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by Scott R. Lebin

This ritual of 
al fresco dining 
represents  
the “Happiness  
of Living.”

Joie de Vivre

Dining al fresco has returned to the 
Fox Valley after a long cold winter. The 
fact of the cold winter ending and the 
warmth of the summer returning might 
seem contradictory to the definition of 
al fresco dining which means eating “in 
the cool [air].” Yes, in climates where the 
weather is warm most of the year and at 
a time when many places didn’t have air 
conditioning, eating out of doors in the 
early morning, afternoon or late into the 
evening was the coolest and thus most 
comfortable place to eat.

In cold weather climates, we spend 
much more time indoors during the 
winter months than we do in the summer. 
Summer is a wonderful escape from 
indoor activities to outdoor events. We 
can enjoy the landscape, the gardens, 

the open sky and the sounds of both 
nature and city life. It is like a rebirth, a 
robin breaking through its egg, a kitten 
being born or a new child coming into 
the world. It attacks our senses in a way 
that makes us feel alive, engulfed and in 
contact with the world and community in 
which we live. However, these examples 
don’t explain the essence of the ritual of 
eating outside.

In the Fox Valley, outdoor eating 
has grown exponentially in the last ten 
years. Some restaurants open their front 
windows or break through their walls to 
the outside like Noble House in Geneva 
to incorporate an outdoor feeling to their 
establishment. Many restaurants have 
moved dining onto the walks surrounding 
their businesses. Logically because of 
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its owner’s Italian ancestral heritage, it 
was Villa Verone Ristorante in Geneva 
that was one of the early establishments 
providing outdoor dining. The restaurant 
looks like a small Italian restaurant. The 
front garden is where you can observe 
and hear the laughter, loud talking, 
toasting and smiles that attest to joy and 
satisfaction that diners share under a blue 
sky “in the cool [air].”

We don’t have to travel long distances 
to enjoy the wonderful opportunities to 
eat al fresco. Batavia, Geneva, St. Charles 
and Wayne are near ethnic eating 
establishments that serve a wide variety 
of food outdoors. Some restaurants have 
even installed misting sprays to reduce 
the heat in the very hot days of the 
summer.

Our heritage comes from places like 
Greece, Italy, Spain and France where 
everyone spends time eating outdoors. 
The populations in those countries have 
developed a culture where discussion and 
friendship at meal time are the essence 
of their day. In the evenings, diners eat 
far into the night, usually finishing at 
anywhere from 10pm to well into the 
midnight hours. There is a reason that 
eating outside is so satisfying.

Chef Alain Roby, owner of Primo in 

Geneva, remembers eating outside at 
his childhood home in southern France. 
His parents would use the ends of the 
dried wine vines to build a fire for their 
barbeque of lamb, and they also served 
paella on large platters as friends and 
colleagues talked well into the night.

Alain remembers that this was not just 
a weekend event but often would happen 
during the work week. “It was not unusual 
to have these great meals on a weeknight, 
and even though they lasted into the wee 
hours of the morning everyone would still 
be at work the next day,” he said.

The other reason that these meals 
were cooked outside is that the fires used 
with the special vines from the grapes 

added a flavor that couldn’t be provided if 
you cooked indoors. “In southern France 
the weather is good almost all year long,” 
said Roby. This was not just a seasonal 
joy. What was the emotion or connection 
of his parents’ friends and colleagues to 
this way of living?

The reason al fresco has lasted 
centuries and we still find it compelling 
today has not changed over time. I would 
like to finish with a phrase that explains 
the essence of this outdoor ritual. Chef 
Roby remembers his father Norbert say, 
“Joie de vivre.” Translated, it means that 
this ritual of al fresco dining represents 
the “Happiness of Living,” the “Joy of 
Life.”


