viognier ($17) from the McLaren
Vale region in South Australia.
The viognier contributes tropical
fruit and white flower character-
istics while the marsanne adds
notes of orange marmalade, hon-
eysuckle and ripe pear flavors. The
lush finish is deep and penetrating,
featuring a touch of tangerine and
mango on the back of the tongue.
QPR 9.5

The Australian wine industry is
synonymous with shiraz, and the
2009 Henry’s Drive Pillar Box Reserve
($20) is one reason why. In Aus-
tralia, a pillar box is a red-colored
free-standing post box, but in the
hands of winemaker Renae Hirsch,
it is a big red-colored wine. A blend
of some of the best shiraz lots, the
wine delivers instant gratification
in the mouth with flavors of dark
cherry, black plum, blackberry jam
and subtle notes of black licorice.
The opulent finish has just enough
black pepper on the end to remind
the palate of its pedigree. QPR 10

Blends are very popu-
lar Down Under. The 2008
Kaesler Stonehorse GSM ($19)
is a traditional blend of gre-
nache, syrah and mourvedre
from the Barossa Valley.
Concentrated aromas of ripe
blueberry, floral violets and
roasted coffee are intriguing
and compelling. The mouth-
feel is rich and dense, with
focused flavors of blackberry,
blueberry liqueur, dark
chocolate and espresso
that meld together on
the palate. The juicy
finish has just a touch
of bacon fat at the
very end. QPR 10

Last but not least,
the 2009 Penley
Phoenix Cabernet Sau-
vignon ($20) offers
a lot of value for a
cabernet, with aro-
mas of blackberry,
cherry and tobacco
on the big bouquet.
Integrated flavors
of blackberry, cedar
and licorice domi-
nate the front of the
tongue while savory
notes of grilled meat
and cocoa linger on
the finish. QPR 9.5
Note: QPR is a

rating system that
compares the qual-
ity a wine delivers
relative to the price.
A QPR of 10 is con-
sidered an excellent
value.

The best values from Australia
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Thomas Leonard, of BlackSalt Fish Market & Restaurant, says his signature dish — and one of his all-time favorites — is the
pan-seared tuna with pork belly adobo, seasoned with soy sauce and rice wine and with a pickled carrot salad.


