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Jim Denevan selects the sites, and defines
the tables’ placement in the setting. The
only thing missing are the plates, which the
diners themselves will bring with them.
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Drawing on the Land
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Outstanding's crew travel in a 1953 vintage
bus that serves as the field office while on
the road. Dinners are mostly set in the fields
where much of the meal is grown.

Again and again Jim Denevan, the surfer, the artist, the chef, brings
us back to the body. We introduced his art in Real Scale 3 — miles-long
geometric forms etched in sand, whole days in the making, then to be
erased by wind and tide. Art of utmost exactitude, measured only by
the artist’s reach, and so precisely scaled to his frame and
comportment. This is about another project, Outstanding in the Field,
a series of concept-edged dinners dating back to 1999. Are these
elaborate, handcrafted dinners, spread out in a way that addresses the
geometry of farm fields and other far-flung natural backdrops,
another sort of land art? We can only return to surfing as the filter
through which all of what Mr. Denevan does emerges as simply
sensible.

As a teen, growing up in mid-coastal California, he could count on
the dinner rush at local kitchens for work that wouldn't interfere with
his strict daily schedule of surfing all morning and afternoon. Years
later it was the measure of his body that once again gave direction to
his life. His lanky surfer’s look offered an opening into modeling,
which took him to Italy and France, where he witnessed a reverence
for provisions and respect for cuisine that had always been in his
midst, but had swept right past him. It energized his return to
California. An onion cutter before, he now dreamed up food
programs, and began exploring the subtleties of local varietals and
small farm-raised stock. His newfound ambition and imagination lifted
him through the ranks to become head chef at Trattoria Primizia,
which featured the cuisine of central Italy, now familiar to him. At his
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instigation the names of local farms began to appear on the menu, a
novelty at the time that’s since become a convention. Among those
farms, that of his brother Bill, a successful organic farmer in the
region, and a certain inspiration (it's not like Mr. Denevan, the eighth
of nine children, was ever a stranger to long dinner tables). He moved
on to head Gabriella Café, where he was able to focus full time on the
direct farm-to-table connection, designing menus around the seasonal
best from within short range of Santa Cruz. It was out of these
programs, that Qutstanding in the Field was born, to celebrate food
and gather with friends, of course; but also to remind us of the
process, the work and those who do it, the collaboration with the soil
and the elements. Small, local farms are recognized, interest in them
revitalized, and steps taken against the waste and wreckage of big
factory farming in a country where fertile land and the willingness to
farm it conscientiously abound. It wasn't long before food luminaries
recognized Outstanding, including the beacon of the locavore
movement, Alice Waters.

Today the dinners are held across the country, sometimes in urban
farms, sometimes in sites so remote that getting back easily comes
into question. All of the food is either from the surrounding farm or
close nearby. The chefs are among the country’s best, and eager to
join despite the difficulties the settings present. Diners bring their
own plates, giving individuality to the affairs, and solving the practical
concern of not imposing too heavy a structural overhead. Katy
Oursler leads a small staff of collaborators, Jim Denevan’s “feet on the
ground”, locking down the dozens of details involved in making the
experience seamless.

The diners gather together at the locus of provisions and
preparation, organize into a structured but pliant line, take dinner in,
share themselves with others, and flow apart. The man who brought
them together will rise and do it again another day, in another place; a
process requiring patient timing, moving swiftly to its climax, and
leaving no trace. How is any of it not like surfing and etching in sand?
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