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In Lake County, a feast cooked al fresco 
brings generations together year after year
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id you tell her about the butter? 
Tell her about the butter. Did you 
tell her about the porcini?” A burly, 

bespectacled cook with the singsong name 
of Tommy Tommasi stands beside a bub-
bling stockpot in the chockablock outdoor 
kitchen at Biggi’s Family Club, harassing his 
lifelong pal Frank Brunamonti, who is doing 
his damnedest to verbalize a recipe that 
lives so deeply inside him that it’s diffi  cult to 
put into words. Together, Tommy and Frank 
make this sauce like they’re breathing, like 
they’re waking up in the morning. The rich, 
tomato gravy is loaded with pork, beef and 
veal and amplifi ed by dried mushrooms. 
Don’t forget the butter. The recipe comes 
from a guy named Folena who worked at the 
Port of Oakland with the legendary Giulio 
Biggi. “A big guy, a huge guy,” says Tommy, 
Folena taught Frank and Tommy how to 
cook the sauce almost against their will 
when they were teens. 

Back then, Biggi’s Family Club was a 
summer resort, built from 1950 to 1960 as 
a “one-man job,” a phrase etched into the 
concrete grotto, by Giulio Biggi himself. 
With discarded materials the Oakland 
garbageman scavenged, along with planks 
he milled from trees on the property, Biggi 
constructed 19 rental cottages, with an 
indoor-outdoor dance hall and a gnome-
draped fountain, in Lake County, Califor-
nia, 100 miles north of San Francisco.

Biggi had no problem fi lling those cot-
tages. He was part of a community of Ital-
ians who had immigrated to the Bay Area, 
fi rst drawn by the Gold Rush and the early 
wine industry. Later the Genovese came 
to fi sh Pacifi c waters, establishing San 

“D
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Francisco’s Fisherman’s Wharf. Most Ital-
ians had come from the top of the boot, and 
Northern California, its mountains spilling 
down to the sea, reminded them of home.

Lake County in those days was much 
like it is now, a sleepy enclave accessible 
via twisty-turny roads north from Napa, 
east from the coast, or west over the high 
chaparral from Sacramento. Biggi and other 
Bay Area Italians came for the hunting and 
hiking, the fishing and boating on Clear 
Lake, and the big bands—Tommy Dorsey, 
Xavier Cugat—that played at Hoberg’s, a 
resort that attracted the rich and famous. 
Biggi lured families back year after year for 
a camaraderie that centered around bocce 
tournaments and bingo games, tango and 
polka dancing, teens’ first kisses. 

“Think Dirty Dancing, only smaller,” 
says Tommy’s ex-sister-in-law, Lorena 
Mengotti Gies. Smaller, yes, and more 
delicious, for perhaps most of all, the glue 
that stuck  Biggi’s families together was 
the food, served at weekly dinners on long 
 tables outside under the twinkle lights. 

Today, Giulio Biggi is long gone, and the 
cabins have been sold off to individual fami-
lies. But the communal meal remains. Three 
times each summer, the homeowners’ as-
sociation throws a supper that anyone can 
attend. More than 200 descend, toting their 
own plates, silverware and drinks, ready to 
devour roast meats, garlicky vegetables and 
slow-simmered sugo. At $25 a head ($10 for 
kids), the meals are a fundraiser for the up-
keep of the place, but more than that, says 
Lorena, “It’s tradition.” 

Part of that tradition rests in its brine 
in the stone-walled basement beneath 
 Giulio Biggi’s original house. Eight massive 
pork loins sit overnight in salt and brown 
sugar, garlic cloves and rosemary. “Right? 
Doesn’t it smell amazing down here?” says 
 Tommy’s daughter, Vania. She’s been day-
dreaming all morning. Recently engaged, 

she aspires to be wed beside Biggi’s foun-
tain. “I grew up coming here. I love this 
place. I get giddy on the drive up,” she says.

