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[Begin Melissa Close Interview] 

 

00:00:00 

Amy Evans:  This is Amy Evans on June 18, 2008, and I am at Barboursville Vineyards in 

Barboursville, Virginia. I’m sitting at the Palladio Restaurant with the Executive Chef Melissa 

Close. Melissa, if you would please state your name and give us a little sentence about what you 

do here at Barboursville. 

 

00:00:19 

Melissa Close:  My name is Melissa Close. I’m the Executive Chef at Palladio Restaurant. I’ve 

been here for eight years, taking care of writing all our menus and executing everything from the 

kitchen. 

 

00:00:32 

AE:  And if I may ask you to share your birth date for the record. 

 

00:00:34 

MC:  November 19, 1970. 

 

00:00:39 

AE:  And you are an Alabama girl? 

 

00:00:40 

MC:  I’m an Alabama girl, yes. 



Melissa Close – Barboursville Vineyards/Palladio Restaurant 

© Southern Foodways Alliance                                                                     www.southernfoodways.com 

3 

 

00:00:43 

AE:  What part? 

 

00:00:43 

MC:  Born and raised in Mobile and then I lived in Montevallo and the Birmingham area for 

about eight years. 

 

00:00:48 

AE:  And I—I researched a little bit of your culinary history online, but could you give us kind 

of a short trajectory of your culinary school experience and then where you’ve worked around 

the country? 

 

00:01:01 

MC:  I got into doing food as a way to pay rent in college. I was going to be a schoolteacher and 

realized I was a much better cook than a teacher. And worked for Frank Stitt in Birmingham [at 

his restaurant Bodega]. It was my first full-service, fine-dining restaurant, and it was the first 

time I worked in Italian food. And he told me that I should go to culinary school, and I did. I 

went to New England Culinary Institute as a second career back in [nineteen] ’97. After that, I 

worked here in Virginia at a place called Clifton Inn, kind of a Southern-style bed and breakfast 

and then worked in California and San Francisco at Rose Pistola and then in Colorado for a brief 

period before this job opened in 2000. I’ve been here ever since. 

 

00:01:44 
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AE:  Now if we could talk about your—excuse me—your time with Frank Stitt at Bodega, is that 

right? 

 

00:01:47 

MC:  Yeah, I was—worked on and off with Frank for almost two years, kind of where I 

discovered the passion I had for Italian food and how I kind of really discovered that Italian food 

and Southern food are very connected. I grew up in Alabama, in Mobile. My mom was born and 

raised in Mobile, so I’m a third or fourth generation Southern Belle and grew up on Southern—

or Southern soul food, so to speak, and kind of learned that Italians eat the same way. And it was 

a way to do more fine dining food but still stay in the same philosophy of food that I grew up 

with of opening your back door, and whatever is ripe in the garden, is what you cook with. And 

Italians do the same. I get the great opportunity to work in Italy every January and that’s—it kind 

of dawned on me out there. Just one day I went and opened up the door and picked the cavoli, 

which is cabbage, and made a stew out of it. And I was like, wow, that’s what my mom used to 

do when I was a kid. So it’s just their philosophy of food is the same. It’ s not adulterated; the 

food is the food, and it allows you to express the flavor of the food more than express your need 

to build a tower or make something that’s unnatural out of food. And I just—I’m a Southern girl 

at heart in my food and enjoy showing it through Italian food. And I do put my own flairs, if a 

little bit of Southern girl shows up. You know, we have braised collard greens on the menu right 

now and some cornmeal crepes but, other than that, we do stick pretty traditionally to the Italian 

fare. 

 

00:03:16 

AE:  Now what about all that did you learn from Frank Stitt, specifically? 
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00:03:22 

MC:  Well, he was the one that first taught me to understand true Italian food, you know, beyond 

the spaghetti and meatballs or getting the scaloppini with a side of spaghetti. And, you know, 

that’s just not how Italians really eat. And just to see how it traditionally happens and the—the 

classic combinations of flavor and the classic way to fix things and to be simple about it and 

olive oil and salt and pepper and nothing else. And—and that was my—kind of my first baby 

step into true fine dining and true Italian fare. And Frank was there for all of it. 

 

00:03:55 

AE:  Did he impart to you also an appreciation for local ingredients? 

 

00:03:59 

MC:  Of course. I mean, in fact, two or three of our providers of food were actually our wait 

staff, who also gardened at home. And you know, all our—we didn’t make our own bread there 

in-house, but you know we had the local artisan baker came in, and we had the guy that raised 

the lambs up in the Bessemer area, so, you know, I mean every—as much as he could find 

locally, he used. And you know that was early ‘90s, so, especially for Alabama, that was just the 

very early brink of all that. And I’ve carried that with me, and I’ve worked for chefs in 

restaurants that have that philosophy, so it’s almost second nature. I don’t even really think about 

it as being an unusual part of our business. 

00:04:37 

 In fact, my one farmer called me this morning to let me know what she was picking, so 

it’s during this time of year, one great thing about Virginia is that it’s awesome growing season. 

And, you know, I get probably between—even my cheeses, honeys, everything—probably 
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seventy-five to eighty percent, during the growing season, is local product, and most of the 

things that aren't are things we import from Italy, which are olive oils and specific cheeses and 

cured meats. But if I can find it here, I will first. If not, I’ll—then I’ll go to Italy. 

 

00:05:08 

AE:  And so your—your experience here at Palladio and at Barboursville is—it runs parallel to 

why I’m here talking to you about Virginia wine as the umbrella kind of subject that we’re here 

meeting about, insofar as it’s, you know—I was saying earlier, before we started recording, that 

Barboursville and Palladio is such a great illustration of a globalized South and that you have 

here, you know, in Virginia as a whole, you have Italians in the wine industry and—and 

Frenchmen and it’s—it’s an international scene here in Virginia, and the terroir [the special 

characteristics recognized in a grape, as a result of geographical and environmental 

influence] is what makes the Virginia wine Virginian. And it’s the same thing in the food. And 

so I’m wondering if you had any kind of—like if you’ve—like kind of reconciled yourself to the 

fact that you’re—I mean I don’t—I don’t really know how to formulate this question but that 

you’re—you are cooking at an Italian restaurant, but you’re a Southern girl and using Southern 

ingredients and what you really call what you do? I mean can—is there a name for it? 

