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RENDEZVOUS IN THE RUSSIAN VALLEY
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Where the Berkshires meet Burgundy

Canoeing is one of the fovorite pastimes along Russion River.

y friend Joanne spent her childhood summens
Min the Russian River Valley. Her entire extend:

ed family rented cabins there overfooking Ha
jenda bridge. Joanne remembers as if it were yesterday
her cousins jumping off Ciffs into the shallow water.
When this forbidden activity did not, time and again,
yield the “broken necks” the adults had prophesied,
Joanne came to believe that the river was profective,
and that the valley itsell was a magical place.

Even when scen for the first time through the eyes of
a grown-up, the Russian River Valley is captivating. The
weekend Joanne and | visited, the sun and wind joined
forces so that it was just the right kind of warm—in the
805, but not uncomfortable—and the Sonoma county
roads (the region is just an hour and twenty minutes
from the City) wound pliyfully to enchanting destin
Tons,

Russian River offers summer activitics for all age
groups—canocing, kayaking, golf, horseback riding, fish-
ing, biking, bermy-picking, hiking—all in a flowerdilled
hillside sctting, plus—and here’s the real boms—over
sixty vineyands within 25 miles offering some of the best
wines in the workd, as well as unlimited free tstings for
you wnd me.

Joanne and 1 began our weekend with 2 gourmet din-
ner at Applewood Inn & Restaurant. Built in the 1920s,
the huxury hideaway is perhaps best known for its o
sine. Thanks to executive chef David Frakes, the men,
which changes monthly, is 100% duddree. Seated in the
sobarium dining room with 2 view of the setting sun, the
first course, which was a sffron & chive quino appetiz-
cr, awakened my taste buds to new levels of sophiisticr
tion, Also © dinary was the d California
halibut, served with sun-dried tomato beurre blanc,
roasted carrot and leek ragout and crispy kennebeck
strands. With its crispy top, the fish could not have
hoped for better accompaniment. “If you want to get
kitls to eat their vegetables,” Joanne said hetween fork:
fuls, “you shoubd serve them like this.” The feast was
completed by the aptly named “chocolite decadence”
dessert. Served with house-made French vanilla ice
cream, warm fudge siuce and amaretto carumel, it was
outrageously sinful, offering the kind of pleasure you
only dream about.

There was nothing kit to be desired. We were ceady

for the special kind of skeep that is engendersd by a sitis-
fyings meal, Many chioose 1o stay at Applewood where ek
egant rooms (ask for #13 or #14) suround 2 courtyand
full of Bowers and a Lige, soothing fountain. We, how-
ever, clected to spend the weekend at the nearby Creek-
side Inn & Resort.

We were ghd we did. Owner Lynn Crescione (who
we came to call “Auntie Lynn”) grected us as if we were
her long lost nicces, and siw to it that our stay at Creek-
side was the best pant of our trip. Lynn helped s to fine
tune our itinerary 5o that we could get the most out of
our weekend—providing us with directions, phone
numbers and when necessary, solutions. For example,
when she heard that 1 was planning to go canocing
alone (a difficult ask—but Joanne wanted © remain
poolside), Lynn volunteered her son Mark to go with
me. (Luckily Mark was not averse to the plan.) It felt like
we were one big happy fumily.

Which is not to say it was too close for comfor.
Joanne and 1 were given a great deal of privacy. Upon
our amival we toured the rooms and cottages—all of
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MORE INFO.

GETTING THERE:
Take 101 north 60 mies o the River Road exkt and pro-

ceed west.

LODGINGIDINING:

Applewood Inn & Restaurant:, 707-865-5093,
0 inncom, §125-$250.

Creekside Inn & Resort: 800-776-6586, creek-
sideinn.comiinnkeep. $60-5200,

Ridenhour Ranch House Inn: 707-887- 1033, nden-
hourranchhouse.com, $95-5145.

The Farmhouse Inn & Restaurant: 600-464-6642.
$105-5195.

ACTIVITIES:

Antiquing: Head southeast on Hwy. |16 and you'll find
Antique Row—20 shops offering the largest collec-
tive between SF and Oregon.

Canoeing; Burke's Canoe Trips, 707-887-1222 $30 per
canoe.

