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B New restaurants, gdleries-- even arefurbished operahouse. The ugly duckling of

Cdifornia wine country has had an extreme makeover.
By Craig Nakano, Times Staff Writer

Theré sNapa, thevalley. And then there's Napa,
thecity.

Napa, the valley, is thereadm of chef Thomas
Keller'sFrench Laundry in Yountville and Francis
Ford Coppol as Niebaum-Coppolawinery in
Rutherford, of the luxe Meadowood resort in St.
Hel enaand the mud baths of Caistoga.

And Napa, the city? T hat's been another story.
What | remembered mog from visitsyears ago
were empty gorefronts and a polluted river that
flooded. Polite people call ed the place scruffy.
Honest people called it something worse. As the
ugly duckling of Napa Valley, the city had such
image problemsthat hotd sin town were dodgy
about their location. "We're on First Street in Napa
Valley," some would say.

Today, though, the name game has changed. Walk
around town and you'l | hear people gpeak of Robert
Mondavi and Julia Child, backersof Copia, the
culinary theme park that'sthe centerpiece of the
loca renaissance. You'll hear of the Rouas family,
owners of the vaunted Auberge du Soleil resort up-
valey, who chose downtown Napafor Angéle,
their hot new restaurant. You'll hear Coppol as
name too and detail s of the 1937 Uptown movie
theater he'shelping to transform into a performing
arts palace.

As unlikely asit seems this city finad ly has some
backers and some buzz.

| visited amonth ago and found it the most
aurpris ng — and pleas ng — destination in the
valey. New | odgings, restaurants and galleries,
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plus a histori c opera house that recently reopened after decades of neglect,
are trandorming thisplace into a haml et of finefood and culture. Whil e the
reg of thevalley is increasingly derided asoverdeve oped and overrun by
tourists, Napadoean't yet suffer from its successes. Crowdsare smdller,
pretensionsfewer. The city impressesby not trying to impress

"In the old days, Napa wasa pariah. It was not part of NapaValey," sad
Garret Murphy, who opened a co-op wi ne-tasting room cdled Vintner's
Collective ayear and haf ago. "But in the next few years, Napa Valley will
be proud to have thiscity. Actudly, | think it aready is"

A view of ther ooms

Napa's history as an overlooked region dates to 1823, when the first
Europeans to arrive, Don Franci sco Castro and Father José Altimira, passed
on Napaas amission dte. Not until 1848, two years after farmers staged the
Bear Flag Revolt againg Mexican authorities, did Nathan Coombsformally
lay out atown called Nappa City, the name thought to have derived from a
Wappo Indian villagein the area

In the decades that foll owed, the town did see some change: incorporation
in 1872, the dropping of one"p" from its name, the building of tanneries
and fud-loading docks aong the Napa River. But astherest of the valley
evolved into the nation's premier wine country, Naparemai ned a sleepy
bedroom community for the low-paid vineyard and resaurant workers,
removed psychologicaly and set back geographically from California 29,
the valey'smain highway.

I pulled into town in adriving rain late one Wednesday night, and it was
hard to tell whether times really had changed. The business district clustered
around Main Street was deserted, as wasthe Napa River Inn, a66-room
midscal e lodging that's a key component of redevelopment. The hotd, two
resgaurants, a bakery and agenerd store occupy what used to bea grain
mill, and at first glance the low-d ung brick facade and sed and tin slos of
the 19th century gructurelooked like asad ghog of Napa's industrial past.

Then it happened. Though the storm had knocked out power throughout
town, the new Napa began shini ng through.

Hotd staff dispersed quickly in the dark, making sure emergency lights and
guests' dectroni c keycards gill worked. A bellman offered flashlights and
gpologi es, as though he had any control over M other Nature.

Come morning — every morning, actually — breakfast arrived precisdy as
ordered, exactly at 9:30. And my room was pleasant, with chabli s-colored
wal |s and abacony overlooking the Napa River.