 

00:06:10 

MC:  I don’t know if there’s a specific name. We always say we cook in the tradition of Italy 

and—and use as much local—but, you know, almost, you know, as I was saying earlier, it’s—if 

an Italian lived here, they would probably cook the same thing I’m cooking right now. I take the 

classic combinations that you would find in Italy and use the products here, and of course there 

are products here that you don’t get in Italy and vice-versa. But you know, it’s—I’ve always—I 
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always stayed more of the Italian style, more than cooking Italian food. And even Luca 

[Paschina], our winemaker, who is in Italy right now and couldn’t join us, he does the same. I 

mean we do grow European and mainly Italian varietals, but he will only grow varietals that 

thrive here. You can't grow all of them that he’s used to growing. He grew up—grew up in the 

Piedmont region, but if it doesn’t work, he changes the plants and puts in vines. And like 

Cabernet Franc, which isn't necessarily an Italian grape, is thriving in Virginia as a red—red 

grape and that’s—he plants more and more acreage of it every year and he—he believes in 

producing what the land is going to produce. And—and I think that’s kind of a philosophy of 

being Italian. And you know you’re not going to try to grow a grape that would grow great in the 

Chardonnay region of France and grow it in Piedmont. You’re going to grow a grape that grows 

well there, and he does the same here in Virginia. And it just happens to be that a lot of the 

Italian varietals thrive here. And that’s one reason we are actually—we’re owned by an Italian 

family [The Zonin family], and they were just here visiting in 1976, and it reminded them of 

Piedmont Italy. So they bought 800 acres and put a winery here, and it’s been thriving ever since. 

 

00:07:51 

AE:  And I—I read on the website I believe that Mr. Zonin, who—who purchased the property 

in the [nineteen] ‘70s, was advised to plant tobacco instead of—instead of vines. 

 

00:08:01 

MC:  Yeah, I’ve heard that. He—he’ll joke about that story, and I think we actually used to be—

I think it was originally a sheep farm here when they bought it, and somebody told him to turn it 

into a tobacco farm. And, you know, he’s seven generations of a winemaker. I don’t think he 

could change. But he actually started growing the European rootstocks and grafting rootstocks; a 
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lot of the original wineries here in Virginia that started in the ‘70s bought rootstock from the 

Zonins that were doing that here, before he actually started a winery. And—but I don’t think it 

was too much longer before they started growing grapes and producing their own wine and have 

been doing very well ever since. 

 

00:08:39 

AE:  Do you know what brought him to Virginia, initially? 

 

00:08:42 

MC:  I think friends lived here, and they just came for a visit, and they were looking to expand 

their—their organization and their—and their enterprise. And his wife just loved it here, and they 

thought, why not try a place overseas and—and they’ve done really well here. And I believe they 

have fifteen different vineyards throughout Italy, counting this one, and then they also produce a 

lot of wines at their main headquarters in Gambellara, where they have vineyards all over that 

get shipped there and bottled under their name. But they have fifteen high-end wineries similar to 

Barboursville. 

 

00:09:19 

AE:  Do any of the Barboursville wines make it back to Italy? 

 

00:09:22 

MC:  Yeah, actually, they do. I was in a little Intecca wine shop one day and was like, wow, 

there’s a Barboursville Pinot Grigio. And I think a lot of that has to do with, you know, the—the 

Zonins have an import/export, and they’ll import some of ours. They don’t sell very well, I don’t 

think but—but we do, you know—we have wines in New York and Chicago. I was actually in 
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New York City, sitting in a sushi restaurant and looked down, and their house wine was our 

Chardonnay. And I was like, that’s strange, but—so we—we export a little bit and send it to 

other states, but primary in the Southeast. 

 

00:09:56 

AE:  And I don’t know how connected you are to the everyday operations of the vineyard and—

and the winery part, but I understand, too, from reading about Barboursville, that the Italian style 

of maintaining a vineyard and planting a vineyard, like they plant many more vines per—per row 

and per acre and just that style of—of planting and winemaking is so different. Can you talk 

about that a little bit? 

 

00:10:20 

MC:  I would be afraid I would say something wrong. I do know that our—our viticulturist is 

actually El Salvadorian, and he’s excellent. And I know that we prune back a lot of our plants 

and you can even see that—witness it from going to other vineyards. Our—our vines are a lot 

thinner than everybody else; he tends to prune very early in the spring. He cuts back clusters; 

he’ll take whole clusters off the vines to produce less quantity but higher quality and—because 

any plant that produces fruit, the more fruit that’s on the plant, the less quality each piece of fruit 

individually is going to have. So they’ll actually take whole clusters off the plant at certain parts 

of the season to let the better clusters thrive and produce a better wine. And so I’m not sure how 

many plants per row, if it’s more or less, but I do know that we actually thin a lot more than a 

lot—some of the vineyards around. 

 

00:11:13 
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AE:  And given the age of this vineyard and winery, you know, being around since ’76, which 

was really just kind of the really infancy—true infancy of Virginia winemaking, and obviously 

the Zonin family brought in a lot of their techniques and things that they had perfected in Italy 

over all these generations, but do you think that anything here in Virginia other than the terroir 

and—and the ground that the vines sit in influence what they do here and kind of changed a little 

bit of what they do? 

 

00:11:40 

MC:  I’m not really sure. I mean I do know we—we use a lot of Italian equipment. We—we 

import Italian pressing machines and bottling machines, and I think that’s just a—our assistant 

winemaker is also Italian, so it might be an ease of use. But I’m not really sure. I’d—I’d hate to 

comment on something and give you the wrong answer. 

 

00:12:01 

AE:   All right. Let’s talk about your food again because I enjoyed a lovely lunch here today at 

Palladio and, as we remarked before, you have the cornmeal crepes filled with broccoli raab and 

a great tomato basil terrine. Can you talk about those things? 

