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In the 
Kitchen

with David Cruz

a freezer or room for one, so instead of trying to bring in 
foods that require a freezer, it’s an obvious answer—we 
don’t do anything frozen,” explains Cruz. “It’s a lot of 
work; we have to constantly be cooking and prepping 
fresh food, but we’re not stressing, and if we run out of 
food by the end of the week, that’s just the way it is. We 
just keep it simple.”

Utilizing what’s there and keeping it local translates 
into the building and the café, as well as how the busi-
ness operates. Everything from their cups to straws to 
to-go containers are compostable, and the building ma-

terials—both inside and out—are 
recycled, reclaimed, or as environ-
mentally friendly as possible.

The drive to cook simply in a slow, 
small town is a long time coming 
for Cruz who has cooked the world 
over for hotels, resorts, casinos, and 
celebrity chefs. Coming from three 
generations of hotel and restaura-
teurs, Cruz tried to take a different 
path from his family but ultimately 
embraced his calling as a chef. After 
culinary school, Cruz worked under 
several great chefs in prestigious 
restaurants. Before coming to work 
at Ketchum’s once popular, high-end 

restaurant Evergreen, Cruz worked at Boulevard in San 
Francisco under celebrity chef Nancy Oakes. After Ever-
green closed, some good customers of Evergreen recruit-
ed him to Las Vegas where he stayed a while before then 
heading overseas to cook in China and the Middle East.

“Before Tundra, I was everywhere,” says Cruz. “Van-
couver, Lake Tahoe, Europe, and Asia for the last 11 
years. When you get to a certain level in the culinary 
world, the neighborhood and projects start to expand; 
you start going to Dubai and Macau, the emerging 

imple” is a word that can have either nega-
tive or positive connotations, depending on 
context and one’s intent. When it comes 
to Hailey’s new Tundra Café, “simple” is a 
compliment of the highest regard. In terms 
of owner Joel Shinkle’s café aesthetics as 

well as chef David Cruz’s menu, being simple, while not 
boring, has become a reality for the spot tucked away in 
Hailey’s new Galena Building.

Serving both breakfast and lunch, Tundra Café has 
a small footprint but a big impact. In terms of design, 
the dining room is small compared to 
other Hailey eating establishments—
the kitchen is even smaller—but what 
is there is purposeful and sleek, with 
several tables, a couch with a coffee 
table full of reading material, a pas-
try case of goods, and a menu with 
five breakfast and six lunch items.

“We just want to do really good 
food as clean as possible,” explains 
chef David Cruz who has been a chef 
for 22 years. “Joel and I really aren’t 
over-thinking anything.”

Tundra was a project in the works 
for several years for owner Shinkle 
who envisioned an organic and ap-
proachable restaurant for the Valley. Both Cruz and 
Shinkle worked at Evergreen restaurant years ago but 
only reunited again when Shinkle asked Cruz to come 
back to the Valley and help facilitate his vision. The duo 
first thought of opening a dinner restaurant but noticed 
that there was an overall gap in the Valley when it came 
to breakfast: Tundra was born.

The simplicity of Cruz’s menu is both derived from 
his goal of using only local, organic food as well as the 
confines of the kitchen space at Tundra. “We don’t have 

S“

"We don't do anything 
frozen, we have to con-
stantly be cooking and 
prepping fresh food, 

and if we run out of food 
by the end of the week, 
that's just the way it is. 
We just keep it simple.”

—Chef David Cruz
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markets, to help people that don’t have the expertise. 
You become a mentor and guide and start helping them.”

But after over 10 years abroad living the high-glamour 
side of cooking, Cruz felt ready to simplify. “I’m done 
with the glitz of it all. It’s easy for people to get sucked 
in to; you start to think your self-worth is only as good 
as the number of awards your restaurant has won. But 
then you realize you’ve been working 16-hour days for 
months at a time and taking 72 flights a year. Now I 
don’t even want to get on a plane!”

Since coming back to start Tundra, Cruz has been 
staying on his sister and brother-in-law’s 10-acre ranch 
on Broadford Road in Hailey. It’s a place where animals 
roam, and you might find Cruz feeding the horses be-
fore coming into the restaurant.

Back when Cruz cooked at Evergreen, he wasn’t sure 
that the Wood River Valley had a culinary scene that 
he could fit into, let alone a scene at all. “At the time, I 
wasn’t in the frame of mind that I thought I could build 
something here. There just weren’t any positions at the 
time, and I didn’t see where the culinary scene was go-
ing. Now I see that the Valley is growing and after travel-
ing around the world, I realize I need to do my own thing 
and create my own culinary scene.” Cruz observes how 
older restaurants like Cristina’s, Michel’s, the Masons’ 
restaurants, and CK’s have all created their own experi-
ence with their own customers, something that Cruz is 
striving to do with Tundra.

“I jumped at the opportunity to come back to the Val-
ley, it’s a unique place. I love it.” g

In Short Order…Q&A 
With David Cruz
What cooking ingredient could you not 
live without?
High quality olive oil.

What is the toughest part of being a 
head chef?
 Seeing food all the time and I’m never 
hungry. I’m always tasting. I probably get 
a full meal every three days.

If you could eat anywhere in the world 
tomorrow night, where would you go?
 A friend of mine has a restaurant in Mar-
bella in the south of Spain that serves all 
seafood; the octopus is amazing. Plus, 
there’s nothing better than Spanish beer 
in Spain on the Mediterranean; what more 
do you want?

What is the most unusual meal you have 
ever had?
 Anything in China! In Xing, we had shots 
of cobra blood. It was gnarly. It was not 
good at all; I got so sick. But I love China; 
it’s like a different world.