Horseback Riding: Ayers' Armstrong Woods Pack
Station, 707-887-2939, www.metranetioyers, $40-5450,
Wine Tasting: Grapes have been growing here
since the late 1800's and today there are 63 wineries
in the area. Call 800-723-6336 or 707-546-3276 for
meore info.

which have recently been redone. If you are traveling in
a big group or with children, I'd recommend Tree
House, Acom or Berry. Tucked lovingly in the trees,
these and other cottiges offer fll kitchens and beautiful
views. And if you like to travel with your dog, try the
Cuail and Deck Howse cottages built with your furry
fricnd in minl.

I'skept in the main inn’s Victorian Room which, with
its four post bed and separate sitting room, was absolute
Iy lovely, Joanne took the simitirly charming Wicker
Room and we shaned sin adjoining deck out back, Unlike
other B&I'S in the area, Creekside’s nuain house s air-
conditioned That night we sept like queens.

Nine hours biter we awoke to the smells of coffee
and butter heating on the grll. Linde did | know that
Mark, my fiture Ginoe COmMpanion, was also an acconr
plished cook. We dined on his homenade wallles
(muade from a lght, pastry dough) with fresh strawber-
ries andd whipped ereim and a side dish of chicken ap-
e savesige. After breakiast, Lynn chatted with us about
Russian River in days gone by “In the “30s and “i0s you
coukl pay for your lodging with postage stamps,” she
saiel. As recently as the 70k, the Russian River Valley was
where middic chss women and children came to spend
their summers. Husbands and Eahers woukd join their
famiics on the weekends, My friend Joanne remembers
awaiting her own father's Fricy night ammivals. Onee re-
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Great Escapes...continued from page 15

tumed, he would take her family hiking
or camping at Amnstrong Redwoods State
Reserve, a 6000-acre forest where old
growth trees reached toward the heav-
ens. Today, a retreat into this pristine
wildemess is the next best thing to a tip
down the Russian River.

In the moming Mark and I paddled
the ten mikes from Forestville to Rio Nido.
As we glided along the foamy river, he
would point out blue heron, vultures,
coots. At one point | saw a small dog on
the side of the river that tumed out to be
a fox! We paddled upstream and got an-
other quick look at the fella before he
took cover in the brush. It was a real
treat,

Occasionally we passed by children
swimming, dogs fetching balls from the
water and families picnicking along the
shore. Most often, however, it was quict
but for our paddling and the sounds of
birds chirping to their mates. Two-thirds
of the way downstream (or two hours k-
er) we parked the canoe and I took a
swim that due to the water temperature,
was exhilarating, [ still have a tan left from
that day. And also a littke bit of serenity.

Later that aftemoon, Joanne and I de-
voured a light lunch on the patio at Kor-
bel Champagne Cellars before joining
their hourdong guided history tour. Did

you know that the Korbel brothers requi-
sitioned maikorder brides to Califomia in
18797 We also leamed how the cham-
pagne-making process has improved
since the 19th century. We tasted various
bubblics and then strolled, a bit light-
headedly, to a quaint ranch house next
door called Ridenhour Inn. Only residents
at Ridenhour (the 1906 summerhouse
has seven rooms in the main house plus
a few cottages) and their illustrious guests
are given the opportunity o experience
owner Fritz Rechberger’s culinary mas-
tery. His food is said to be the best in the
county. When he described one of his
signature breakfasts—an English muffin
with sautéed mushrooms, Swiss cheese
and smoked duck with a slice of toma-
to—Joanne and I pledged to retum.
Suddenly it was time for dinner at the
Farmh Inn & R We were
lucky to catch executive chef Jefl Young
on one of his final nights at the inn. Both
his grilled day boat scallops in three
siuces and his wild simon bisque were
incredible, but his New Zealand rack of
lamb marinated in soy brown sugar, garlic
and sherry was the masterpiece of the
night. Farmhouse: serves dinner Thursday
through Sunclay only. Because they had
the wisdom to hire Jeff, I'm sure his re-
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placement will also be
topnotch.

The next morning, af-
ter a prolonged goodbye
to our friecnds at Creck-
side, we set off to explore
the wine country. Porter
Creek, Davis Bynum, Hop
Kiln and Rochioli vine-
yards are all within a
stones throw of each oth-
cr. We tasted, we bought,
we tasted, we bought—
and then finally, before
hitting the road back to
San Francisco, we paused
on Rochioli's new deck,
overlooking acres and
acres of California grape
vines. We'd heard that fog
was due in that aftemoon
but there was still no sign
of it. The day was bright
and peaceful. It was the
kind of day that invites lin-
gering. We stayed a little
longer than plinned.

Amy Shafron is a
freelance writer
living in 5an Francisco.



