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Vegging Out
A popular food truck offers a novel take on tacos.

What do you get when a trio of talented food industry vets challenge 
themselves to create not just the best vegan tacos around, but the 
best tacos, period? Answer: Bambi Vegan Tacos, a food truck that has 
won over the hearts (and stomachs) of even the most tradition-bound 
carnivores.

The idea for Bambi was hatched by chefs Chad Novick and Ruben 
Castaneda, who met while working as line cooks at Mother. Novick 
had sampled vegan tacos at a popular joint in Los Angeles and 
walked away unimpressed, convinced he could do better. “I wanted 
to work within the confines of vegan ingredients and try to create 
something that’s as good as nonvegan food,” he says. “Our food is 
vegan, but that’s not what defines it. It’s also just a good taco.”

The menu, which they tweak depending on the fresh ingredients 
available to them, is short—typically just four styles of tacos—but 
packed with satisfying flavors and textures that, unlike a lot of vegan 
food, never feel like a sacrifice. “A lot of people are surprised by what 
you can do with just vegetables, no cheese, no butter,” says Novick. 

Bambi’s Baja taco, a nod to fish tacos but made with battered-and-
fried cauliflower, is a revelation. Crispy cauliflower is tucked into a 
soft tortilla with a chipotle slaw, then drizzled with a smoky garbanzo 
bean-based crema and a bright salsa verde that packs a little heat. 

Mushrooms, meanwhile, are the star of the signature Bambi 
taco. “We cook them down to get the water out and concentrate the 
umami flavor, so you’re left with a real meatiness. From there, it’s just 
a matter of balancing the mushrooms with spices,” explains Novick. 
Add some tangy slaw and a crispy corn shell dusted in vegan Parme-
san and you’ve got what Novick reports is their most popular taco. 

Novick and Castaneda, who co-own Bambi with bartending doy-
enne Elizabeth Gibb, bring some serious kitchen credentials to their 
humble enterprise on wheels. Besides Mother, Novick also cooked 
at Grange with Oliver Ridgeway and Brad Cecchi. Castaneda, mean-
while, did stints at Morimoto Napa and two Thomas Keller restau-
rants, Bouchon and Ad Hoc, as well as Binchoyaki in Sacramento. 

Even in capable hands, however, reinterpreting what a taco is can 
be a risky business. “I think sometimes people take it too far and 
they end up just throwing stuff on a tortilla and calling it a taco,” says 
Novick. He and his partners contend that their riff on the beloved taco 
is a respectful break from tradition. “I believe that cultures are meant 
to blend and good things always come from that. So we’re not afraid to 
bend that limit.”

Check the schedule at bambivegantacos.com.
—Catherine Warmerdam

In Sacramento, as in the rest of the country, female chefs don’t 
get as much publicity and recognition as their male counterparts. 
In part, it’s a numbers game: Fewer than 7 percent of American 
restaurant kitchens are led by women, according to a 2014 
Bloomberg study. 

So in this era of Time’s Up and #MeToo, it’s fitting that the 
organizers of this year’s Tower Bridge Dinner would select an 
all-female lineup of chefs to lead the high-profile, sold-out event 
on Sept. 29. Four of the five chefs are local: Allyson Harvie of 
Ella, Casey Shideler of Taylor’s Kitchen, Molly Hawks of Hawks 
and Tokiko Sawada of Binchoyaki. The fifth, Suzette Gresham, 
is the chef/owner of San Francisco’s Acquerello, an Italian res-
taurant with two Michelin stars. 

Sawada, who owns Binchoyaki with her husband, first heard 
a rumor a few months ago that women would lead the bridge 
dinner. “I thought wow, that’s awesome, because this industry 
is so male dominated,” she says. Still, she was shocked when she 
received an email inviting her to be one of the lead chefs. “I was 
like oh my God, oh my God,” she recalls. “I had to read the email 
three or four times to make sure I was 
reading it properly.” 

In late spring, the four local chefs met 
with Gresham to discuss the theme and 
direction of the dinner. It’s traditionally 
a four-course meal, served family style at 
long tables laid end to end on Tower 
Bridge, which is closed to traffic for the event. The women de-
cided on an Italian theme for the dinner, with dishes including 
smoked sturgeon crudo, squash “timballo” filled with tomato-
basil pasta, and pork loin with figs.

The local chefs already knew each other through the network-
ing group Women in Food & Ag and by working together at 
events like the Sacramento Food Film Festival. As women, they 
had to develop thick skins in the male-dominated restaurant 
business. “Back in the day, we had to be tougher than men to 
prove that we’re able to do the same job,” Sawada notes. Harvie 
agrees. “I think we all experienced hardships,” she says. “I have 
some pretty gnarly stories, but I don’t really talk about them.”   

Bobbin Mulvaney, co-owner of Mulvaney’s B&L, has carried 
the banner for women in the restaurant industry for years. Men 
and women in the kitchen are different, she says. Men tend to 
be aggressive and sarcastic; women are nurturing and collab-
orative. “You can taste it in their food,” she notes. “Their food is 
thought-FUL. Full of thought. Women give so much attention 
and detail to their food.” With the Bridge Dinner, Mulvaney’s 
thrilled to see female chefs finally get some recognition. “They’ve 
been bass players in the band for a long time,” she says. “This is 
their opportunity to step out to the front of the stage.”

She looks forward to watching Sacramento’s male chefs play 
supporting roles at this year’s bridge dinner. “Stand in the back-
ground and let the women take all the accolades and bravos,” 
she says. “It’s a great opportunity for the men in town to walk 
in women’s shoes.”

de bbi e c u n n i ngh a m

“ T h e y ’ v e  b e e n  b a s s 
p l ay e r s  i n  T h e  b a n d 
f o r  a  l o n g  T i m e .  T h i s 
i s  T h e i r  o p p o r T u n i T y 
T o  s T e p  o u T  T o  T h e 
f r o n T  o f  T h e  s Ta g e .”

Ladies’ Night 
For the first time, female chefs will  

lead this year’s Tower Bridge Dinner. 
By MaryBeth Bizjak

a n i ko k i e z e l

Chad Novick, Elizabeth Gibb and Ruben Castaneda
Molly Hawks

Allyson Harvie

Tokiko Sawada Casey Shideler

Squash timballo

Pork loin with heirloom 
beans and braised greens

Cherrywood-smoked sturgeon crudo