Outside, a waitstaff composed of  cab in-  
owners’ teenagers has gathered, overseen 
by Lorena. On this hot July afternoon, while 
Tommy, Frank and a third cook, Tommy’s 
son Claudio, argue over the garlic- rosemary-
fennel paste for the pork, Lorena once-
overs the seating chart. She covers  tables 
in red-and-white-checked cloths, then 
gathers folding chairs and bowls so that her 
sister and first cousin and niece and daugh-
ter—almost everyone is related here—can 
sit and gossip while peeling potatoes.

Soon, those Idahos are sizzling in but-
ter and oil with garlic and rosemary sprigs. 
Tommy’s nephew-in-law, Paolo Saroni, roasts 
the pork on a grill with a revolving  series of 
spits powered by a motorized bicycle chain. 
The loins drip on one another as they turn, 
and when they’re done, Paolo dunks them 
in a wine-butter bath to rest before slicing. 
“That’s the secret,” he says. “That’s the juice 
that we’re gonna put on top.”

Finally it’s dinnertime. Guests arrive— 
local winemakers, neighboring families, the 
chairwoman of the Kelseyville Pear Festival 
and her friends. Tommy ladles mushroomy 
tomato sauce on the green beans—42 
pounds of them, bought from a farmer in 
Santa Rosa and blanched in a freestanding, 
propane-powered stockpot before sauté-
ing. The kids ferry antipasti and salads to 
 tables, and, to a backdrop of clinking glasses 
and 1980s tunes on the loudspeakers, Lake 
County digs into dinner. 

“There’s plenty of food—really good 
food,” says Rita Nardi, who owns a house 
nearby. “It’s old-style.” She has a point. The 
heaping platters of potatoes, sugo-draped 
rotini, pork luscious with wine-butter drip-
pings; the homemade limoncello at some 
tables and red wine at others; the shouting 
and backslapping—it all recalls a feast in 

Everyone pitches in to make the dinners at Biggi’s a success. Lorena Mengotti Gies (above left) 
has been coming to the resort since she was 7 years old. She takes reservations (find out when the 
dinners are at facebook.com/BiggisFamilyClub), manages the seating chart and oversees the waitstaff. 
Jim Glover (far right) and his wife, Linda, are two of Biggi’s biggest supporters. Nothing makes them 
happier then spending time with their children and grandchildren at the resort each summer.

Veal, Beef 
     & Pork Sugo
 (p.80)

Most Italians had come 
from the top of the boot, 
and Northern California, 

its mountains spilling 
down to the sea, 

reminded them of home.
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some small Italian village, maybe one of the 
towns in Liguria or Lucca or Umbria where 
a Biggi’s family originates from. 

Still, the dinner guests don’t know the 
half of the fun. After sheet cake from the 
local grocery store is served, they wander 
back to their cars. But the night is just get-
ting going for the Biggi’s crew. Claudio ad-
justs his pizzaioli’s cap and puts water back 
on to boil. He’s cooking the noodles for 
Tommy’s famous midnight pasta, linguine 
alla vongole, its winy sauce laden with baby 
clams and parsley. It’s a ritual for the fam-
ished cooks, who’ve been too busy tonight 
to eat yet themselves. 

The stars are out now. The oldest ladies 
sit on their porches and yell across the 
courtyard at their sons in Italian. The tod-
dlers, some barely just walking, dance on 
the tables to Sister Sledge’s “We Are Fam-
ily.” And when the pasta is ready, the teens 
and 20-somethings come running. They 
all just ate. But they’re hungry again—for 
garlic- and scallion-fl ecked pasta, for one 
more laugh. Babies get scooped up and held 
in one arm. Plates are sent up to the grand-
mas on the porches. Frank dusts powdered 
sugar on fried hunks of pizza dough fresh 
from the oil and hands reach for the treats.

