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savoring Carmel

New local businesses add flavor and style to Carmel’s long-enduring appeal.

WORDS BY REBECCA TREON   |  PHOTOS BY VALERY RIZZO

HUGGED BY MOUNTAINS AND VINEYARDS ON ONE SIDE and flanked by white-sand beaches and 

tide pools on the other, California’s Carmel-By-The-Sea measures just one square mile. Within these 

tight boundaries, you won’t find any streetlights, parking meters, or numbers delineating houses or 

businesses. What you will find is a fairy-tale like village that grew up around an eighteenth-century 

Spanish mission, now packed with artists, musicians, writers, and, of course, chefs, and winemakers.  

  Housed in romantic Bordeaux-inspired structures, Folktale Winery & Vineyards has become a 

cornerstone of the town. Gregory Ahn and Jonathan White took over the original vineyard, founded 

in the eighties, just last year, and they’ve made some serious upgrades. “We re-imagined the space, 

thinking of what we wanted the winery to become to Carmel,” says Ahn. To that end, they expanded 

the public areas to make them family and pet-friendly, added an organic garden, and converted their 

grape-growing process to one-hundred percent organic.

  Today, Folktale is a center of activity—an inviting, approachable place to relax, socialize, and 

drink great wine. Ahn and White host live music and shows a couple nights a week, offer yoga in the 

vineyard, and feature local restaurants for pop-up dinners. They even invite other wineries to indus-

try nights, where hospitality insiders from around the valley can share what they do, both food and 

beverage-wise. “We started with a ‘town square’ mentality—how could the vineyard become central 

to our community?—and went from there,” says Ahn.

   They also collaborate with local restaurants to offer pre-made items (like fresh charcuterie or 

hummus) on the winery menu. One frequent contributor at Folktale is Carmel’s Il Grillo, who currently 

supply a snack of chicken liver pâté with gorgonzola, packed in mason jars and served with fresh 

baguette.

  Il Grillo and its sister restaurant, La Balena, are destination eateries of their own, with a romantic 

backstory to match the Italian-inspired cuisine and atmospheres. Anna Bartolini, who grew up visit-

ing family in Carmel, met her husband Emanuele in Florence while studying design. After a decade 

in New York, the couple moved west to the town Anna still held dear. La Balena opened in 2012, and  

El Grillo followed in 2015.

  The Bartolinis have recreated both the aura and cuisine of Italy’s trattorias and osterie in 

their restaurants, with menus focusing on rustic Tuscan-style fare and alfresco dining available year-

round. Inside, they’ve created simple, comfortable spaces: “It’s based on the type of places we’ve 
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been to in Italy, little family-owned restaurants. They’re comfortable 

and homey, not over-decorated,” explains Anna.

  In Il Grillo, Emanuele spends evenings in the dining room mov-

ing from table to table, talking to diners, most of whom he knows 

by name. Those regulars are the motivation behind both operations, 

says Bartolini. “We wanted to create a place where locals and visi-

tors alike would feel at home, something that was really a fixture in 

the community.”

  There are no walk-in refrigerators at either restaurant, as al-

most all ingredients are procured fresh each morning, and making 

a plate for dinner starts in the wee hours for the chefs. Head chef 

Adelfo Barragan, who has been with the restaurants since 2013, 

begins the day by going to farmers’ markets, the wharf (seafood 

is sourced in harmony with the Monterey Bay Aquarium’s Seafood 

Watch), and local livestock producers. Because of the variability in 

ingredients, the menu changes daily, but the dishes always have the 

feel of the Tuscan countryside, mirroring the cuisine Emanuele grew 

up eating. “We want to create hand-crafted food made from the re-

ally beautiful, fresh things available to us year-round,” says Bartolini.

  With the addition of Il Grillo came an expanded kitchen 

space, allowing Barragan to make all the pasta fresh and in-house. 

This means specialties like chestnut pasta with sautéed wild mush-

rooms, as well as more typical hand-made noodles, like tagliatelle 

and pappardelle that come with your choice of sauce. Options  

include flavorful wild boar pancetta sauce and osso buco ragu.

  Braised meats, a specialty, are also prepped first thing in the 

morning. Butchered in-house, they’re cooked into tender melt-in-

your-mouth meals diners savor. Dishes that require ground meat 

are made from the same high-quality cuts as the braised versions. 

Meals typically end with treats made by pastry chef Emily Garcia, 

who uses recipes passed down by her Italian grandmother. She 

crafts desserts like tiramisu, traditional cannoli topped in pistachios, 

and limoncello tart, a dessert version of the popular liqueur.

  It’s this attention to detail and hands-on approach to the com-

munity that have made Folktale Winery & Vineyards, La Balena, and 

Il Grillo beloved fixtures of the Carmel community. From organic 

wines and events to true farm-to-table cookery, these newcomers 

have become staples in just a few short years. We suspect they’ll be 

around for many more to come.

grilled octopus

A low and slow blanch-and-shock method of cooking the octopus 

before grilling helps to enhance its color, texture, and flavor. It’s 

an Italian tradition to throw a wine cork into the boiling water while 

the octopus cooks; it’s believed to help tenderize the octopus.

 
1/4  cup chopped fresh mint

2  tablespoons chopped parsley

1  tablespoon fresh fennel fronds

1  small clove garlic, minced

1  teaspoon lemon zest
1/4  teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

 Pinch crushed red pepper flakes

2  tablespoons extra virgin olive oil 

1  octopus (approximately 5 pounds)

 

1.  In a large bowl, combine all ingredients except for octopus  

 and stir to combine. Add octopus, cover with plastic wrap  

 and marinate in refrigerator overnight (12 hours).

2.  To cook: Remove octopus from marinade (discard marinade).  

 Place octopus in a large pot of cold water along with one  

 cork from a bottle of wine. Place a large mixing bowl half  

 full of water inside of pot to keep octopus submerged.  

 Bring to a simmer. Cook until you can grab head with tongs  

 and there is just enough give to remove it, about 21/2-3  

 hours. Place octopus and head in an ice bath. Remove beak  

 and pat dry octopus.

3.  Preheat grill to high. Add octopus and grill for 2-4 minutes,  

 until lightly charred. Remove and serve warm.

 

 Serves 2-4.


