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ony Ridgway looks
like a college kid
instead of the owner

of one of Florida’s
leading restaurants.
And he’s not just a
restaurant owner. He is

an entrepreneur, who,
while still in his twenties
and without any
restaurant experience,
started one of the most
creative and innovative
eating places in the south.

“Who's that?” patrons of

Chef’s Garden frequently ask as a
boyish-looking chef in a white apron,
sneakers, and baggy tweed trousers
strides authoritatively through the
restaurant.

Upstairs in Truffles, a second
restaurant, patrons are likely to spot
Ridgway behind the counter supervising
the garnishing of plates or taking over
the mixing of a salad or wandering
among the tables to check people’s
reactions to dishes he has created.

The Chef’s Garden and its offshoot,
Truffles, are located in the midst of
Olde Naples where the most fashionable
shops in the city are located. Just a few
blocks away, along the Gulf of Mexico,
are the largest and most luxurious
estates on Florida's lower west coast.
From these centers, Neapolitans and
visitors come to these two popular
restaurants and find some of the most
creative food in the country. And Tony
Ridgway has realized a life-long dream
to own a restaurant that is a showcase
for his love of cooking. That dream has
been realized two-fold because the two
eating establishments, Truffles and
Chef’s Garden, while on the same
premises are entirely different entities.

When Tony Ridgway was ten, he
became an entrepreneur. His family
lived in the midst of an apple orchard
and instead of using his time for playing
games and other childhood activities,
Tony's world centered around that
apple orchard and getting the most uses
he could out of it. He nurtured the
apple orchard, and it repaid him with
several varieties of apples that he peddl-
ed and sold. Not satisfied to merely be

(Above left) The counter at Truffles.
Alfresco dining at Chef’s Garden.



Apple Tony, he developed a recipe for
apple pie that very quickly became the
rage of Wayne, Pennsylvania. Soon he
branched out. He began raising
chickens and selling the eggs. When the
hens stopped producing, they were
killed, and he experimented with
recipes for chicken. There was also a
vegetable garden from which came the
most beautiful produce in the region,
and he began cooking vegetables, often
in new and innovative ways. When the
apple pies were no longer a challenge to
his ingenuity and skill, he turned to
cakes and cookies.

Even today, as a master chef, he gets
pleasure from preparing chocolate
cakes with white icing. “That’s my
favorite, "says Ridgway. “I'm still a kid
when I bake a chocolate cake and ice it
with a rich, white frosting. The best
part is licking the bowl.”

This enthusiasm and naivete have
contributed mightily to the success of
Tony Ridgway's enterprises. He is a
food sophisticate who is still open to new
ideas, to new enthusiasms, and to new
people. His own verve and vitality affect
everyone on the staff, most of them
young people in their twenties and
thirties. It was his willingness to try new
and better ideas that brought him a
partner in his ventures.

eirne Brown is the antithesis of

Tony Ridgway. Although they

are almost the same age (Brown
is 34 and Tony is 36), Brown, who is
now a full partner in Truffles and Chef’s
Garden, provides the balance necessary
to make a venture such as theirs succeed.
He is the front man for the restaurants.
He is also the management end of the
business, and he does the hiring, firing,
and training of the personnel for the
whole operation except the kitchens.
Ridgway is the artist; he creates new
dishes, works with the kitchen staff,
while Brown provides the proper setting
and sees to it that the waiters, busboys,
waitresses, and bartenders are working
smoothly and efficiently. This
partnership is the principle reason the
two eateries are among the most
successful and popular in the state.

But the most obvious reason for the
success enjoyed by Ridgway and Brown
is that the restaurants are a family
affair. Their wives, Mary Brown and
Sarah Ridgway are important parts of
Chef’s Garden and Truffles. They work
in the office supervising the
bookkeeping and they, too, are often
found in the dining rooms or filling in
in the kitchens, if necessary. One of the
partners or their wives is always on the
premises, and it shows in the food, in
the service, and in the reputation spread
by patrons of the restaurants.

Guess Who's

Coming
To
Dinner?

It's eleven o'clock, and the midmorning
sun streams through the windows into the
second floor bakery at Chef’s Garden and
Truffles. Tony Ridgway, surrounded by
a mist of flour, is rolling out a rich,
buttery dough for a brioche. As he pops
it into the oven and sets the timer, Gary
Johnston, the chef de cuisine, comes in
with a tray laden with racks of lamb.
Without a word they both go about
trimming the fat and effectively pulling
off the fell. Several of the young kitchen
helpers hurry into the kitchen to observe.
Ridgway breaks the tension by reminding

everyone that they better get on with
tonight's important dinner and put
“cooking school” off for another time.
The lamb is finally trimmed, and the
chef orders garlic and herbs to be put in
(Continued on page 34)

(Top) Tony Ridgway (Below left)
Ridgway and Chef de cuisine Gary
Johnston. (Below) Ridgway prepares
the chocolate mousse cake.
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pockets in the lamb and that it then be
marinated with lemon juice until ready
for the ovens. The timer goes off, the
brioche is finished, and Ridgway begins
the desserts.