 

00:12:15 

MC:  The tomato basil terrine, this time of year, we always run some version of the classic 

Caprese with tomatoes and mozzarella, and we’ve always made our mozzarella in-house. And 

every summer I try to think of something a little bit different to do, and I think back to the 

summer parties at my great aunt’s house, when she always had the tomato aspic and, you know, 

she’d do it with shrimp or crab in there, but that might be an interesting way. And I’ve taken 
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some local tomatoes and made tomato water and made my own aspic and float heirloom 

tomatoes in it—and we make our own homemade mozzarella—and serve it layered. So it’s still 

the same flavors, the same textures that you would get in a Caprese, if you were sitting in 

Florence, but it’s just a little bit more Southern and it’s a little bit more—different, you know, 

just to do something slightly different but not being able to take it too far over the top and just 

give it our own little bit of style. And occasionally, we do just do the classic sliced tomatoes with 

sliced mozzarella, but we like to have a little bit of fun in the kitchen. 

 

00:13:18 

AE:  Are they usually Virginia tomatoes or—when you can get them? 

 

00:13:21 

MC:  When I can get them. These are—right now, I’m still in greenhouse tomatoes. The fresh 

tomatoes are coming any week now. My—my farmer was telling me my Sweet 100s should be 

in next week, so the vine-growing—vine-grown heirlooms should be coming in in the next few 

weeks. But a lot of these are still just greenhouse—hothouse here in Virginia. But I try to get as 

much as I can here in Virginia and—and what I can—you know, it’s much better to have a 

tomato that’s been picked off the vine. It’s still warm when it comes to me. It can't get any better 

than that, you know. It hasn’t been gassed. It hasn’t been sitting in a warehouse. It hasn’t been 

sitting on a truck. So, you know, and then that’s going to be a better flavor for my customer.  

 

00:14:02 

AE:  And tell me about the cornmeal crepes.  

 

00:14:04 
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MC:  The cornmeal crepes—actually, my sous chef’s idea and he’s—he’s an East Coaster and 

we like to do a crepe here and there, so during the summer we try to stay away from the starch—

the heavy starches on the plate—but we always—still knowing we are in the South, you know, 

you have to have your protein and your starch and your vegetables, so a lot of times we’ll do a 

stuffed crepe in lieu of doing a starch on the plate. And we usually try to—we do a lot of 

buckwheat or chick pea flour or something very traditional Italian, but we just decided to try it 

with cornmeal, and we both really liked it and—and filling it with a sautéed broccoli raab and 

some local sour cherries from one of our farmers, and it just turned out to be a nice combination 

and it’s still—it’s got one toe in South America—or Southern America and one toe in Italy so it 

just still gives us that nice balance of being Italian-styled but being a Southern restaurant. 

 

00:14:58 

AE:  How about your clientele and how they receive that and what they expect when they come 

to eat here? 

 

00:15:01 

MC:  Actually, most of my clientele is always surprised that I’m a Southerner. They—a lot of 

them, if they’ve never met me, expect me to be Italian and are really surprised that someone 

from Alabama cooks as traditionally as Italian as we do. But we have—we have a clientele. We 

have a very regular clientele base. I have customers that come once a week or two or three times 

a month, and I would say that’s a good twenty percent of my clients. And then evening time for 

dinner, we do a lot of special occasions—anniversaries and birthdays. So it’s a slight destination 

restaurant from Charlottesville being twenty miles north, and a lot of my clients are from DC and 

Richmond. They come in from the—the bigger cities to come eat here, so we have a diverse 
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crowd. We have a lot of Italian clientele that come, but I think that a lot of times they’re just 

more shocked that I’m Southern than—than not, and then when they find out I’m Southern, I 

think that’s when they’ll notice more the Southern touches that are in dishes more than noticing 

the Southern touches first. 

 

00:16:00 

AE:  Well and let’s talk about the wine pairings, because you have a wine flight that goes with 

the pre fixe menu for lunch and for dinner, and can you talk about how—how you make those 

pairings? 

 

00:16:08 

MC:  We do it two different ways. More times than not we create a menu first, since we do have 

fifteen, seventeen different varieties of wine that we produce here on the property, so we’re more 

produce-driven—whatever is coming in for the season and we create a menu from there. And 

then our maître d’ who just actually got his Master Sommelier from Italy this past month tends to 

do the pairings from that direction. If we do have a wine that we specially want to show or, you 

know, feature it for that month, we’ll go backwards the other way, and he’ll say, you know, “I 

really want,” you know, “the Cabernet Franc is really ready to drink right now. Let’s create a 

dish for it.” And we’ll go the other way. But it’s generally, the menu comes first, and then we sit 

down and we always do a menu tasting at the—when we create a menu, we cook everything. 

We’ll sit down with one or two or three wines that we’re thinking about pairing it with and 

making sure which ones work best, so it’s a group effort between Luca, our winemaker, and 

Alessandro, our sommelier, and myself. 
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00:17:08 

AE:  From interacting with Luca, have you gotten an idea of maybe how—you know, you’re 

saying how he grows what—what grows best here in Virginia in this terroir but as far as the 

Italian grapes go, those varietals, do you know if they grow differently here, taste differently 

here? 

 

00:17:25 

MC:  Yeah, they do because I mean we—we do our own—we have a Nebbiolo, which is your 

Barolos and—and, you know, it’s definitely not quite as big and fat, you know, and our 

Sangiovese here is definitely a super-Tuscan by any stretch of the means. They have their own 

flavor and their own characteristics, but they—they hold their own, you know, and they produce 

here very well. The Sangiovese is one of my particularly favorite reds that we produce, but it 

really isn't, you know—it’s—it’s not getting Chianti, you know, and Tuscany, but it has its own 

rewards by growing here, but I think that’s going to be true even in Italy. I mean you have the 

Barolos that grow in the Piedmont region are a lot different than the ones that grow—and the 

Valtellina, which is almost to Switzerland. They have their own special characteristics, so, yeah, 

that would be true of any—even throughout the nation of Italy. 

 

00:18:15 

AE:  Can we talk a little bit about the history of Barboursville and the connection with—because 

I was reading on the website that the Zonins are from the area of Italy that—the same as Andrea 

Palladio for which the restaurant is named and his connection with architecture and Thomas 

Jefferson and all that. Can you speak to that? 

