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	DINING REVIEW : Root Causes of Satisfaction
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Michael Cervin serves as a judge in food and wine competitions throughout California. His writing also appears in Decanter, Wine Enthusiast and Santa Barbara Magazine. 

Root 246 

420 Alisal Road, Solvang 

686-8681 

root-246.com 

Hours: 5 p.m. to close Wednesday through Sunday 

It's impossible to speak about the culinary coming-of-age taking place in the Santa Ynez Valley without mentioning Root 246. 

The interior is sophisticated (and is one of the few buildings in the city not going for a Danish theme), and puts you squarely in an elevated environment. Diners have two options for seating — the casual, bar-facing "Alice Lounge" and its oversized chairs, and the elegant dining room with booths and freestanding tables. The menu rotates often, every few days in fact, but there are "anchor" dishes, mainstays that do not change. The menu's visionary is Chef Bradley Ogden, an internationally respected chef with years of experience and an armful of awards. 

In addition to a sprawling wine list, Root 246 makes various signature drinks such as their own Sangria blend ($9), made with chardonnay, cabernet sauvignon, peach schnapps and fruit juices. It's slightly fruity, dry and quite refreshing. 

But we're really here to eat, and in bunches. For the ambitious appetite, Root 246 offers a prix fixe five-course tasting menu ($65). 

For starters, consider the Heirloom Beet Salad ($14), served multiple ways: Pickled, roasted, in chip form, as a marshmallow, even as beet dust. Who knew the beet could be so versatile? The pickled version is the most intriguing for its measured tartness. There's a gentle sourness to it, with a crumbly texture. The beet marshmallow, however, is the most fun; its dehydrated beet juice is whipped into marshmallow form and tossed over the flame, resulting in what to the naked eye appears to be a real marshmallow. 

The Crispy Pork Belly ($14) comes with braised artichoke, diced cucumber and tzatziki lemon sauce. The pork is perfectly pan-seared to retain a moist interior and a browned exterior. The tzatziki, fully restrained, provides a touch of acidity to cut the fat element in the pork. This version is spot-on, allowing the pork to serve as a protein against the lemon, cucumber and yogurt that blankets the pork. 

The Sweet Potato-wrapped Scallops ($36) are served with walnut Dijon vinaigrette. Scallops, by their very nature, are somewhat of a blank canvas before they are prepared. Here, the sublime tenderness and flash-fried execution preserves the moist scallop while allowing its simple flavor to come through. The slightly tart quality of the Dijon adds a component to the scallop, and though the walnut is subtle, it pulls back on the aggressiveness of straight Dijon. The semi-crispy sweet potato shell that encases the scallop gets a little lost, but the texture offsets the pillow-soft shellfish. 

The Braised Short Rib ($34) keeps things familiar and is fork-tender, earthy and true to the flavors of a classic short rib, which nearly dissolves in the mouth. The deftly executed thin baby carrots that accompany the meat offer a just-so sweetness. 

The Chili-Cocoa Rubbed Filet ($45) is a beef from Iowa, and beyond tender. The rubs on the steaks change from month to month, but in this case the chili rub is mild enough so as to not overwhelm the intrinsic flavor of the beef. The crispy onion rings provide flavor without distracting from the beef. 

For dessert, the Banana Cake ($8) is plated with a small dish of tapioca, a mini coconut milkshake and caramelized banana. The cake is dutifully moist and topped with banana- and apple-scented popcorn, which has a slight buttery note, juxtaposing the creamy Bailey's scoop of ice cream on top. It is the collection of unique and fun ideas like these, and the flawless execution of the kitchen, which makes this restaurant a destination among destinations. 

High Points 

The food is superb and Chef Ogden and his team at Root 246 are producing the best dishes in the Santa Ynez Valley, balanced, loaded with flavor and bursting with creativity. 

Low Points 

No place is ever perfect; the staff could benefit from a bit more training on proper dining terminology. 

FOOD: ***** 

SERVICE: (Service) **** 

TOTAL RATING: *****, $$$$ 
RESTAURANT REVIEW PARAMETERS 
Michael Cervin dines at each restaurant at least two times before writing his reviews. Factors considered in the "Food" rating can include flavor, freshness and presentation. Factors in the "Service" rating can include attentiveness, cleanliness and accessibility. 

Ratings: ***** Excellent; **** Very good; *** Good; ** Fair; * Poor 

Cost: $$$$ = Expensive (more than $29 per dinner entrée) 
$$$ = Moderate ($20 to $28)
$$ = Inexpensive ($13 to $19)
$ = Cheap (less than $12) 


	