The other new lodgingsin town were equally i mpressive. The highes-
profile project is the Carneros Inn, opened in November and touted as the
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fird newly congructed resort in Ngpa Valey in dmog 20 years. The
biggest surprise hereisn't that its San Francisco fi nanci ers obta ned the
building permits in agrowth-wary community, but that they have chosen
this end of the valley for 86 pricey bungalows

To seewhat $425 (the cost of astandard ki ng-bed cottage) buys in the new
Napa, | drovefive miles to the Carneros Inn security gate and pretended to
be atouri st looking for aplaceto d eep.

Inside, | fet as though | was entering amirage. The hilltop infinity pool,
with itsvineyard viewsand neat rows of cushy chaise longues | ooked
amost too pretty to plunge into. Bungdows had Brazilian cherry floorsin
the bedroom, heated slate floors in the bathroom, a Jacuzzi tub and two
showers (one dfresco), awood-burning fireplace, aplasmaTV ...

All this? In Napa?

| found more luxury across town a Milliken Creek, a 12-room inn that
opened in 2001 and lag year added luxury suites carrying nightly tariffs
garting a $525. | couldn't see those — they were booked — but | did see
ome less expend ve rooms, which were spacious and decorated with
refined rusti city and As an touches, asort of Ra ph Lauren-meets-Dd ai
Lama méange that somehow felt chic but not cheeky.

| even liked the rooms at the more humbl e River Terrace Inn, which opened
five months ago with i ntroductory rates starting at $99. (Brochure rates start
a $139.) Though the | ocation on busy Soscol Avenueis less than prime, the
gandard rooms are nicer than those of most midprice hotel chains, and
affordable prices|eave more money for dining out.

Placesto go, food to eat

That'scrucial because restaurants have breathed some night lifeinto a
formerly comatose town. Thefirg to gain notoriety was Cel adon, opened in
1996 by chef-owner Greg Col e, agraduate of the Culinary Institute of
America.

"Peopl e wrote me off. They thought | was crazy," Cole said. "The parking
problem was that there were no cars. | used to stand at the wi ndow of
Cdadon, look for asingle car and hopeit would stop."

Eventudly, diners not only sopped but they a so fol lowed Cole when he
moved Celadon to the Napa Mill complex, next to the Napa River Inn.
Tablesare still packed with | ocal sand out-of-towners feasting on an
eclectic menu: baby cdamari flash-fried and served with achipotle chile
glaze and As an pickled ginger, pan-seared Hawaiian escolar and my
favorite, a Moroccan-inspired | amb shank that was fd |-off -the-bone tender.

For dessert, | headed around the corner to Swestie Piesbakery for itseye-
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popping, mouth-watering extravagances | pondered a miniature Kahl ua
mousse cake and a"creamsicle’ surprise, white chocolate cake with scarlet
pastry cream and orange butter cream, before finally choos ng arich
cappuccino cake with chocolate ganache filling.

A few doors down, the country French restaurant Angéle opened 1 1/2 years
ago to much acclaim. The house gpecialty — blanquette de veau, an old-
fashi oned veal stew — is the kind of fare you couldn't find in the Napa of
old.

"There are new restaurants opening left and right," managing partner
BettinaRouassaid. "I grew up here.... Never woul d we go to Napa. Now,
at night, you'll see peopl e waking around. They're dressed up. They're
going to the opera.”

After a$14-million refurbi shment, the Ngpa V dley Opera House reopened
in Augug after its stage wasdark for an epic 89 years. The theater opened
Friday, Feb. 13, 1880, with Gilbert and Sullivan's"H.M.S. Pinafore' and
went on to play host to light opera, vaudevill e and community events until
declining attendance forced it to close in 1914. It was used as awarehouse,
then sat vacant until preservationists saved it from demoliti on.

These days, the 500-seat venue plays host to opera, jazz, dance and other
entertainment. At an evening lecture by San Francisco Chroniclefilm critic
Mick LaSdlle, | found the theater disappointingly modern ind de. But with
only 16 rowsof seats, it was intimate.

The bigger surprise was Copia, the maligned "American Center for Wine,
Food & the Arts" built for $55 million, $20 million of which came from
Napa Valley legend Robert Mondavi, cha rman of the nonprofit's board.
Some critics have cd led the center — equa parts food museum, tasting
room, restaurant, market, art ga lery and gardens — unfocused and
overpriced. | disagree.