 

00:18:31 
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MC:  Yeah, the—the Zonins live in the Veneto region, which Andrea Palladio was famous for— 

in Vicenza, all the statues and all the—the octagon rooms and columns and the—the very 

Palladian architecture, which is where Thomas Jefferson also drew a lot of his inspiration. All of 

UVA [University of Virginia] is very Palladian, with the big domes and the big columns. And 

when they created the restaurant here, they were trying to create a way to connect it all. And we 

also have Governor Barbour, who was a contemporary of Thomas Jefferson’s house—the ruins 

of the house are here on the property, and Thomas Jefferson designed it. It was one of only three 

residents that Thomas Jefferson designed, so it was just kind of a good connection of, you know, 

taking Thomas Jefferson to Italy and bringing Italy back to Virginia and making it full circle of 

being able to do that international connection of us and—and Italy. 

 

00:19:31 

AE:  And—and speaking of that, you know, people, you know, may have certain thoughts or 

opinions about an Italian winemaker being in Virginia and how maybe, at first glance, that seems 

a little bit odd, but speaking about the history of Virginia winemaking and—and wines being 

brought over from Europe and Jamestown and 400 years of—of trials and tribulations and 

growing and trying to make wine and then Thomas Jefferson’s connection it, it seems like it’s 

not really that strange. And it’s been—I mean it’s really been going on for centuries. And so how 

do you—is there ever a time that you have to kind of justify the fact that there’s an Italian 

winemaker here in Virginia and what means or no? 

 

00:20:10 

MC:  I never had to. I mean Luca may have had to justify it to someone, but we actually have a 

very large Italian community here. I’ve been surprised at how much—how many Italians I’ve 
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met in Virginia, especially closer to the DC area, also. But Luca actually came—he met the 

Zonins in Italy. They sent him to do a three-month consulting job and he, like I was saying 

earlier, grew up in Piedmont, and one reason the Zonins bought this property, they were here in 

’76 and they were like, “Wow, this is just like Piedmont in Italy. I bet you could have a winery 

here.” And he came and fell in love with the place and also fell in love with an American 

woman, and he’s never left. And he’s been here for fifteen years or so now and been our 

winemaker ever since. He was supposed to be here for three months and been here for fifteen 

years. And—and Luca is a staple of our community. He’s very adamant about agricultural—

staying in Virginia and, you know, just kind of businesses helping other businesses out. He—

he’s in the forefront of all—you know, he’s at town meetings all the time. He’s always in—

looking out for the best of farmers and people that are in the agricultural business, and he doesn’t 

do it just for his benefit here at the vineyard. He does that because it’s the benefit of everybody 

in Virginia and the business and the wine industry as a whole. And so he’s—he’s definitely part 

of the community and very accepted in the community. I don’t think anybody would ever 

question him being here, Italian or not. 

 

00:21:39 

AE:  So they’re—Luca and—and Barboursville Winery and generally—in general are advocates 

and supporters of the Virginia wine industry? 

 

00:21:46 

MC:  Yes, and very much advocates of eat local, buy local, sell local. We try—we try to deal 

with as many local people as possible, where it comes down to if Luca needs to have part of the 

field bush-hogged, you know, he’s always going to hire somebody that’s a local guy, and you 
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know, it’s just—we try to stay local. It’s—it’s something that we thought of—I don’t think 

anybody ever really thinks about it. It’s just second nature for us here, and I think it’s second 

nature for Luca because he knows—I mean even in just a smart business way as long as—if he 

keeps business here in Virginia, people are going to come to him and, you know, and it keeps his 

business happy. So it’s—it’s reciprocal amongst other businesses around, and I think it’s 

important, you know. I think it’s long before the Green Initiative and, you know, just doing this I 

think it’s—that’s been the way of life in Virginia for hundreds of years, and it’s I think just kind 

of started being noticed. 

 

00:22:43 

AE:  So speaking of the winery specifically and—and just its scale and its age. I mean it’s really 

established itself here since 1976, and it’s one of the larger producers of Virginia wine in the 

state. Can you talk about some of the wines and—and where they go and what they’re like? 

 

00:23:03 

MC:  Oh, I will try my best. I know which ones I like, so those are easy ones for me to talk 

about. Like I said, I think we have fifteen or seventeen varieties, everything from we do a 

Sparkling Brute up to the heavy Nebbiolos and everything in between. We have a couple of 

sweet pink wines; we also have a very classic Rosé; we produce a Sauvignon Blanc, a Pinot 

Grigio, two different Chardonnays. We do both a stainless steel and an oak Chardonnay, a 

Viognier. Am I forgetting any whites? Then we also have out of the reds, like I said, we have 

two—two sweet pink wines and one dry sweet pink wine, the Rosé, which is my personal 

favorite for summertime. And then we do a Sauvignon—a Sauvignon—oops—Cabernet 

Sauvignon, a Cabernet Franc, Nebbiolo, Sangiovese, and our premier wine, which is Octagon, 
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which is similar to the Bordeaux blend that we do and that’s—that’s kind of Luca’s baby. When 

he first started producing it, he only produced it in years—and still really only produces in years 

that grapes are at highest quality. We’ve just happened to have a great stretch of about five years 

now, where we’ve had an incredible harvest—wet springs, dry summers, early—early fall, so it’s 

been great for the grapes. So since I’ve been here for seven years—seven and a half years—

we’ve had an Octagon every year but the first year I was here. So he keeps saying, “I hope it 

doesn’t turn bad and we have to produce no Octagon.” But you know, so we—we produce all 

ranges, you know. There—if you like some type of wine, we probably produce something that’s 

similar to it, and they’re all vintage driven. We don’t—we produce all our grapes here on the—

on the vineyard. We don’t buy any grapes. We don’t do really any blending to make our wines 

taste the same from year to year. It’s all—you can taste a bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon from 

1998 and then one from 2000, and you can tell the difference of what the weather was doing and 

how the grape was different. So I think—and that’s—I like Old World wines and being owned 

by an Old World wine family and Luca being trained in Piedmont, that’s, I think, the best way 

that our wines are going to shine. And we let nature shine just as much as our winemakers. 

 

00:25:19 

AE:  Can you talk a little bit more about Barboursville being so vintage-driven because with its 

history in Virginia and—and opening in 1976, they’ve had some time to create some, you know, 

older vintages and—and what that means on the—the statewide scene and how that differs from 

what other people are doing? 