“I came here when I was a little 
girl with my nonna,” Linda Glover, née 
 Denegri, says, gobbling the makeshift des-
sert. “She had a place across the street.” 
Linda bought her two-bedroom cabin at 
Biggi’s in 1980, wedging in with her hus-
band and fi ve kids. “Now my children have 
children of their own, and they’re here 
tonight. It’s generation after generation.” 
She smooths the Biggi’s Family Club apron 
she’s been wearing since the afternoon 
when she lined platters with salami and 
mortadella. “We are so blessed to be a part 
of this,” she says, licking powdered sugar 
off  her fi ngers. “We all work together. And 
it’s all about love, family and friends.”



78  E AT I N G W E L L  March 2019

California Dreaming
Lake County is filled with rustic charm. Though 
wildfires have hit in recent years, towns are 
open for business and most of the 600,000-
plus acres of public lands are unscathed.

Where to Stay
Musicians tickle keys 
on the 1902 upright in 
the saloon attached 
to the Tallman  Hotel, 
 Upper Lake’s Victorian- 
era beauty. Ask for a 
room with a private 
patio and Japanese 
soaking tub. tallman 
hotel.com

Reserve a casita on  
the north shore of 
Clear Lake at Ceàgo 
Vinegarden, owned 
by Jim Fetzer of 
Fetzer Vineyards fame. 
Wander through the 
organic gardens and 
lavender fields and 
cap off your day with 
a glass of wine made 
from grapes grown  
on the property. 
ceago.com

At The Lodge at 
Blue Lakes, spa-
cious rooms feature 
 Jacuzzis and four-
poster beds. Take 
 kayaks for a paddle 
on the spring-fed 
Upper and Lower Blue 
Lakes. thelodgeat 
bluelakes.com

What to Do
The county’s numer-
ous wineries offer 
tastes and tours. At 
Boatique Winery, 
you get to ogle the 
collection of vintage 
wooden boats while 
you sip. boatique 
wines.com

Clear Lake, California’s 
largest freshwater 
body by area, lures 
some 300 winged 

species. Go bird-
watching on Eyes of 
the Wild’s pontoon 
boat and spy osprey, 
bald eagles and more. 
eyesofthewild.us

History buffs won’t 
want to miss the 
Historic Courthouse 
Museum. Learn Lake 
County’s backstory, 
and check out one 
of the world’s largest 
collections of Eastern 
Pomo  Indian basketry. 
lakecounty.com/
museum

Where to Eat 
At Kelseyville’s Saw 
Shop Bistro, the com-
forting, farm-to-table 
fare comes with a 
side of local art. Stop 
in for live music every 
Thursday and half-
price Lake County 
wines on Wednesdays. 
sawshopbistro.com 

For a quick bite or 
picnic provisions, 
stop at A+H General 
Store. Try the umami 
BLT with truffle 
mayo, Point Reyes 
blue cheese and 
togarashi, a Japanese 
chile seasoning. It’s 
Kelseyville’s spot for 
inspired home goods 
too. aandhgeneral 
store.com

Get sweet rewards 
after a hike at Dirty 
Girl Donuts in Hidden 
Valley. Flavors can 
include almond cherry 
blossom and toasty 
lemon meringue. 
dirtygirldonuts.com

         Grilled 
     Herb-Fennel  
            Pork Loin
 (p.81)

Peas with  
    Pearl Onions 
  & Pancetta
 (p.80)
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 Grill-Fried 
        Potatoes
 (p.80)

 Wines Fit for
an Italian Feast
Home to 30 wineries , Lake 
County produces some terrifi c 
bottles to pair with your meal.