Downstairs the flowers arrive for the
table in the private dining room, and
Beirne Brown supervises their
arrangement. It's noon by now, and the
dining rooms are filling up, and the
kitchen braces for the lunch crowds. As
they work the staff thinks ahead to seven
o'clock when ten gentlemen will file into
the private dining room and partake of
the feast that the restaurant had been
preparing for days. The dinner is for the
Friends of California Wine.

(Top) Friends of California
Wine dining. (Below left)
Beirne Brown and waiter Jim
Elkins. (Center) Beirne Brown.
(Right) Steve Mirassou.
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The Friends of California Wine was
organized four years ago by Beirne
Brown and Tony Ridgway, the owners of
Chef's Garden and Truffles. They were
joined in their efforts by Clark Swanson,
then publisher of the Naples Star, and
Jim Keyser, another restaurantuer with
an interest in the California vineyards. At
first they met informally to talk about the
merits of various wines. Then Ridgway
thought of trying out new recipes and
food ideas during the wine tastings. As a
result, some of the newest and best ideas
to be found on the menu of Chef’s
Garden have been found on the menu of
Chef's Garden have been tested at these
black-tie dinners. They are stag affairs
and occur about every three or four
months, depending on the schedule of
those in the society.

Tonight's gala dinner will be attended
by ten people. The guest of honor is Steve
Mirassou, scion of one of the California’s
leading wine producers. Along with the
original four members, they have also
invited Dr. Roger Williams, Tom Riley,
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Scott Siler, Mark Halpern, and Paul
Toppino.

Promptly at seven o'clock the guests
arrive and are ushered into a splendid
private dining room. The room is green
and white with special china, crystal, and
silver table settings. The wines have been
chilled and await the tasting of those in
attendance. Two dry, white wines, Simi
Johannisberg Riesling ‘75 and a
Chappellet Chennin Blanc are served as
an apertif. The wine is tasted and
savored, and the men discuss the various
merits before partaking of the first
course, a subtle yet fragrant turnip and
leek soup. More wine is opened and
poured. With the pate de foie gras en
brioche, a special Mirassou Chardonnay
‘77 with the vineyard's 125th anniversary
label is tasted. There is much discussion
and some humor directed at Steve
Mirassou. There is more Chardonnay
with the grilled gravlax. Tony Ridgway
has developed a recipe for gravlax, which
is usually served cold, to be prepared in a
hot dish. He has made a special dill
sauce, and the guests discuss this course
in depth and urge him to place it on the
regular menu.

There is much conversation, mostly
about wine, but food is also discussed,
and the men relax and talk of other
things — books, travel, politics, and then
wine again. The main course,
magnificent racks of lamb, fragrant and
redolent with herbs and spices is served.
Ridgway has prepared a stuffing of
chestnuts and wild rice, and the guests
become enthusiastic in their praise of the
dish. Two vintage cabernet sauvignons
are served with the main course: hosts
urge their guests to eat slowly, and they
do as more conversation goes on about
the wines. Each guests is asked to taste
the wine and to then comment.

The salad course is an innovative
combination of fresh greens and cheese.
Ridgway has ingeniously combined
Belgin endive, watercress, and Stilton
cheese to clear the palate and prepare
everyone for the dessert course. With the
salad, a Joseph Phelps Syrah ‘74 is
poured.

As the conversation heightens, the staff
brings in the richrand eye-pleasing
desserts for which Ridgway is known.
There are three desserts offered: a lemon
souffle tart, a homemade pistachio ice
cream, and a heavy rich chocolate
mousse cake. All are destined to become
a part of the menu at Chef's Garden and
Truffles. The dessert wine is a heady
Freemark Abbey Johannisberg Riesling
Sweet Select ‘77.

