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Achatz and Kastner have been
working together since 2003, when
Achatz was the head chef at Trio in
Evanston. Kastner, who started
Crucial Detail in San Diego in 1998,
was one of 30 designers who received
an e-mail from Achatz looking for a
collaborator. Though Kastner had
limited experience making serving
pieces—his background is jewelry
and furnishings—he responded.
According to Achatz, he was the only
designer that did. Their first project
was a tripod that would hold a ball of
frozen hibiscus tea. “He wanted to
serve it so it could be eaten like a lol-
lipop,” Kastner says. Other creations
followed, and when Achatz left Trio
to start up Alinea in 2004, he con-
vinced Kastner to move to Chicago
and work with him full-time.

“I don’t really understand food,”
Kastner says, but he and Achatz
think that’s an asset—his designs
aren’t constrained by tradition.
Usually they begin with a specific
dish, but other times Kastner will
come up with something just because
it seems useful. The antenna, for
example, is a long steel skewer that
runs through a circular base; guests
are meant to eat directly off the end.
“It bothered me, using a knife and
fork with a skewer—it’s really clum-
sy,” he says. “This is a logical solution
to a problem.” The bow, a thin U-
shaped implement strung with a wire
across the top, is used to suspend a
slice of fish or strip of bacon in the
air. The designs may look space-age,
but Kastner isn’t just going for the
ooh factor. He says the implements
allow the chef to “control how food
hits the palate.” Because the dish can
only be eaten in a specific way, the
flavor is maximized. “You could never
have this type of control with normal
silverware,” he says.

Kastner will manufacture anywhere
from 30 to 120 copies of each piece,
depending on how quickly Alinea will
need to turn them over in a night.
They’re built using resilient materials
like stainless steel and porcelain, and
each batch takes several days to a
couple weeks to complete. The major-
ity of the work is done in his Wicker
Park studio, a former livery stable,
and though he’ll occasionally contract
some parts out, he always handles the
finishing and final assembly himself.

As with dishes on the menu,
Achatz eventually retires serving
pieces to make room for new con-
cepts. Once they’re taken out of cir-
culation the pieces are put in storage
at the restaurant, though they’re
occasionally dusted off for special
guests. Achatz has sold a few of the
retired pieces when customers have
asked, and Kastner has plans to
make his creations available to the
general public by the end of the year.
They’re currently only available
wholesale, at prices ranging from $6
to $35 per unit. “The interest has
been huge, beyond any expectation,”
he says. The most popular item so far
is the cork presenter, a set of prongs
used to hold a wine cork for inspec-
tion. Kastner admits that he feels
“kind of bummed” whenever a piece
is retired. “Of course there are my
personal preferences. I think they all
enhance the experience,” he says.
“But I understand it. Once they’re out
of my hands, they’re just tools.”  v

Beyond Morton
Stefana Williams is bringing the sea salt.
By Scott Eden

with essences of chipotle and mole. 
“Interesting,” the woman said.

“Can I try one?”
“Try them all.”
The woman dipped a slice of cucum-

ber into the tin of the Sicilian and put
it in her mouth. She chewed deliber-
ately for a moment. She nodded. 

“Salty!” she said. 
As part of the promotional literature

for Lot’s Wyfe, Williams, 49, wrote a
short essay titled “Confessions of a Salt
Fiend.” In it, she says that when she’s
gone without salt for a few hours she
feels herself “getting twitchy for anoth-
er hit.” “I think it’s because I have low
blood pressure,” she says. Her mother’s

experimental bent in the kitchen dur-
ing her childhood is another reason
for her affection for the stuff. “She
would use us as guinea pigs, and we’d
invariably want to mask, you know,
the curried eggs on white bread. She
made some really scary stuff, and if
you could mask her food with salt it
was a beautiful thing,” she says. 

Until recently, though, Williams
only knew mass-produced table salt.
In 2002 a friend gave her a jar of
Mediterranean sea salt packaged by
a north Italian winery, Vignalta. “It
was so pure and so good—it just
rocked my world,” she says. “The dif-
ference between Morton’s and the
Vignalta was light-years.” 

The career path that led Williams

to make salt her business is a cir-
cuitous one. In her 20s she tried to
make a go of acting in LA, armed
with an MFA from a joint program at
DePaul and the Goodman Theatre.
The closest she got to a break,
though, was intermittent work on
The Young & the Restless. “I did all
the voice-overs,” she says. “So, you
know, when you’d hear, ‘Would Dr.
Smith please come to the ER,’ that
was me.” She also did work in public
relations, cofounding her own firm in
Portland in 1989, and part of her
duties included writing press releases
for small companies that had
launched a new product. 

After her epiphany with the
Vignalta salt, she decided to launch
one of her own. She found an
importer and wholesaler and began
selling Lot’s Wyfe salts in 2003, the
same year she moved to Chicago
from Pacific Grove, California, to join
her fiance, Henry Bishop, then the
sommelier at Spiaggia. He’s currently
researching a book about wine, and
Williams often joins him on the road,
ready to sell her salts at the wineries
they visit. Williams packages them
by hand, in flat tin cylinders with
clear lids, filling about 200 tins a
week on the Ping-Pong table in her
Bucktown loft. Her connections in
PR and the restaurant business have
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Hawaiian sea salt, Stefana Williams of Lot’s Wyfe

On a recent Saturday afternoon
at the House of Glunz, Stefana
Williams hosted a salt tasting.

It was the first time the Old Town
wine shop had accommodated such a
thing in its 118-year history; Williams,
the proprietor of a sea-salt company
called Lot’s Wyfe and a self-described
“salt evangelist,” was eager for an
audience, and she’d successfully con-
vinced the shop that its clientele and
her salts would be a perfect match. A
Southern California native and former
actress with bright blue eyes and a
spiky blond hairdo, she stood behind
a display case at the rear of the shop,
waiting for potential customers. “Let
me give you my spiel,” she said when-
ever anyone approached. 

A middle-aged woman stopped in
front of Williams’s spread. There
were plates of cut-up beets,
cucumbers, apples, pineapples,
chocolate truffles, and jicama roots—
vehicles for the delivery of salt.
Williams had placed toothpicks by
tins and petri dishes filled with
crystals of varying coarseness. 

“Do you know anything about sea
salt?” Williams asked the woman.

“No, not at all.” 
“Perfect,” Williams said. “Lot’s

Wyfe is the name of our company.”
She paused for a moment. “You
know, the gal from the Bible who
turns into a pillar of salt? In fact, one
of our slogans is: ‘Sprinkle. Often.
Never look back.’” She noted the
organic methods used to harvest her
salts and introduced the five varieties
she’d brought along: a light pink one
from Australia, a pale white one
from Sicily, and a reddish-brown one
from Hawaii. There were also two
that Williams called “experiments,”
cinnamon-colored salts from San
Francisco Bay that she had flavored
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Her fiance, Henry Bishop, a former
sommelier at Spiaggia, is currently
researching a book about wine. Williams
often joins him on the road, ready to 
sell her salts at the wineries they visit.