The $12.50 adult admission is less than the ticket price e someL.A. movie
theaters, and anyone who dedicates at leag three hoursto Copiawill find
their time and money well spent. My only disgppoi ntment was lunch at
Julids Kitchen, named in honor of Julia Child and operated with her
blessing. I'm all for subtl e nuances in flavor, but here the concept wastaken
to an extreme, and the chicken bread in acarrot-ginger broth was
pretentiously bl and.

Elsewhere, however, Copia succeeded, especidly with itsmonthly theme,
chocolate. At a tasting station, | could sample Dagobas organic, exoticaly
flavored chocolate bars lavender, rosemary mint, chile. Later, staff member
Lenny Rice lectured on cocoa beans and showed the audience a raw cocoa
pod, afreakish creation that looks like adirty yam and grows on the trunks
of cocoatrees. | knew the core of the beansing de were used to make
chocolate, but I didn't know the husks could be used as garden mul ch. That's
why, L enny said, when the sun comesout after aspring rain, you can wa k
out into Copids garden and detect achocolate aroma.
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From Cocoa 101, | moved upstairsto Copids "Forksin the Road" exhibit,
whi ch chroni cles the history of cooking from a 4000 BC Egypti an d abaster
feast bowl to asection of Child'skitchen in Cambridge, M ass.

An exhibit featuring the art of Sandy Skoglund was equally amusing. Her
instal lations and photographic works empl oyed raw ground beef, Cheez
Doodl es and an obscene amount of bacon. | had troubl e digesting
Soglund's socia commentary because | wasn't sure whether to be hungry
or nausested.

Winewith your chocolate

That didn't stop me from moving on to the wine-tasting counter. The day's
< ections: tawny and ruby Ports.

"It'sred ly wonderful if you sample some Port, then taste those chocolates,"
the woman pouring said, pointing to the Dagoba table | had ravished earlier.
"Then samplethe Port again." So | did. Twice.

Copiaian't the only tasting spot in town. Because anti-growth regulations
prohibit wineriesfrom egabli shing new tasging rooms on county land,
entrepreneurs flocked within Napa city limits, and now these tasting rooms
are some of the hottest gathering spotsin town.

My favorite was Vintner's Collecti ve, housed in the city's oldes commercia
building, an 1875-built brewery and, later, a saloon and brothel. Here
visitors can sample 18 wineries, some of which rel ease wines in remarkably
limited quantities (asfew as 75 cases) and high prices (up to $75 a bottl ).
For novices, it'sa chance to sample expensive, obscure wines. The diRosa
Preserve, the popul ar art coll ection in the Napa countryside, has opened an
offshoot on Main Street cal led Off the Preservel Other galleries have
popped up too, including Liz Lopez's Glass Gal ery and textile artist Cheryl
Cohn's space next to the Uptown T heater, where owner George Altamurais
regoring the Art Deco glory with financid backing from Coppola

Back by the Napa Mill project, the city is building a private dock for
Gondol a Servizio owner Angelino Sandri. By summer he expects to be
shuttling passengers aong the Napa River in 37-foot gondolas crafted in
Venice, Italy.

Theriver itself is getting amakeover, a $255-million project to revamp a

g x-mil e stretch of water. Dikesand levees are being removed, land is being
acquired, bridges are being replaced and soil contaminated by the tanneries
and fuel-loadi ng gations of eras past has been cleaned up. The work won't
befinished until 2007 at the earlied, but by then the Napa River will have
been cleaned up and the water allowed to follow itsnatura course.

"It's like watching time working backward," said Jm Brandt, aformer San
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Francisco restaurateur who moved to Napa in 1999 and, with wife Jill
opened the Napa General Store | essthan two yearsago.

"We moved herejug as Copiawas getting underway. That made methink:
If Robert Mondavi can get people to find downtown Napa, maybe
something will become of this place."