Demitasses are passed and cigars and
cigarettes are lighted. Everyone leans
back to enjoy the final moments of a
memorable evening. It is almost
midnight and the staff awaits a critique
of the meal. The ten black suited
gentlemen emerge from the dining room
and everyone knows. They are all
smiling; they are all elated. The evening
is a success. [




n 1971, Tony Ridgway finished a

stint with the U.S. Air Force and

headed for Naples where his mother
has lived for several years. He liked
Naples and wanted to stay; he dreamed
of opening a long-dreamed-of restaurant.
Naples in those days was strictly a
meat-and-potatoes town. Most residents
were midwesterners who cherished their
steaks, preceded by a couple of martinis
or a high ball. His first venture into what
is described as “‘the most difficult business
in the world” was The Wurst Place, a
small garden restaurant he purchased
from a former Milwaukeean who
featured all kinds of sausages and hot
dogs. From this base Ridgway began
changing the eating habits of
Neapolitans. Within two years, he
opened the Chef's Garden on Naples'’s
Fifth Avenue and introduced the locals to
alfresco dining. During the slow summer
months, he and Sarah traveled
extensively, investing in an education in
food tasting and inspiration. Tony had
already spent one summer in Europe
working in various restaurants and
making mental notes on the most creative
dishes. The Ridgways and the Browns
still travel on “learning holidays," visiting
the world’s best restaurants and hotels.

As the restaurant on Fifth Avenue
grew, the reputation of Chef’s Garden
also grew, and it became more and more
popular. By 1975, Tony was aware that
the restaurant was well on the way to
being a success and he needed more
managerial help.

Ridgway and Brown had been friends
since they both attended the same prep
school in 1960. They had kept in touch
over the years, and when Tony Ridgway
was stationed in Washington, they saw
each other frequently and shared a
common interest in food. Tony would
entertain often and soon earned a
reputation as a superb chef and host.
Bierne Brown attended Cornell and then
worked for Victoria Station, a successful
chain of restaurants. He had even come
to Naples when Tony first opened Chef’s
Garden and worked in the restaurant
briefly. During his hitch in the Coast
Guard, he was in charge of a school for
cooks and serving personnel. When he
was discharged, he returned to Naples
and on impulse asked Ridgway for a job
at Chef’s Garden. His timing was perfect.
The restaurant was growing rapidly, and
the problems of management were
growing too. Tony asked him if he would
be interested in becoming a partner.

Brown recalls his reaction; “I had
always dreamed of owning my own
restaurant, but I guess I never really
thought I could pull it off. It was so right.
I just picked up a paint brush
immediately, and we went to work
redoing the restaurant. That was the

most rewarding experience of my life —to
own my own restaurant before I was
thirty.”

he newly formed team then pro-

ceeded to look ahead to bigger

and better things. The first Chef’s
Garden had a capacity to seat 70 people,
and then it was expanded to 100. In late
1976, the restaurant was moved to its
present location in Olde Naples, which
has a capacity of 165, including an
outdoor terrace. Last year they took over
the second floor of the building and
established Truffles, which added 85
seats. Both restaurants are a showcase for
Ridgway's innovative menus and
creations. Chef’s Garden serves
traditional haute cuisine, and of the two
restaurants, it is the more conservative.
Roast duck, artichoke-stuffed chicken, a
variety of veal dishes, and fish
preparations of sole, pompano, and other
local seafood are also on the menu.
Truffles is informal, with nightly
entertainment and an ambience of
clublike intimacy. Such offerings as
cassoulet, moussaka, steak and kidney
pie, sandwiches, and imaginative salads
attract the younger crowd and the
business people who work in the
neighborhood. Chef’s Garden is an
international showcase, Truffles the
intimate bistro. Each has its own
personality, yet the two complement
each other.

Chef’s Garden has received Trend
Magazine's Golden Spoon Award for two
consecutive years. More important are
the accolades that come from patrons of
the restaurant, many of whom are the
same midwesterners who five years ago
rejected the idea of such cuisine being
accepted in Naples. Under the guidance
of Beirne Brown, the wine cellars of
Chef’s Garden have grown in
importance and sophistication. Brown
is a great connoissuer of California
wines, and he is constantly on the
lookout for fine vintages. He and the
other members of the staff gather
regularly with Tony Ridgway to offer
suggestions about new and innovative
dishes to add to the menu.

“Everyone has something to say about
the food,” comments Ridgway. “When
we conceived the idea for Truffles, we
met with the entire staff. They helped to
say about the type of menu we developed.
We find that everyone —busboys, waiters,
bartenders —is so interested in the place
that they go beyond what are normally
their jobs. Many of our waiters started
out as busboys, and we trained them
right here. The same with our kitchen
help; we try to bring them along and
train them our way.”

Ridgway'’s way is tough. He is an
exacting and hard taskmaster. Usually
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there are 25 cooks and helpers in two
kitchens, and he is involved in every
phase of food preparation. Gary Johnson
is the chef de cuisine, and he works
directly under Ridgway, who is the
executive chef. “Not only are we always
looking for new recipes and menus, but
we're contantly looking for people with
potential. I really like working with
young, enthusiastic people who want to
learn,” says Ridgway. “We find that the
most important quality is a willingness
to learn, and we look for kids who are
intelligent, willing, adaptable, and
curious. And believe it or not we have
attracted a lot of youngsters with those
qualities,” he continues.