 

00:25:38 
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MC:  Well, and actually, this year was the first year that a vintage wine won the Governor’s 

Cup, which was our 1998 Cabernet Sauvignon and—and it kind of started the trend of people 

keeping library wines. And a lot of it, I think, with the newer wineries, you know, because, of 

course, there’s not much wine left from the ‘70s or ‘80s from here, you know, when you’re a 

small winery and you’re only producing 2,000 or 3,000 cases of wine. You’re almost having to 

sell all those wines just to be able to—to survive. And once you get established enough to be 

able to start putting back a couple pallets of wine to be able to age properly and to be able to 

bring them back out, it’s—I think something that’s going to benefit the Virginia wine industry. 

And you’re getting a lot more older wines that are showing well in competitions here in Virginia 

and around the country and in the world. And I think it will make Virginia much more 

comparable to being compared to California or—or Oregon and—and even Europe, you know, 

to be able to show that wait, we—not only can we make good drinkable wines right now, here’s 

our Pinot Grigio from last year. Yeah, it’s great, but look what we have in the cellar also. And it 

just shows that we have sustainability as a wine industry here in Virginia. 

 

00:26:50 

AE:  And can you talk about maybe what lies ahead in the future for the Virginia wine industry? 

 

00:26:53 

MC:  I think it’s going to get better and better, you know. It’s done nothing but for the last thirty 

years to do that and I, you know, I think California had to start somewhere, too, you know. We 

just happen to be a number of decades behind them, and I think that with the amount of 

winemakers that are here now, and I think we’re up to 225 vineyards in Virginia now, and you 

know, some of them are producing world-class wines. And I think it’s going to become—you’re 
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not going to just say, “Hey, that’s a California Cabernet. What about this Virginia Cabernet?” I 

think it will—it will eventually become more of a household type of wine industry than—than it 

has been in the past. 

 

00:27:31 

AE:  Can you talk about what role Palladio Restaurant has in that and the vineyard, specifically, 

and in the greater scheme in general? 

 

00:27:36 

MC:  Well Palladio was a brainchild of Luca. We were open—we opened in 1999. I took over in 

October of 2000. And Barboursville’s wines being vintage-driven, he—and also, like I was 

saying earlier, not blended or anything like that, they’re very food-friendly wines. Generally 

speaking, if you have a very complicated wine, it’s not necessarily always the best just to drink it 

by itself and taste in tiny little tastes—much better with, you know, a nice piece of cheese or 

some really hearty bread. So Luca thought, well, if our wines are food-friendly, we need a place 

to show that, and he created this restaurant solely for the purpose of being able to show that 

wines can be paired with food and can bring out more from the wine and from the food and—and 

that’s what we’ve tried to accomplish here. You know, there’s definitely a lot goes into menu-

writing to think about. There are things that you want to run that you have to stop and think, you 

know, that’s not very wine-friendly, you know—very acidic something and that’s not going to go 

really well with any of our wines, so you have to kind of step back and decide what you want to 

showcase. And since we are here to both showcase our food and our wine, we find a happy 

compromise in the middle. And—and I’ve actually had customers who have been like, you 

know, “I’ve never liked Barboursville wine when I came to the tasting room.” He’s like, “Now I 
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understand why.” He’s like, “You have to sit down, you have to enjoy, you have to relax.” It’s 

drinking, you know, just one little swish at the tasting bar doesn’t fully show how complicated 

and complex your wines are. 

 

00:29:08 

AE:  Are there other wineries in Virginia that have a restaurant onsite? 

 

00:29:12 

MC:  There are a few that have food available. There’s Kluge Estates in Charlottesville that has 

like a little farmstead store, and I haven't been out there in months. I’m not sure exactly what 

they’re doing, but right offhand, full-service restaurants, I can't think of anyone in this area. And 

like I said, now that there’s 225, there’s bound to be somebody that has restaurants. And I know 

a lot of wineries offer catering services, like if you want to go and do a wedding, we have a 

catering kitchen and—and people that are onsite. But full-service, open on a regular basis 

restaurants, I don’t know any off the top of my head. 

 

00:29:45 

AE:  And I wanted, too, since now you’ve been here for almost eight years, and the restaurant 

has established itself and—and, you know, you’re reaching a point where you’re used to what 

you’re doing and—and getting some notoriety for it, I know you’ve been invited to the James 

Beard House to cook. What do you think with, you know, the kind of comfort level that you’ve 

established here in the restaurant and people knowing who you are and what you do and how the 

recognition for that kind of compares, relevant to the recognition for the wine? 

 

00:30:14 
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MC:  Luca jokes around sometimes when he goes to do wine festivals, which I never get to do. 

They’re always on a Saturday afternoon, and we’re always—you know, our busiest day. But he 

was like, “Some people will be like, ‘Wow, I didn’t know you guys actually made your own 

wine. I’ve been to your restaurant.’” You know, he’s like, “Over the last four or five years that 

some of our press that we’re getting is more restaurant-based than winery-based.” And he acts a 

little jealous, but I think he, you know—it’s still his business. So—but I think we’re—we—we 

kind of walk hand-in-hand. You know, there’s really—I don’t think wines—I know the wine—

both could stand solely on their own by all means, but I don’t think either one of them would be 

as appreciated by our customers, you know, if this restaurant was on the downtown mall on 

Charlottesville. I don’t think it would have as much character and as much charisma behind it as 

being attached here at the winery. And I mean the view is awesome and—and I, you know, and 

I—with having my comfort level here, you know, it’s—I’ve been here for eight years, and Luca 

gives me so much freedom that it feels like my own place, you know. He—he trusts me and my 

staff enough to where we—we write our own menus. We change every other month or when—or 

when the season deems necessary, and so we have our own freedom, but we have just this great 

backing of being attached to Barboursville Winery, which is, you know, the most award-winning 

winery here in the states and—or in Virginia—and so you can't—I couldn’t imagine life without 

being here at Barboursville. 

