CHEF WENDY LITTLE
THE ORGANIC CHEF

BY GWEN ASHLEY WALTERS

Some resorts lure top chefs with fat
compensation packages, promises
of complete creative control of the
culinary program, and
housing and car allowances. The
Boulders Resort in Carefree lured
veteran Chef Wendy Little with the
promise of an organic garden.

“It was just part of the deal,”
she says. Since arriving at the
Boulders in April 2006, Chef Little
has been quietly and methodically
transforming  the fine-dining
Latilla restaurant into an organic

cven

mecca.

The promise of a garden came
to fruition earlier this year with the
unveiling of a 5,280-square-foot
organic oasis just steps from the 8
Golden Door Spa. But then an |
unfortunate thing happened: a
severe cold snap. Multiple days of
freezing temperatures froze the
garden, and the landscaping crew
had to start over. Now it is back on
track and producing bounty to
Litdle’s delight. The garden is the —
latest showcase for the resort, artfully designed to not only
provide chefs with culinary inspiration but also to give guests
a venue for weddings, cooking classes, private dinners or just
a leisurely stroll at sunset to take in the Zen-like surroundings.

Even though all the Boulders chefs use the produce from
the garden, it is Lictle’s garden. She asked for it. She got it.
They call her the “Organic Chef.” It’s a label the resort gave
her when she moved from the West Coast to Arizona, and it
makes her giggle, even though she’s been cooking with
organic food for years and the moniker clearly fits. Little is not
into labels and she doesn’t seek the limelight.

“What I really like is stuff that just comes straight out of
the garden,” she says. “That’s inspirational to me. In the
middle of summer, corn straight off the stalk, fresh-picked
blackberries—it doesn’t get any better than that.”

She considers herself a cook. Her resume says otherwise,
with a French culinary degree from Ecole de Cuisine La
Varenne, long stints at the West Coast’s top resorts, including

San Ysidro Ranch and Four
Seasons in  Santa  Barbara,
Mustard’s Grill in Napa, Post
Ranch Inn at Big Sur and
Jacksonville Inn in Oregon, where
she snagged a Five Diamond
Award from AAA. She even had
her organic restaurant,
Zigzag, in Carmel, supplied by her
own garden and  nearby
Earthbound Farms, the world’s
largest organic farm.

“I've always been ‘from the
garden.” My parents always had a
garden and we just lived that
lifestyle, eating from the garden in
season,” Little says. Growing up in
Oregon, her parents instilled a love
of gardening and cooking in all six
of their children. Little is the oldest
and says with pride that all of her
I J siblings are excellent cooks. In fact,

B four of the six are in the food and
W hospitality business.

own

oy - ‘,;::_-.\"‘ She first started cooking in
e P e 1973, as a way to put herself

"= through college. Her first job with
a French chef was in 1976, at San Ysidro Ranch. Little credits
owners Jim and Susie Lavenson with starting her career. After
working at the ranch, she decided she wanted to go back to
school to become a bilingual education teacher and enrolled
at UCLA. But when she told Jim her plans, he offered instead
to send her to culinary school—in France. “I said ‘OK, that
decision is made,” and I never looked back,” she says.

She worked for the Lavensons until they sold the ranch
and retired. Jim has since passed on, but Susie lives near the
Boulders and she and Little are lifelong friends. Little jokes,
“Susie can stay up later than I can, she can drink more
champagne than I can, she’s just living the happy life here.”

Little is down-to-earth, and not just in the literal sense
with her adoration of garden-fresh produce. She calls her
friends “buddies” and talks with an unpolished honesty about
her work. Her favorite part of being a chef is cooking,
although she doesn’t work a station during dinner service.
“I'm 57. 1 don’t want to work a station,” she says. Instead, she
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