*

(BEGIN TEXT OF INFOBOX)
Next stop, Nape
GETTING THERE:

From LAX, nonstop serviceto Oakland isoffered on Southwest and United,

and connecting service (change of planes) is available on Alaska and
America West. Redricted round-trip faresbegin a $78. The drive from
Oakland to Napa is about 45 miles.

From LAX to San Francisco, nonstop service isoffered on American and
United, and connecting service (change of planes) on Delta and Alaska.
Restricted round-trip faresbegin at $99. The drive from San Francisco to
Napa is about 55 miles.

WHERE TO STAY:

Napa River Inn, 500 Main St.; (877) 251-8500 or (707) 251-8500,
http://www.napariverinn.com . A midsca e hotd built partly in a
converted 19th-century grain mill downtown. Rates begin at $179.

Carneros Inn, 4048 Sonoma Highway; (707) 299-4900,
http://www.thecarnerosinn.com . Opened in November five milesfrom
downtown. Eighty-gx cottages with a metropolitan sensibility in acountry
stting. Some are crammed too close together, cond dering nightly rates start
at $375, but the smart design provides privacy. Infinity pool overl ooks
vineyards. Spaand restaurant on site.

Milliken Creek Inn, 1815 Slverado Trail; (888) 622-5775 or (707) 255-
1197, http://www.millikencreekinn.com . A 2 1/2-year-old, 12-room
luxury inn that expanded | ast year. Park-like bluff dong ariver and
contemporary décor with Asian i nfluencesmake for a peaceful retreat.
Doubl es from $295.

River Terrace Inn, 1600 Soscol Ave.; (866) 627-2386 or (707) 320-9000,
http://www.river terr aceinn.com . This 106-room hotel opened in
November. Its location and public spacesareinferior, but the rooms are
nice. Doubles sart a $139.

Blackbird Inn, 1755 1st St.; (888) 567-9811 or (707) 226-2450,
http://www.four 9gers.com . A nice, 2 1/2-year-old Craftaman dternative
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to the plethora of Victorian B& Bs Doublesfrom $135.

1801 Frd, 1801 1 &.; (707) 224-3739, http://www.thel80linn.com . A
pleasant Victorian renovated in the |l ast two years under new ownership.
Mai n-house suites from $250, cottages from $225.

WHERE TO EAT:

Angéle, 540 Main . (NapaMill complex); (707) 252-8115,
http://www.angele.us . Country French cooking and a charming rivers de
setting. My steak borde aise was the best mea of thetrip. Entrees $11-$24.

Cdadon, 500 Main St. (NapaMill complex); (707) 254-9690,
http://www.celadonnapa.com . Eclectic menu; | had a wonderful braised
lamb shank with a mond-and-golden-raisin couscous. Entrees $14-$23.

Belle Arti, 1040 Main &.; (707) 255-0720. A casud Itdian restaurant
hidden behind the Napa Vdley OperaHouse. | had anice panino for lunch
on the creek-9 de patio. Lunch entreesfrom $8.

WHERE TO TASTE:

Copia, 500 1st St.; (888) 512-6742 or (707) 259-1600,
http://www.copia.org . Nonprofit center celebrates food, wine and art with
cooking demonstrations, tastings, | ectures, lunches, gardens and gal leries.
Conault the daily schedule (availabl e online) and plan to spend at least three
hours Adults, $12.50; students 13-17 and seniors 62 and ol der, $10;
children 6-12, $7.50; children 5 and younger, free. Wednesdays are haf

pri ce.

Vintner's Coll ective, 1245 Main S.; (707) 255-7150,
http://www.vintnerscoll ective.com . Co-op representing 18 smal | wineries.

Bounty Hunter Rare Wine & Provisions, 975 1st St.; (800) 943-9463,
http://www.bountyhunterwine.com . Tasti ng counter and wine store.
Open until 2 am. on weekends.

TOLEARN MORE:

Napa Valley Conference & Visitors Bureau, 1310 Napa T own Center; (707)
226-7459, http://www.napavalley.org .

— Craig Nakano

If you want other stories on this topic, search the Archives at latimes.com/archives.
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