 

00:31:40 

AE:  So when you’ve cooked at the James Beard House, have you really played up the Italian 

side of your—your expertise and menu here or have you played with a little bit of the Southern 

elements? 
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00:31:52 

MC:  A little bit of both. We definitely will bring local products. I mean traveling all the way to 

New York with all our food is definitely kind of a bear. But so much of our product and so much 

of what you see on the table is produced by friends of mine that are farmers and, you know, 

people that I have been loyal to for eight years that I’ve been here and, you know, prior to when I 

was working at the Clifton. And you know so for fifteen, twenty years I’ve had relationships 

with these farmers and—and I couldn’t imagine not going to New York and taking the salad 

greens that Michael grows. So we tend to pack everything up, so there’s a little element of the 

Virginia in there, but we—generally, the menu will stick to being very Virginian—or very 

Italian. We’ve been back three times now. We did do a morel [mushroom] dinner once; it was 

our second dinner and that is not an Italian thing at all. We did very Italian food paired up with 

the morels. Morels are very Virginia, you know. And they’re all over this country, but in Italy 

you wouldn’t see them. And the funny thing is they grow there. And Luca’s brother owns a 

trattoria in Alba [Italy], and when he learned that we use them all the time, he was like, “Those 

grow out those the back door!” So now he serves morels there, so maybe, who knows, maybe it 

will catch on over there to be more of a—a dish that gets served. So maybe Virginia will go to 

Italy now. But yeah, so there’s always that element. There’s always a Virginia element. Being as 

closely rooted here in Virginia, there’s no way to get away from that, but the dishes are all 

traditionally Italian dishes when we go up there because we are showcasing that we’re Italian 

winemakers and Italian—an Italian restaurant. 

 

00:33:27 

AE:  And do I remember correctly that you not only make your own breads and—and some 

cheeses here but there’s a smokehouse on the property also? 
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00:33:32 

MC:  I have a little smoker. I wish I had a smokehouse. But yeah, we do—we do our own—as 

many things as we can do in-house, we do in-house. Very few products that we make do we use 

anything that’s been store-bought. We make all our own breads, all our own pastries. We smoke 

our sausage; we make our own sausage. We make—some of the lighter cheeses, ricotta and 

mozzarella we make in-house. But then after that, I’ve got a cheese maker that makes wonderful 

fresh goat cheese. I’ve got a pecorino that comes from right down the road, so I mean there’s 

things that are produced right around me that I don’t have to worry about having the space to age 

it and everything. No, I just really have your household, little backyard smoker in the back and 

this—this menu we have a smoked shrimp on, and then the last menu we had smoked trout that 

was local and—yeah, so there’s—I always try to put something smoked. It’s fun. It gets you out 

of the kitchen for ten or fifteen minutes, anyway, so—. But no, I wish I had a smokehouse. I 

could do whole pigs then. [Laughs] 

 

00:34:31 

AE:  And where do you get, say, your duck, and I think I’ve seen that you have—you have 

rabbit on the menu also? 

 

00:34:39 

MC:  Yeah, we have a couple different farmers you deal with and then—then sometimes it gets 

hard when you—when, you know we are still only fifty-five seats, which is a small restaurant, 

but at the same time, if I’m selling 100 ducks a week—I just had a—a guy come in and give me 

a—a card the other day, and he’s like, “Well, I can give you six ducks every week.” And it’s 
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like, “Well, okay, you can give me six. This farm can give me another six.” So a lot of it’s 

outsourced to a lot of different farmers. And I’ve got—my eggs all come from Polyface [an 

organic farm in Swoope, Virginia], which also produce chicken and pork for us, and the 

chicken on our dish—on the gnocchi dish this month is from them and so there’s just—it kind of 

comes from a little bit—all over the place. 

 

00:35:19 

AE:  Is there on thing on the current menu here today that is like the ultimate expression of what 

you do and where ingredients come from? 

 

00:35:27 

MC:  Wow. I would think, actually, gnocchi is probably one right now. We’ve got green beans 

that my farmer, Spring Lake Farms, is growing; the chickens are from Polyface; the waxed beans 

are from another friend farmer right down the road. So I mean there’s probably—besides the—

because we’re making them with blue potatoes, and those aren't local. But I think, besides the 

potato in there, everything else is from Virginia and—and most of it within twenty or twenty-five 

miles of the—the vineyard. 

 

00:35:58 

AE:  Do you have any of your farmers or purveyors come and eat with you and—and see the 

expression of—of your use of their materials? 

 

00:36:05 

MC:  Actually, most of my farmers ate here first and then say, “Oh, you use local product? 

Here’s my card,” or “Here’s my phone number.” My—Spring Lake Farms is who I deal with 
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most, and they actually just showed up at the backdoor, you know. The story that every chef has, 

you know. A knock at the back—the kitchen the door and they had—it must have been twenty 

pounds of Sweet 100 tomatoes, and they’re like, “We had no idea that we would grow this many. 

Do you want them?” I was like, “Yeah.” And now I sit down with them in the fall, and we go 

through the seed catalog and they’re up to about a—a two-acre plot that they plant, and they 

provide themselves with enough food for the whole season and can and have their stuff for the 

winter, and they go to farmers markets and sell me the rest. So I kind of feel very fortunate to 

have them and—and just to be able to sit down with a farmer and go through the catalog and go, 

“Well can you grow me this variety of chard?” Or you know, “Let’s try—let’s try to grow the 

Treviso—or radicchio—here so I don’t have to get it imported in from California.” So it’s just 

really nice and—and just going back and forth with them of what grows on their property 

because I mean the soil is acidic. It might not grow very well. We found out Treviso radicchio 

doesn’t grow well in their yard, but it grows really well at my other farmers’. So and even their 

next door neighbor grows some stuff for me now, so it’s just—it kind of spreads and I think most 

of my farmers have come more from—my small-time farmers come a lot more from eating here 

first, and then they always come in for their birthdays and, you know, bring their friends in when 

they’re in town, so it’s a nice little family. 

 

00:37:40 

AE:  As a chef, can you kind of describe what it—it means to you professionally to be in a place 

where you can source some local ingredients, and you have the wine that’s made from just steps 

from your kitchen door? 

