
12   TASTE | Summer 2019

BY Hayden Seder    PHOTOGRAPHY Kirsten Shultz

Recipes are so much more than simply instruc-
tions for making a dish; some are handed down 
generation after generation, some are discovered 
in a soon-to-be favorite cookbook that becomes 
dog-eared after so much use. The story behind 
Ketchum’s new restaurant, Cookbook, and the feel 
of the restaurant itself feels much like coming back 
to a familiar recipe, one used for all occasions that 
conjures old memories and creates new ones. This 
is Cookbook.

Opened in December 2018, by couple Burke and 
Vita Smith, Cookbook has been a long time com-
ing. Between the two of them, the couple has sev-
eral decades of restaurant experience in the Wood 
River Valley, including their mutual last five years 
at Enoteca.

recipe 
for success
Cookbook focuses on the basics: 
good food, wine, and company

Burke began his career washing dishes at The 
Kneadery in the summer of 1988 and then went 
on to work at Evergreen—where he was wine direc-
tor—Piccolo, and finally Enoteca, where he served 
as drinks director. Vita’s restaurant track record 
includes Ciro, Cristina’s, and Enoteca, where she 
and Burke worked together for the first time. The 
benefit of so many years in different spots in the 
Valley is that both of them knew exactly what they 
wanted when it came to a restaurant of their own.

“While you’re working in other places, you see 
what you can potentially improve and do differ-
ently to make it better,” Vita explained. Once they 
decided to take the plunge—along with adamant 
support from family and friends—they looked at 
several places and decided on the seventh location 
they scouted: a cozy spot in an old church built in 
1932. While many restaurateurs would shy away 
from the spot—it’s outside the downtown core, 
the space is small, the building is, to put it nicely, 
“unique”—Burke and Vita knew they had found 
their restaurant’s home. “We love the space and 
the size of it,” said Vita. “We love where it sits here, 
on the other side of the tracks.”
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The iconic white building just after the fork in 
Main Street down to Warm Springs Road has been 
home to numerous businesses, including an ar-
chitect’s office, a daycare, a butcher shop, a BBQ 
restaurant, a bakery, Play Hard Give Back head-
quarters, and most recently, The Haven. Painted 
on top of the building now is Cookbook’s motto: 
Eat. Drink. Play Nice. It sums up perfectly what 
the Smiths want out of their newest venture: “We 
just want a place where we enjoy doing what we 
do,” said Vita.

That philosophy went directly into the menu, an 
ever-changing (they’re on menu number five) mix 
of dishes that simply sound good to all involved 
in the restaurant. “We called it ‘locally- and glob-
ally-inspired’ but on some level, especially with 
Vita’s and my having to be here 
all the time, these are just the 
foods we like to eat,” explained 
Burke. Staples on the menu 
include Smith family favorites 
like Pete’s Pasta for the pasta 
that Burke’s father eats every-
where he goes. On the dessert 
menu is Becky’s pound cake, 
named for Burke’s stepmom’s 
famous pound cake recipe. “It’s 
everything we like eating at any 
time of day,” said Vita.

The menu is relatively small 
but every dish has been chosen 
carefully. The menu was pur-
posely designed to offer plen-
ty of options for diners but to 
be small enough that one can 
glance over it and quickly decide what to eat so as 
to get back to the reason you came to the restau-
rant in the first place: to be with family and friends. 
The same philosophy was applied to the wine list, a 
two-page selection of 22 wines from the old world, 
friends, and islands. With Burke’s extensive wine 
background, he could have easily gone over the top 
with the list, but as someone who has experienced 
too many times the moment of everyone at the table 
looking at him as he peruses 100 to 200 wines in a 
book, he wanted to avoid that experience. “I can get 
through a list like that and find a wine but I think 
on some level, that takes you away from the reason 
you’re at a restaurant,” explained Burke. “You want 
to find some wine and be with the people you’re 
eating with, that’s the whole point. What this list 

does on a bunch of different levels is make it easy 
to figure out at a glance. Or talk to me because I’m 
the wine guy here and I’ll help you or give you a 
taste of anything but then you can get back to your 
dinner and the people you’re here with.”

Influencing their menu and adorning the walls of 
the small restaurant are numerous cookbooks, the 
restaurant’s namesake. The couple started their 
collection when they got married three and a half 
years ago. Vita is Ukrainian and celebrates Ortho-
dox Christmas on January 7, two weeks after tra-
ditional Christmas. After their first Christmas to-
gether, Burke gave Vita a cookbook everyday until 
her Christmas to celebrate starting their new lives 
together. One bookcase in the restaurant is filled 
with their own collection; friends and family do-

nated the rest. The couple still 
accepts donations of cookbooks 
to add to their walls.

“The idea of Cookbook is 
that we are not dogmatic about 
the cuisine,” explained Burke. 
“We have all these cookbooks, 
and they are all in play as far 
as our kitchen goes. We’re not 
stuck. Having these resources 
is great.”

The brightly colored books 
add to the whimsy and lightness 
of the space, which includes 
bright floors, butcher-block 
tables, bright red chairs, and 
other contemporary elements 
such the Swedish sound panels 
on the walls that are often mis-

taken for modern art. 
Going forward, Cookbook has no grand plans to 

be open more often (they’re currently closed Mon-
days and Tuesdays) or to scale up. Their aspira-
tions are simple: get the outside patios and land-
scaping ready, continue to provide great service 
both in the restaurant and for those getting take-
out through their online system, and continue to 
cook things that are both pleasing to themselves 
and their customers.

“It’s been so fun to hear people’s comments and an-
swer their questions,” said Vita. “Having customers 
leave with big smiles has been the biggest reward.”

“It’s been really fun to have thought about all 
these different elements and pull them together 
and have it work,” added Burke.

“The idea of 
Cookbook is that we 

are not dogmatic about 
the cuisine. We have all 
these cookbooks, and 
they are all in play as 

far as our kitchen goes. 
We're not stuck.”

—Burke Smith, co-owner, Cookbook
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