
ARTISAN: While wine bistros abound in Paso Robles’ quietly fashionable central 
plaza, Artisan takes its celebration of simple, modern dishes and wine pairings in 
a decidedly unpretentious direction.  The look of the restaurant is clean and sleek, 
with cheerful lighting and approachable staff.  The menu is sophisticated without 
being intimidating, and taps into sustainability, seasonality and the popularity of 
organics without the focus being over the top.

“While we present ourselves as contemporary American fare, we have stellar beer 
and wines, and literally something for every palate,” says Owner/General Man-
ager Michael Kobayashi.  “While we only use the freshest ingredients along with 
local and organic produce whenever possible, and our hand-selected proteins are 
wild caught or sustainably farmed with no growth hormones or antibiotics, we 
want people to enjoy what shows up on the plate.  We invite people to come as 
they are, pick things that appeal to them, ask any questions and enjoy.”

THANKS TO THE FOOD NETWORK, The Trav-
el Channel and movies such as “Bottle Shock” and 
“Sideways,” California’s wine country destina-
tions are hotter and cooler than ever.

Since wine production areas throughout the state 
draw serious food and wine people from around 
the world, many restaurants have tapped into the 
earthy, sexy appeal of boutique wineries that have 
enriched the state and the industry.  Nowhere is 
this more apparent than along California’s Central 
Coast and San Luis Obispo (SLO) County, with its 
affluent country charm and abundance of artisan 
everything, including wines, meats, vegetables, 
fruits and cheeses.  With this abundance of riches 
come many high-end wine country themed res-
taurants, pairing cellar-like settings with upscale 
furnishings and amped-up home-style cooking at 
top-drawer prices.

However, it should be known to true foodies that 
wine shrines are not the only game in town.  There 
are stand-out upscale establishments that truly al-
low the wines and foods to do the talking, while 
more moderate picks focus entirely on delivering 
farm fresh goods to customers at great prices.

By Elyse Glickman

The SLO Food Revolution 
Offers Something for  

Everyone

Casual dining along California’s central coast  
skirting San Luis Obispo County provides a bounti-
ful celebration of local produce, original recipes and 
homespun hospitality.

As simple as it sounded on the menu, the butter lettuce, braised beets, candied walnuts 
and Point Reyes blue cheese salad was beautifully balanced and executed, while the 
cheese plate (offered as an appetizer or dessert) offered the perfect excuse to launch 
right into the restaurant’s wine list.  The upbeat but sharp waitress not only recommend-
ed the Red Rhone Flight (Halter Ranch, Syrah, ‘05; Edward Sellers, Syrah /Grenache/
Mourvedre/Cinsault “Le Thief” ‘05; Jacob Toft, Syrah/Mourvedre/Grenache “Mary Jane’s” Cuveé ‘04) for that night’s  
cheeses, her observations on what flavors in the cheeses each wine would bring out were spot on.
 
Entrées are familiar dishes enlivened with some simple twists, based on what’s in season or uncorked. The hearty Herb 
Marinated Natural Flatiron Steak, field greens, shoestring potatoes is jazzed up with a cabernet butter.  If texture is what 
the diner is going for, the Potato Crusted Alaskan Halibut, with fava bean tortelli, sugar snaps, red stem chard and Maine 
lobster gravy, is a multi-sensory treat.  While there’s only one vegetarian dish, the Rosa Bianca Eggplant Lasagna, it satis-
fies, thanks to layer upon layer of sweet onions, spinach pasta, fried Italian peppers and Puttanesca sauce.  As most of the 
mains are quite hearty, Artisan’s House Spun Sorbet is a perfect, refreshing coda to the meal, even with a decadent bounty 
of chocolate and cream-based desserts in the offering.
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There are many pizzerias throughout the 
country that satisfy collective cravings for 
New York-style thin-crust pies, deep-dish 
Chicago-style pies and their more glamor-
ous stone-fired artisan cousins.  That said, the 
sparely decorated but proud Pi-Whole located 
in Nipomo (a few freeway exits south of Paso 
Robles) does pizza in the most imaginative 
ways as well as its unusual specialties, all built 
around a cleverly conceived volcano theme.

