
As executive chef at one storied San Francisco
fine-dining institution — PlumpJack Cafe — and the
creative force behind its newer sister restaurant, Jack
Falstaff, James Ormsby has, to choose just the most
obvious kitchen metaphor, a lot cooking.

An East Bay native whose restaurant career began at 
14 with a dishwashing job, Ormsby says he can’t
frankly remember a time when he didn’t dream of
spending his life as a chef.  

“It was always what I wanted to do,” he says.  “I
was always food-minded, always around plants, veg-
etables, and fruit.  I was drawn to the earth and to
edible things.  And I was a nature buff. My dad was a
landscape architect, my sister’s an artist, and we were
always of an artistic mind in my family.”

To judge from his successes to date, he chose the
right path.  After a series of formative culinary stints
at such venerable Bay Area establishments as the Lark
Creek Inn, Aqua, The Flying Saucer and Auberge du
Soleil, Ormsby hit critical paydirt when he took the
helm at Bruno’s Supper Club in San Francisco’s
Mission district in 1996.   That year, he was named a
“Rising Star Chef” by the San Francisco Chronicle.  By
1999, San Francisco Weekly had upped the ante, call-
ing Ormsby the “Best Chef in San Francisco.”  And
just a few years later, his creative efforts at the
PlumpJack Cafe were honored with a glowing 3-1/2
star review by notoriously tough Chronicle restaurant
critic Michael Bauer.

James Ormsby
All-consuming passion…
Chef James Ormsby eats,
sleeps and breathes the 
restaurant life
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The importance 
of solid roots

“My style is one where unpretentious,
familiar flavors convey a feeling of comfort,
but there’s also something stylish and mod-
ern there,” Ormsby says.
“I have a nostalgic 
sensibility, but I’m
hypermodern as well.  I
guess I think that if you
don’t have solid roots,
you can wind up turning
people off to modern
styles.  You need to
have the background to
do ‘modern’ correctly.  You
can’t just open a restaurant where you want to
serve hundreds of people a day and freak
them out.”

How does he encourage patrons to 
sample some of his more adventurous 
creations?

“Sometimes, it’s all in a name,” Ormsby
says.  “I’ll change the name of something
done in a modern style to make it seem
more approachable. For instance, I’ll call
foams ‘emulsions’ so that people aren’t
turned off.  Sometimes, you have to play 
a little reverse psychology to get people 
to try new things.  Chefs deal with food

between eight and 18 hours a day; the
majority of our customers spend much less
than that thinking about what they eat.  So
we move a little faster than the clientele
sometimes, and our job is to give them
something great to eat without making
them feel that they have to put their 
guard up.”

Expanding flavor 
combinations

Jack Falstaff, where Ormsby spends most
of his time these days, is one of the more
recent additions to the Bay Area PlumpJack
empire, which now comprises a total of 13
distinct enterprises, including a Napa Valley 
winery, the MatrixFillmore nightclub, cloth-
ing retailers and two resort inns.

Falstaff’s retains some of Ormsby’s 
tried-and-true signatures, such as his
braised beef oxtails, here served with 
organic winter vegetables, garlic flan 
and red wine jus. But it also represents, 
for him, a more youthful venture, the flip
side of the flagship PlumpJack Cafe’s more
conservative culinary tendencies.  Billed 

as “slow food with a modern presentation,”
some of the prime choices include pan-
roasted Hawaiian Escolar with chickpea,
chorizo and a kale ragout green-garlic
sauce, as well as a pan-roasted Sonoma
duck leg confit served with organic
spinach, glazed parsnip and quince,
and toasted hazelnuts.

“Falstaff’s food has high complexity...
we’re using lots of whole grains, lots of 
veggies, and there’s a healthy emphasis,”
Ormsby says.  “But I use slow food and
comfort food techniques to make healthy
items not so healthy-sounding.

“I also draw a lot of inspiration from
top French and now Spanish chefs, and 
I’m very passionate about all the ingredients,”
he adds.  “I’m always interested in taking
modern presentation techniques and
expanding the flavor combinations.”  

“Last week I came up with a great fennel
sorbet.  I’d been trying to figure out what
to do with fennel tops for years — I’d used
them for curing salmon and seasoning fish,
but I’d never juiced them before and used
the juice in a sorbet.  It wound up being a
very intense cross between licorice and
wheatgrass, and quite tasty.  I could probably
come up with a thousand variations ...
foams, gelees ... it’s fun to put ingredients
under the microscope sometimes and sort
of turn up the magnification.”

New tastes for 
the masses

“I really enjoy bringing my 27 years 
of culinary experience and knowledge 
to development projects,” Ormsby says.  
“I think my strength lies in creating flavor
profiles that are different from what con-

sumers are used to, but still very
acceptable to a mass audience.”

Most recently, Ormsby joined a
group of Chefs’ Council members
who were working with a 
leading soft-drink brand 
to engineer the next generation
of intense, exciting 
carbonated beverages.

“That was right up my alley!” he says.  
“I was working a little bit with heat and
spices — flavor combinations that haven’t
been tried yet, but that have a lot of potential.
It was a great exercise, and I think we came
up with a number of promising options.”

Spare time?  
What spare time?

Asked how he spends his off hours,
Ormsby chuckles. 
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“I’m always interested in taking

modern presentation techniques and

expanding the flavor combinations.”

Jack’s Snack’s is an eclectic Ormsby medley featuring
green tea walnuts, lotus root chips with seaweed salt,
coconut kaffir lime macadamia nuts, spicy Serrano
ham chips and nine other intriguing combinations.



“I have no spare time. Between
midnight and 8 a.m. I try to
sleep.  But my last day off was
in March, and before that it was
New Year’s Day.  I wake up, 
and I go to work.  It’s all I do,”
he says.  

“But food is everything to me.
It’s my job, and it’s my hobby.  I
try to hit a restaurant here and
there — I’m going to The French

Laundry later this month. But
mostly I go around the city to
get ingredients.  I hit the 
farmers’ market on Saturday
morning, and I’m constantly at
Whole Foods on the lookout for
something new and interesting.

“I definitely wouldn’t suggest 
it for everybody, but it works 
for me.”■
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JAMES ORMSBY

achievements...
• Named “Rising Star Chef” by San Francisco

Chronicle, 1996

• Named Chef of the Year, 1999, by San Francisco
Weekly

• Featured in Food And Wine, Food Arts, and the 
San Francisco Examiner magazine as well as the
Food Network

what others have said...
“Chef James Ormsby excels at rendering dishes
based on humble, often fatty cuts of meat into
tasty, stylish dishes, a feat of slow food alchemy
as thrilling as a Barry Bonds splash shot home
run.”     

—Contra Costa Times

“Ormsby’s food has a rustic yet refined California
sensibility, with appetizers such as braised lamb
agnolotti and main courses that might include a
grilled pork chop with polenta cake.” 

—San Francisco Chronicle

latest ventures:
• Continuing to shepherd Jack Falstaff’s through

its first full year of operation.  The restaurant
opened on Dec. 20, 2004.

• Working with PlumpJack management to open
a new restaurant at the company’s Carneros Inn
in 2006.

in a 
nutshell

At Jack Falstaff, James Ormsby has created an imaginative “slow food” menu 
incorporating fresh ingredients sourced from local producers.