 

00:37:53 
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MC:  It’s like heaven, you know, and—and my job prior to this, I was in Colorado where the 

growing season is like six weeks long and I really—that was the first time I was landlocked, you 

know. Growing up in Alabama, I mean Birmingham, you know, is a little inland, but it’s not 

Colorado landlocked. And then, you know—and then I’ve lived out in San Francisco, which is, 

you know, the Mecca of, you know, outsourced farmers. And then to move to Colorado, I was 

just really kind of at a loss. And you see a lot of things from boxes from Ecuador and Peru and 

you know, just—it kind of got a little glum in a way. And then as soon as I moved here and 

realized, ‘Wow, I’m back,” and you know, and it’s just—it’s great. And then, you know, also to 

be able to—“Oh, I need cooking wine. Do-da-do,” and you walk right over to the bottling line 

and ask Francesco, “Hey, I need cooking wine.” And he’s like, “Here you go,” and it’s as fresh 

as you can get it, so—you know. And we’ve got a garden here on property, too, so all our herbs 

are right out the door. So I mean you could self-sustain right here. You know, if we had a few 

cows that we could milk, we’d be all right so—. But yeah, it’s—it’s an amazing opportunity, you 

know. Not every chef gets that, you know, and I—I have so many opportunities here that as—as 

the young cook, where you dream and think, “Wow, if I ever had a job where I could do this,” 

and if they were the top five, I’ve accomplished those here, you know. The amount of produce I 

can get, the amount of you know—even pork and beef and chickens and eggs and milk and 

cream and cheese and all the products that are available here in Virginia, the wine that’s 

available here. And then the biggest perk of all is being able to go to Italy and work every year. 

And you know, we get to close the kitchen for a month and my sous chef and I go and two 

restaurants a piece—every month of every year of January—and you can't beat that, you know. 

That’s a goal of any cook, and I get to do it every year, so I’ve—I’ve got a great job. 

 

00:39:45 
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AE:  In going to Italy, you go there to learn, but is there anything that you ever teach the Italians 

in your time over there? 

 

00:39:52 

MC:  Oh, yeah, there’s definitely, you know, and—and you learn things that you—you take for 

granted here, like you know we have sour cream. They’ve never heard of it, and you’re like, 

“Well, crème fresh?” And they’re like, “No.” So you teach them how to make their own, and you 

know some of those Italians actually come here and do Guest Chefs with us and—and then 

they’ll see products we use or equipment, you know. And I think I’ve discovered that the—the 

heat resistant rubber spatula is like the perfect gift to take any chef in Italy and, you know—and 

then there’s equipment that they have that we don’t. And it’s—it’s always an exchange of ideas, 

and you know I speak very little Italian. I understand it, but I don’t speak it very well and I’ve—

many of the chefs I’ve worked with don’t speak any English, but you know food is very 

universal. And they’ve learned from—we’ve learned from them. We have fun. We always sit 

down and have, you know, a staff meal together and drink a glass of wine and, you know, it’s 

just—I’ve made some very long, dear friends by doing this. And it’s been a great opportunity, 

and I hope they’ve learned something. 

 

00:40:50 

AE:  Speaking about having a—a staff meal with some folks in Italy and drinking wine reminds 

me to maybe talk a little bit about your clientele here, and if there’s been kind of a learning or 

teaching curve and having people come here and—and really take full advantage of what y’all 

have to offer at Barboursville and—as far as the local scene is concerned. 
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00:41:09 

MC:  I think so, and I think a lot of it is, you know, we’re real lucky here in Charlottesville also. 

I—I don’t know how much truth is behind the statistic—never researched it—but outside the 

major metropolitan area, Charlottesville has got more restaurants per capita than most towns its 

size, and they’re all good. And there’s a lot of foodies here, and there are a lot of people that 

enjoy good food and I think a lot of it—I think this is true of everywhere in the U. S.—back, you 

know, fifteen years ago, everything just kind of, you know, exploded and just going out for 

dinner wasn’t going to a commercial place. And I think there are a lot of people, and our 

clientele included, that, fifteen years ago, would have only step foot into, you know, a corporate 

place and now just the understanding of local good food is, hopefully, becoming second—second 

nature to most of the population and—and I think we’ve definitely had a lot of people that have 

come in here that were beer and mixed drink people, and they get surprised that we don’t have a 

bar. And they’re like, “I don’t drink wine,” and then by the end of the dinner, they’re like, 

“Wow, I just never had good wine, I guess.” And so, you know, I think—I hope that people have 

learned a little bit and—. I mean I—I try to learn every time I go out to eat at a new restaurant, so 

hopefully, they have. 

 

00:42:23 

AE:  And it seems like with the other winemakers that I’ve met with this week and—and being 

here in Virginia for a few days, it seems like right now is kind of like the perfect storm, the 

perfect combination of people being educated about wine, being educated about food with the 

Food Network and all of that mess and—and really being experimental and taking chances and—

and being open to new things. But then that, coupled with the fact that Virginia winemaking is 

now of an age where it has established itself and it is ready to say, you know, “Look, here I am 
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and—and this is what we do well”—that it’s just everything here is just ready to—to pounce and 

really open up. 

 

00:43:02 

MC:  I think so. I mean I could easily see that somewhere in Virginia could easily turn into the 

new Napa Valley, you know. And I hope so. You know, I mean, it’s there. There’s, you know—

with [Washington] DC so close, you know, there’s—there’s educated palates, and there are 

people that are willing to try. And, like you were saying, you know, I’ve been shocked over the 

eight years. My first couple years here I was like, “Run rabbit? Nobody is going to eat rabbit.” 

And then you put rabbit on the menu, and that’s all you sell. And you’re like, “Wow, you know.” 

And, you know, there’s just been things that I’ve put on the menu before that I really thought 

would—nobody would try and I’ve been very shocked at how willing people are to try things 

and how much they enjoy them after they do. I mean I had braised goat on the menu for—at one 

time. I had a cook who was leaving. He had put in his notice, and I was like, “Well, what’s one 

thing you want to work with that you never worked with before?” And he was like, “I want to 

work with goat.” I discovered the only way I could get it from a local person—I had to buy the 

whole goat. And I was like, you know, “We’re going to buy one goat. If it doesn’t sell, we’re 

changing the menu.” I was going through three goats a week by the time menu got really going 

and I—I was shocked. I was like, “Wow.” And so I think that we’re lucky here and I think—and 

I—and I hope that it’s like this all over the country. And I mean I know it is in the bigger areas 

and, you know, the culinary Meccas of San Francisco and New York and Chicago, but I’m just 

real happy to see it happening here and—and I hope that it does turn into something and I 

hope—but I hope it stays humble at the same time, you know. That—that’s one thing I do like 

about Virginia and I like my—my fellow colleagues and the chefs in restaurants around here and 
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other winemakers, everybody here is humble. And you know, you don’t really seem to get a lot 

of egos in the way, and you don’t get a lot of, “My wine is better than your wine.” It’s more of, 

“Hey, how did you do your wine? That’s really good. Taste mine.” And it’s—it’s just a lot more 

camaraderie, and I like that about Virginia. I think that’s part of the Southern genteelness of 

being in Virginia. 

