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ROAD TRIP

ACCESSIBLE ONLY BY FERRY, Lummi Island is a tight-knit community tucked into the archipelago of  

Washington State’s San Juan Islands. This island, with a year-round population of less than 1,000 and 

a single main road, is home to The Willows Inn and its four-time James Beard nominee and two-time 

winner Chef Blaine Wetzel. 

 None of that food-world fanfare seems to be important to the twenty-nine-year-old Wetzel, 

who has taken to the island’s laid-back attitude after making a name for himself around the globe. 

Looking to return to his home state, the Olympia native answered an ad for a chef at The Willows Inn 

and landed the job. “I thought the idea of a restaurant with its own farm that was open seasonally 

sounded cool,” he says. The move has been a departure from the Michelin-starred world of Copen-

hagen’s Noma, where Wetzel studied under renowned Chef René Redzepi. He now focuses on the 

ingredients available on Lummi Island instead of embracing the panache of haute cuisine. (Not to  

say he’s shunned it completely—Wetzel spends his months off traveling and exploring restaurants.)

 At Noma, Wetzel embraced Denmark’s wild ingredients: native grasses and mosses, and ocean 

life such as fresh sea urchins that were once foreign to him soon became familiar. The concept of  

a seasonally-evolving menu based on what ingredients were fresh and available soon became  

second nature. 

 When he began corresponding with Riley Starks, the owner of The Willows Inn, the emails  

included pictures of chickens from nearby Nettles Farm, the twenty varieties of tomatoes Starks was 

growing, or a fresh catch made by a friend. Wetzel’s imagination ran wild with recipe ideas, and the 

island, with its pristine views and rugged wilderness, captured his heart instantly.  

 What The Willows Inn has been able to realize under Wetzel’s tutelage is a hyperlocal menu 

that reveals the taste of the island and the sea around it. Every dish features ingredients that come 

from the restaurant’s farm, which Wetzel helped to expand, planting several varieties of many  

vegetables. “I’ve learned a lot about working on farms. You know, ingredients that seem really simple, 

like lettuce, there are hundreds of varieties. What I thought of as an ingredient is really a family of 

flavors.” 

 The farm also supplies the restaurant with fresh chicken, and The Willows Inn works with just 

one fisherman who supplies Wetzel with whatever he catches that day—rockfish, king salmon, tuna, 

sea and smoke

Chef Blaine Wetzel makes Lummi Island an unlikely star.

WORDS BY REBECCA TREON  |  PHOTOS BY CHARITY BURGGRAAF



48 | the coastal table winter 2015 | 49 

I just want to dive deeper into the flavors of this place . . .
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and other local seafood. The menu bends with these ever-changing 

ingredients, the transition of seasons, and even the weather. “I just 

want to put those things on the menu in a way that tastes really 

good,” says Wetzel.

 If that statement seems oversimplified (without delving into 

the psyche of a superstar chef), it’s because his philosophy about 

cooking kind of is, too. Wetzel’s approach is not heavy-handed with 

sauces or seasonings; rather, he cooks an ingredient to its own  

version of perfection, essentially supercharging its flavor, often 

on an outdoor stone grill or oven. It’s a far cry from the molecular 

gastronomy-influenced dishes he made in his days at Noma. If that  

method of cooking strives to transform food and flavors using  

science, Wetzel’s pared-down style of cooking lets the food speak  

for itself by tasting like itself. Says Wetzel, “I just want to make food,  

and explore the taste of things, and taste awesome things.”

 Wetzel has now released Sea and Smoke: Flavors from the 

Untamed Pacific Northwest, a book inspired by his time on Lum-

mi Island. The book is co-authored by Joe Ray, who moved to the  

island for a year to embrace the lifestyle there and to work alongside  

Wetzel as he cooked, farmed, and foraged. Ray approached 

the book as a how-to of Lummi Island, with chapters about The  

Willows Inn kitchen and its philosophy and processes rather than a 

conventional recipe-driven cookbook (which follows with Wetzel’s  

ever-shifting menu). 

 The book illuminates Wetzel’s goal to make a remote, unex-

pected place the home of some of the world’s most unforgettable 

meals, but he’s not done yet. Going forward, Wetzel says, “I just 

want to dive deeper into the flavors of this place, and explore it 

deeper.” 

“I’ve learned a lot about working  

on farms. You know, ingredients that seem  

really simple, like lettuce, there are hundreds  

of varieties. What I thought of  

as an ingredient is really a family of flavors.”

- Blaine Wetzel, The Willows Inn