With soft tannins, a spicy nose 
and a light body, Steele Pacini 
Vineyard Zinfandel 2016 
($20) is versatile with every-
thing from cheese to the sugo.
steelewines.com

Obsidian Ridge may be known 
for its cabernets, but it also 
makes delicious sauvignon 
blanc. The 2017 vintage ($28) 
has an apple-and-lemon 
minerality that goes well with 
the linguine alla vongole.
obsidianridge.com

From a sheep-grazed, chem-
ical-free vineyard, Six Sigma 
Reserve Tempranillo 2015 
($48) has a balance of lush-
ness and earthiness that 
matches the grilled pork loin. 
sixsigmaranch.com
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Sautéed Green Beans with 
Tomatoes, Mushrooms & Garlic
ACTIVE: 30 min TOTAL: 30 min 
This go-with-anything side is a tasty way to 
showcase green beans. (Photo: page 76.)
 3 pounds green beans, trimmed
 2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil
 12 ounces cremini mushrooms, quartered
 ½ cup diced tomato
 8 cloves garlic, minced
 ¾ teaspoon salt
 ½ teaspoon ground pepper

1. Bring a large pot of water to a boil over high 
heat. Add beans and cook until just tender, 
about 5 minutes. Drain. Dry the pot.
2. Add oil to the pot and heat over medi-
um-high heat. Add mushrooms, tomato and 
garlic; cook, stirring frequently, until softened, 
about 5 minutes. Add the beans and cook, stir-
ring occasionally, until they are heated through, 
about 5 minutes more. Season with salt and 
pepper.
SERVES 10: about 1 cup each 
CAL 74 / FAT 3G (SAT 0G) / CHOL 0MG / CARBS 11G /  
TOTAL SUGARS 5G (ADDED 0G) / PROTEIN 3G / FIBER 4G / 
SODIUM 185MG / POTASSIUM 438MG.

Peas with Pearl Onions & Pancetta
ACTIVE: 20 min TOTAL: 20 min 
An easy-to-prep, simple spring side dish gets a 
boost of umami from mushrooms and pancetta. 
Using frozen vegetables keeps things quick, but 
substitute fresh peas and pearl onions if you 
prefer, adjusting the cooking time as needed. 
(Photo: page 79.)
 1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil
 4 ounces pancetta, diced
 2 tablespoons butter
 4 cloves garlic, minced

 2 16-ounce bags frozen peas
 1 15-ounce bag frozen pearl onions
 ½ teaspoon salt 
 ¼ teaspoon ground pepper

1. Heat oil in a large pot over medium-high 
heat. Add pancetta; cook until crisp and brown, 
about 5 minutes. Using a slotted spoon, trans-
fer it to a paper- towel-lined plate.
2. Add butter and garlic to the pot. Cook, stir-
ring, until the garlic is soft, about 30 seconds. 
Add peas, onions and the pancetta. Cook, stir-
ring occasionally, until the vegetables are hot, 
about 10 minutes. Season with salt and pepper.
SERVES 12: ½ cup each 
CAL 131 / FAT 6G (SAT 3G) / CHOL 12MG / CARBS 13G /  
TOTAL SUGARS 5G (ADDED 0G) / PROTEIN 5G / FIBER 4G / 
SODIUM 307MG / POTASSIUM 139MG. 

Grill-Fried Potatoes
ACTIVE: 40 min TOTAL: 40 min 
At Biggi’s Family Club, a peeling party preps 
hundreds of pounds of spuds to be cooked 
until golden. This is a must-have side dish at the 
monthly community meals. (Photo: page 79.) 
 4 tablespoons (½ stick) unsalted butter
 ¼ cup canola oil
 2 large russet potatoes, sliced into 8 

lengthwise spears each
 6 cloves garlic, peeled
 2 sprigs fresh rosemary
 ½ teaspoon kosher salt 
 ¼ teaspoon ground pepper

1. Place a rimmed baking sheet on a grill; pre-
heat to medium-low (about 325°F).
2. Add butter and oil to the pan and heat until 
melted and sizzling. Add potatoes, garlic and 
rosemary and cook, turning the potatoes and 
garlic often and adjusting the heat as neces-
sary, until tender and golden, 20 to 30 minutes. 