 

00:44:55 

AE:  So do you foresee staying here for the rest of your career? 

 

00:44:59 

MC:  Well you can never say never, but I don’t have any plants on going anywhere. I like it 

here; my family is still in the South. My brother lives in Atlanta; my parents are still in Alabama, 

so I don’t—I don’t plan on—I don’t think I’ll ever leave the South again. My mother was—after 

living in San Francisco and Colorado, was—how did she word it? She was like, “I’m glad you’re 

east of the Mississippi and south of the Mason-Dixon Line again.” So I—and I am too, you 

know. And being gone, I did realize I am—in my heart of hearts, I’m a Southern Belle, and I’ll 

never be anything else. And—and it’s a different way of life and it’s, you know—I like it. I like 

it, and I appreciate it, and I don’t think I’ll ever leave the South, and I don’t have any plans on 

leaving here so—. 

 

00:45:41 

AE:  Well and I want to ask you about what you cook at home and if there’s ever a Melissa-

home-cooked plate of fried chicken with Barboursville Pinot Grigio? [Laughs] 

 

00:45:51 
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MC:  Lots of biscuits and gravy. You know we—we have this debate in the kitchen a lot. We 

have—I have one cook, and she cooks at home almost every night. I’m single. I’m dating 

someone now that also has a child, so I tend to cook at home a lot more now. But when I was 

single, I don’t—you know, it’s hard to cook for one and I work five, six days a week, so I’m the 

queen of the sandwich. But when it does come down to cooking, I—I cook more Southern style 

at home. If I’m going to have friends over, I’ll braise some short ribs and make my mother’s 

Southern baked beans and coleslaw and cornbread and, you know, like I said, biscuits and gravy 

for breakfast and a big strong cup of chicory coffee. So I mean I definitely—I cook soul food at 

home. And the only time I’ll cook Italian food at home is if I have friends that are coming that 

have never come out here or that want—“Oh, you make your homemade pasta. I want to try 

some pasta.” So—but generally speaking, I cook what my mother would cook, so—. 

 

00:46:47 

AE:  And this is kind of setting you up, but do you have an opinion about other Virginia wines in 

the area? 

 

00:46:52 

MC:  There’s a lot of good wines here, you know, and the one small thing that I do miss about 

being here—I mean we do have an Italian wine list but, you know, everybody comes here for 

Barboursville wine, so you kind of get stuck drinking Barboursville wine. And we venture out, 

and we drink other wines, and I think there are a lot of wines that are really good in Virginia. I 

think there’s a lot of wineries that have just gotten started, and they have, you know, a lot of 

potential, but I’m not going to name any wineries. 
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00:47:19 

AE:  Do you think there’s anything that Virginia can hope to in the future have as a signature 

varietal or signature blend? 

 

00:47:28 

MC:  I think, like I was saying earlier, I think that out of the whites, Viognier does really well 

here; and out of the reds, the Cabernet Franc. And there are a lot of wineries that are growing 

both varieties of those and I think that—that would be, you know, the California Chardonnay and 

Cabernet Sauvignon. I think what would come out of Virginia would the Viognier and the 

Cabernet Franc. 

 

00:47:47 

AE:  And I want to ask you, too, I’ve been asking everyone else this week so far—is that with 

Virginia having to, on one hand, make a name for itself as a wine-growing region and—and 

really sell that but then also to kind of educate the public on the varieties—varietals that are 

growing here and they’re not your everyday Chardonnay and Cabernet Sauvignon, and if that 

was hard earlier and it’s changing now and how that kind of—those two things that Virginia has 

going for it and kind of against it the same time are changing. 

 

00:48:18 

MC:  I would imagine it was hard, you know. You know, since I’m not on that side of the 

industry, I can't say for sure, but I—being—to be able to look at it as an outsider, you know, this 

is totally my opinion, I think, too, a lot of those wines, you know, they’re like just going to back 

to [the 2004 film] Sideways, you know. “Please don’t give me any more of that,” you know. It’s 

just like—I think sometimes, I think people are actually interested more in the smaller varietals, 
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things that aren't Chardonnay, aren't Pinot Noir, aren't Merlot. I think they’re ready to—to try 

something different and to be able to find one that people grow well and understand and can talk 

about is probably very beneficial for us, you know. So I think that, you know, just to be able to 

step outside the envelope and be some of the first to do it is probably a benefit of the Virginia 

wine industry. 

 

00:49:06 

AE:  Well I’d like to—unless you have something you’d like to add that we haven't talked about 

so far, I’d like to ask you what your just most perfect ideal meal is and what wine pairing would 

go with that? 

 

00:49:17 

MC:  Ah, are we talking Italian meal or Southern meal? [Laughs] 

 

00:49:19 

AE:  It doesn’t matter; whatever you want to do. 

 

00:49:24 

MC:  Wow. You know I think this is the chef’s least favorite question. I think, though, just really 

any good real food with appropriate wine would be perfect for me. You know, my sister-in-law 

bought me that Last Supper book. I don’t know if you’re familiar with it; it’s fifty famous chefs 

that say what their last meal would be and what they would drink and who they would be with. 

And my boyfriend is a chef, too, so of course we’ve posed the question to ourselves. And I 

can't—I couldn’t come up with it, you know. And my first idea is like the pots—in my head—I 

would be at the Sunday after-church potluck would be my—with all my friends and family and 
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whether it was a nice cold bottle of Brute or, you know, something else to drink, it’s—it’s more 

about company and just having the best product that’s around that’s more important to me than a 

specific dish. 

 

00:50:12 

AE:  Alabama is shining through, I think. [Laughs] 

 

00:50:16 

MC:  Exactly. [Laughs] 

 

00:50:17 

AE:  All right, Melissa. Well I appreciate you sitting here with me a lot. It’s been really lovely. 

Thank you. 

 

00:50:22 

MC:  Thank you very much, my pleasure. 

 

00:50:22 

[End Melissa Close Interview] 