Part of the fun is chatting with owner Philip 
Silver, who will whip up your choice of “Vol-
canic Pizza” before your eyes.  While he’s gen-
erous with the toppings for that wonderful ef-
fect of erupting freshness and flavor, he’s also 
just as forthright with his friendliness and hu-
mor, and is very flexible with special requests.  
Lactose intolerant or strict vegetarian?  No 
problem!  The best bet for carnivores is the 
perennially popular Picachu: steak, tomatoes, 
cilantro, red onion and baby corn on an island 
of tomatillo sauce and perfect crust.  For those 
who go green, the Kawaikine Veggie with the 
white-hot sauce is a revelation.

As for the rest of the menu, why settle for a fa-
miliar submarine sandwich when you can en-
joy one of the famous Lava Bombs appropri-
ately attired with Pi-tato and Pi-pickle sides?  
There’s even a delicious gluten free option … 
a Pi-Lenta topped like a pizza with all or any 
of your favorite fixings.

Silver’s creativity also flows when it comes to 
sauces.  In addition to a classic zesty marinara 
sauce, there’s also a decadent creamy garlic 
herb, the aforementioned white-hot mix, a 
zesty tomatillo sauce and a hearty barbecue 
sauce.  While there’s only one dessert, The 
Pele’s Paw, it’s as unusual and fresh as the piz-
zas.  The gooey treat is dressed in pineapple, 
toasted cocoanut, macadamia nuts, brown 
sugar and cinnamon.
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The city of San Luis Obispo is both a college 
town and a great place to raise a family.  For 
these reasons, the geography and a long growing 
season, many good Mexican restaurants thrive 
here.  Although SLO’s downtown offers trendy 
Mexican eateries and margarita bars for days, 
those seeking all things simple and authentic 
will truly appreciate the small and impressively 
clean Tonita’s Mexican Food.  Located a block off 
Broad Street, the main drag, diners know they’re 
trading trendiness for flavor and generous por-
tions.  With the additions of a simple salsa bar 
and fresh chips made fresh for each order, a cou-
ple could easily enjoy a real feast for under $20, 
soft drinks included.

The beef and chicken tacos, tostadas and bur-
ritos are uniformly excellent, made better with 
Tonita’s fresh condiments.  However, what sepa-
rates this restaurant from similarly simple Mexi-
can restaurants scattered around SLO County is 
the restaurant’s attention to vegetarian diners.  
On our visit, the perennial favorite, the Chile 
Relleno plate, was already sold out by noon.  
The owner consoled us with the fact that she 
offered different kinds of vegetarian tacos and 
burritos as well as a posted special of vegetarian 
chorizo tacos, something she introduced to the 
menu based on her own efforts to make her diet 
healthier and to find alternative ways to enjoy 
the flavors she loved as a child.  Indeed, this wel-
coming lunch spot effortlessly makes all comers 
feel right at home.
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F
rom

 one genre of tacos to another.  A
t the rusti-

cally elegant Villa C
reek in dow

ntow
n Paso Ro-

bles, artisan food and local w
ines are norm

ally 
the stars of the show

.  H
ow

ever, to help build a 
follow

ing for its brand of local and sustainable 
cuisine and to keep the buzz going, the kitchen 
offers special treats on Tuesdays and W

ednes-
days that have becom

e the stuff of local legend.  
The Taco Tuesdays pack ‘em

 in, but according 
to m

anagem
ent, the focus is quality rather than 

quantity.  The taco m
enu selections ($2.50/each) 

change from
 w

eek to w
eek.  W

hile there are a 
few

 favorites that stick around, the w
eekly spe-

cials are stuffed w
ith a variety of goodness that’s 

literally all over the m
ap (i.e., jerk chicken, veg-

etable succotash, cayenne m
arinated shrim

p).  
Better still, different flavors are sure to prom

pt 
Tuesday revelers to brow

se the w
ine list to find 

the perfect com
panions for these m

em
orable 

m
orsels.

W
ednesday Paella N

ight, m
eanw

hile, brings in-
trigue and rom

ance to the m
idw

eek, w
ith a pa-

ella experience in the m
ain dining room

 (m
uch 

like the taco m
enus on Tuesdays in the bar) that 

changes w
eekly and sparks curiosity in Villa 

C
reek’s w

ell thought-out w
ine m

enu.  A
t $25 per 

person, the am
use bouche and three-course din-

ner for tw
o fusing classic Spanish cooking and 

the county’s finest produce is one of the area’s 
best fine dining values.  But be forew

arned: You 
m

ay be tem
pted to com

e back to splurge on 
things from

 the general m
enu and take the Villa 

C
reek w

ine list for another spin.
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