3. Discard the rosemary. Using tongs, transfer 
the potatoes and garlic to a serving dish and 
season with salt and pepper. 
SERVES 4: 4 wedges each 
CAL 294 / FAT 16G (SAT 5G) / CHOL 19MG / CARBS 35G / 
TOTAL SUGARS 1G (ADDED 0G) / PROTEIN 4G / FIBER 3G / 
SODIUM 251MG / POTASSIUM 790MG.

Veal, Beef & Pork Sugo
ACTIVE: 30 min TOTAL: 2½ hrs 
TO MAKE AHEAD: Refrigerate for up to 3 days or 
freeze for up to 3 months. 
The sauce simmers for a long time, allowing 
some of the liquid to evaporate, concentrating 
the flavor. It freezes very well. Serve over the 
pasta of your choice. (Photo: page 76.)
 ⅓ ounce dried porcini mushrooms
 1 cup boiling water
 2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil
 1¼ pounds ground pork
 1 pound lean ground beef
 8 ounces ground veal
 2 stalks celery, minced
 1 medium carrot, minced
 1 medium onion, minced
 12 cloves garlic, minced
 2 tablespoons minced fresh parsley
 4 28-ounce cans whole peeled tomatoes, 

preferably San Marzano, coarsely 
chopped 

 4 tablespoons (½ stick) unsalted butter
 1½ teaspoons salt 

1. Combine mushrooms and water in a medium 
heatproof bowl. Set aside.
2. Heat oil in a large pot over medium-high 
heat. Add pork and cook, breaking up the meat 
with a wooden spoon, until no longer pink, 4 
to 5 minutes. Add beef and veal; cook, break-
ing up the meat, until no longer pink, 5 to 7 

Lucia Rocco (left) and Lorena Mengotti Gies 
discuss the evening’s festivities. Lucia bought 
her cabin in the early 1980s and is one of the 
last “old timers” at the resort.
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minutes. Add celery, carrot, onion, garlic and 
parsley; cook, stirring often, until the vegeta-
bles are soft, about 10 minutes more. 
3. Strain the mushrooms, reserving the soaking 
liquid. Mince them and add to the pot along 
with the soaking liquid. Add tomatoes and their 
juices. Bring to a boil. Reduce heat to maintain 
a simmer, partially cover and cook, stirring oc-
casionally, until thickened, 2 to 2½ hours.
4. Remove the sauce from the heat and stir in 
butter and salt. 
SERVES 18: about ¾ cup each 
CAL 209 / FAT 13G (SAT 5G) / CHOL 50MG / CARBS 8G / 
TOTAL SUGARS 4G (ADDED 0G) / PROTEIN 15G / FIBER 3G / 
SODIUM 450MG / POTASSIUM 566MG.

Grilled Herb-Fennel Pork Loin
ACTIVE: 1 hr TOTAL: 2½ hrs (plus overnight 
brining) 
Paolo Saroni swears by his pork-cooking tech-
nique for the most tender, flavorful results. And 
we agree! First the lean pork loin is brined over-
night, then it’s grilled and coated in a fragrant 
paste before it rests in a mixture of white wine, 
butter and its own juices. (Photo: page 78.)
 3 cups water
 ½ cup kosher salt
 ½ cup dark brown sugar
 22 cloves garlic, peeled and divided
 2 large sprigs fresh rosemary
 3 cups ice
 1 2½-pound boneless pork loin
 1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil  

plus ½ cup, divided
 ½ cup mixed fresh herbs, such as rosemary, 

thyme and/or sage
 ½ bulb fennel, coarsely chopped
 1 bottle (750 mL) dry white wine
 2 tablespoons butter