“I may be the front man,” interjects
Beirne Brown, “but make no mistake
about my interest in food. It is the whole
basis of my drive —the food, its
preparation, and presentation. But I
realize that this has to be a two-sided
operation, and there can be only one
executive chef. The food we have in the
restaurants really inspires me when I plan
the wine list, select the napery, the
flowers. When we formed this
partnership, I accepted the fact that my
primary role would be out front. But
whenever I can, I get back in the kitchen
and help or watch.”

hef’s Garden and Truffles are

located off fashionable Third

Street, often referred to as the
Neapolitan answer to Worth Avenue.
They are located in a large commercial
building with other shops. A red and
white striped awning leads guests into the
downstairs bar and foyer. The dining
room is on the west side of the building
with an open terrace for alfresco dining.
The bar, small and intimate, is done in
brilliant blue, while the dining room is
forest green with dazzling white accents.
The tablecloths and napkins are
flamingo pink. Upstairs the decor is
soothing coral with bleached wooden
floors, bare butcher block tables, and
brown mats and napkins.

Many sophisticated people who have
dined at Chef’s Garden have been baffled
about the qualities that make the
restaurant different. There is an
uniqueness about the restaurant which is
not immediately obvious. Beirne Brown
comments on this quality: “What makes
this restaurant different than any other? I
think it's more than the food, more than
the service, more than the wine selection
or the decorating. The fact of the matter
is that both restaurants are constantly
under the personal supervision of the four
of us. We don'’t believe in taking the easy
way out. Every detail in the place from
the food to the tiniest salt shakers get our
attention. We want to please people. Our
(Continued on page 36)
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Magic Focus Ends
Makeup Guesswork

Can’t get false lashes on
straight . . . do you squint
applying eyemakeup?
Then, you need Magic
Focus, the
prescription-quality
magnifying mirror
developed by an eye
doctor./Stand-up Big Eyeéof
14.95/Purse-size folding
compact, 5.00

10-5 Mon.-Fri.
10-2 Sat.

MERLE NORMAN

The Place for the Costom Face

589 FIFTH AVENUE SOUTH
262-1530

/[

... a fascinating faceted bracelet threesome in
18-karat gold with five brilliant-cut diamonds
in center. Sold separately, if desired.

Objet d'Art « Stationery Boutique

JEWELERS

1300 Third Street South « 261-9
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goal is to keep getting better. We all
agree on one thing: no matter how good
we get, we want to get even better.”

Tony Ridgway agrees and says: “I
think a job or business should be a
pleasure. Beirne and I love to talk about
food and this shows up in everything we
do. Food is a personal thing; you can’t
prepare it in an impersonal way. You
have to put a lot of love and a lot of effort
into preparing it and then serve it
beautifully and with warmth and caring.
All of what we do at Chef’s Garden and
Truffles is more than just a business; it's a
giving experience, and when we forget
that and when our waiters or anyone on
the staff forgets that —well, the whole
effort is wasted.”

Beirne sums it up by saying: “This
place, the whole thing is a matter of
pride. Everyone here has pride. That is
the quality that makes anything you do in
life worthwhile.”

robably the most frustrating

thing about the late seven-

ties and the early eighties for the
Browns and the Ridgways has been the
inflationary spiral of food costs. The
owners have a hard and fast rule about
only using the finest ingredients. There
are no frozen products used in any of the
cooking: sole, lobsters, scallops, and
meat are all fresh products. The bakery
on the premises prepares all of the bread,
rolls, cakes, and pastries consumed in
both restaurants, and only top quality
butter is used. Freshly grown, local
produce from an organic farm is served.
In Truffles a display of eggplant,
hydroponic tomatoes, bibb lettuce, and
other vegetables shares the spotlight with
exquisite eclairs, cakes, mousse and other
desserts. Another case holds gravlax,
imported sausages, Smithfield ham,
imported cheeses, and caviar.

And how much does all this cost the
patrons who flock to the doors of Chef’s
Garden and Truffles? By New York and
Palm Beach standards the check is very
moderate. The average check for each
dinner in Chef's Garden is about $25,
and that includes wine. Each course
offered includes imaginative and
interesting foods depending on what Chef
Tony Ridgway feels like serving that day.
The desserts are also innovative and
consistently rich, delicious, and varied.
At Truffles the average check is almost
one third the amount at Chef’s Garden.

Chef’s Garden has come a long way in
ten years and, with its offshoot Truffles,
will go even farther in the eighties in
establishing Naples as the home of one of
the south’s great restaurants. For what
Paul Bocuse did for Lyon and Fernand
Point did for Vienne, surely Tony
Ridgway and Beirne Brown will do for
Naples. [



