Cef Zambrano Interview.

Q. What kind of money do you make? Do you get tips?

A. When I served as a sommelier at Del Frisco's, I wasn't just a sommelier; I also ran the wine department. So I made about $100,000 a year. But as for sommeliers, if they do an exceptional job and introduce a customer to an exceptional wine, I think it should be customary to give a tip.

Q. Have you ever been corrected by a customer?

A. Maybe on pronunciation... and maybe a certain detail on the history of a certain wine.

Q.  People have the impression that sommeliers walk around the restaurant all day and show people bottles of wine, occasionally un-corking and decanting. There's got to be more to your job than that. What's "all in a day's work"?

A. That's absolutely right, there's a lot more to it. I usually start out having lunch with a winemaker, and we'll talk about the latest vintage, because wine changes every single day. I'll taste his chardonnay, his Merlot, his Cabernet – I've got to spit, can't really drink as much as you want to. Then I'll go to work at two, see what I'm low on, what I need to purchase, make some phone calls to get the wine, check on the decanters -  you can't really let other people do that. And that'll all before I even dress up at five to start serving. And I have to remember what regulars drink, what they drank last...

Q. If you were to pick one thing, what would you have your customers NEVER do again?

A. I would have them drink white wine with the appetizers rather than red with everything. They need to enjoy white wine with lighter dishes, seafood dishes, soups, salads. I just like something that's going to enhance the flavors of those flavors other than overwhelm them.


Q.  Is there a dress code for sommeliers? What's hanging in your closet?

A. Suit, slacks, and nice sports jacket. I like to wear a suit, don't wear a tie. You're going to be at the table so you have to have a good presence about you. One of the main things is your hygiene. You don't want to be serving wine if you have dirty fingernails. These people might have been waiting all year long for this special occasion, and you don't want to be sticking out in a negative way.

Q. When you get up in the middle of the night and dive into the fridge for that sinful indulgence everyone denies having, do you pair it with a bottle of 1935 Moscato d'Asti or similar wine? If not, what do you drink with it?

A. Oh, gosh, that's a good question... at that late of night, I'm not really thinking about a wine. Maybe I'd choose a late harvest,  a Dolci... that's the real deal, the Cadillac.  If I was dreaming – if it was a good dream - maybe a chateu d'yquem. I don't get to taste that one very often.

Q. Have you ever denied anyone wine?

A. Let me think... for age, maybe. For being overly intoxicated... I don't think so. Wine drinkers have fun, but they don't tend to drink to that extent.

Q. What wine would you pair with a fillet of porcupine?

A. Ha! Filet of porcupine? I would recommend... a pinot noire. Maybe even a zinfandel... actually, let's go with a Jordan Cabernet.

Q. If you had to choose between a 2006 Red Carlo Rossi and a 2007 Shimmering White Franzia, which would you pick?

A. I'd pick the 2007 Franzia. Some of those wines are actually okay! I mean, they're fresh... well, I'd select it but I'd let you drink it.

Q. What's in your personal wine cellar right now?

A. Napa Valley Cabs, some pinots... but yes, most of the ones I have are Napa Valley Cabernets. 