1. Bring water, salt and sugar to a boil in a large 
saucepan over medium-high heat. Reduce heat 
and add 10 cloves garlic and rosemary sprigs; 
simmer for 5 minutes more. Remove from heat, 
add ice and stir until melted. 
2. Place pork in a large bowl and pour the brine 
over it. Cover and refrigerate overnight.
3. Transfer the pork to a plate (discard the brine). 
Let stand at room temperature for 45 minutes. 
4. Meanwhile, preheat grill to medium (about 
350°F). Line a rimmed baking sheet with foil.
5. Pat the pork dry with paper towels and brush 
with 1 tablespoon oil. Grill, turning occasionally, 
until browned on all sides, 20 to 30 minutes. 
6. Combine the remaining 12 cloves garlic and 
½ cup oil in a food processor and add herbs 
and fennel. Pulse, scraping down the sides as 
needed, until a paste forms. Transfer the pork 
to the prepared baking sheet and coat the top 
of the pork with the herb paste. 
7. Place the baking sheet with the pork on 
the grill. Cook, without turning, until an 
 instant-read thermometer inserted in the thick-
est part registers 130°F, 15 to 25 minutes. 
8. Combine wine and butter in a large pot and 
bring to a simmer over medium heat until the 
butter melts, about 2 minutes. Remove from 
heat. Immediately add the pork, herb-paste-
side up, cover and let steam for 30 minutes.
9. Transfer the pork to a clean cutting board 
and tent with foil to keep warm. Bring the wine 
mixture to a boil over high heat and cook until 
reduced to approximately ¼ cup, 20 to 25 
minutes.
10. To serve, cut the pork into ½-inch-thick 
slices and drizzle with the wine reduction.
SERVES 10: 3 oz. pork & 2 tsp. sauce each 
CAL 350 / FAT 22G (SAT 5G) / CHOL 66MG / CARBS 6G / 
TOTAL SUGARS 3G (ADDED 1G) / PROTEIN 20G / FIBER 1G / 
SODIUM 622MG / POTASSIUM 390MG.

Linguine alla Vongole
ACTIVE: 35 min TOTAL: 1¼ hrs 
This dish is a favorite midnight repast for the 
chefs at Biggi’s Family Club. The addition of 
 tomatoes makes a mashup between red and 
white clam sauces. (Photo: above.)
 ¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil
 2 tablespoons unsalted butter
 8 cloves garlic, minced
 6 scallions, sliced
 4 10-ounce cans whole clams, with their 

juice
 1 28-ounce can no-salt-added whole 

peeled tomatoes, with their juice
 ¾ cup dry white wine
 ¾ cup chopped fresh parsley
 1½ teaspoons crushed red pepper
 ½ teaspoon ground pepper
 1 pound linguine, preferably whole-wheat 

1. Heat oil and butter in a large pot over medium- 
high heat. Add garlic and scallions; cook, stirring 
frequently, until soft, 2 to 4 minutes. Add clams 
and tomatoes, both with their juice, and wine. 
Bring to a boil. Reduce heat to maintain a sim-
mer and cook, stirring occasionally and breaking 
up the tomatoes, until reduced by one-third, 30 
to 35 minutes. Add parsley, crushed red pepper 
and pepper. Cook, stirring, for 3 minutes more. 
2. Meanwhile, cook pasta according to package 
directions for al dente. Drain. 
3. Add the pasta to the sauce and toss gently.
SERVES 8: 1¼ cups each 
CAL 479 / FAT 16G (SAT 4G) / CHOL 121MG / CARBS 53G / 
TOTAL SUGARS 4G (ADDED 0G) / PROTEIN 32G / FIBER 7G / 
SODIUM 755MG / POTASSIUM 544MG. 

BETSY ANDREWS is a food and travel 
writer and a poet. Her award-winning books 
include New Jersey and The Bottom. 

Tommy Tommasi (left), his son Claudio (middle) and Tommy’s childhood friend Frank Brunamonti 
(right) are three of the chefs at Biggi’s. They don’t have time to eat with the guests, so they cook 
up linguine alla vongole (above) for a late-night meal.


