
His friendships with local growers 
such as Tomazin Farms in Samsula, 
Vo-LaSalle Farms and Fieser Dairy 
in DeLeon Springs and Lake Meadow 
Naturals in Ocoee extend far beyond 
deliveries to Cress. Hari often takes his 
kitchen to the farm to create dinners in 
the field, inviting guests to sit down to 
eat right where the food grows. 

Hari met Gerald Fieser, the only 
commercial dairy farmer remaining 
in Central Florida, in his quest for 
the freshest ingredients. Hari works 
his magic with milk from Fieser 
Dairy, making house specialties such 
as a creamy ricotta cheese. “Ricotta  

or paneer made from fresh milk  
showcases the flavors of the farm,” 
says Hari. “It brings new appreciation 
for a hand-crafted cheese.”  

Award-winning Cress is a passion 
or Hari and wife Jenneffer, a 
sommelier who beautifully runs 
the front of the house. Both wear 
multiple hats: Hari is also a Ph.D. 
and full-time, tenured associate 
professor of mathematics and 
computer science at Stetson  
University, and Jenneffer is a  
podiatric surgeon in DeLand  
with her own private practice. 

“Our home, the restaurant and the 
university are all minutes from each 
other, which makes it possible,” 
says Hari. This two-time nominee 
for the James Beard Award for Best 
New Chef South, and two-time 
nominee for Food & Wine magazine’s 
The People’s Best New Chef doesn’t 
stop there: he recently attended 
the first James Beard Foundation 
Boot Camp for Policy and Action 
in Louisville, Ky. as one of only 
15 chefs nationwide, and is on the 
advisory board of Chef Action 
Network, a non-profit organization 
that connects chefs to resources to 
help them create significant change  
in their communities, the country  
and the world. 

The compact kitchen at 38-seat Cress 
uses Florida’s abundant seafood, 
free-range and grass-fed meats, 
cage-free domestic poultry and game, 
and cheese from local purveyors 
and international artisans to create 
global cuisine with a local twist. 

Fresh creams and cheeses are vital  
in the Cress kitchen, as Hari adds 
a touch of heavy cream to many  
sauces, including his deft curries. 
Diners gravitate towards high-quality 
Blue Stilton, aged Gouda, aged  
Cheddar and aged Manchego on 
the restaurant’s popular cheese plate,  
with flavors that range from “bold and 
assertive to rich and nutty,” says Hari. 

And for a taste of childhood, Hari 
says he loves yogurt. “My comfort 
food is steamed white rice, yogurt, 
Indian pickle, and pan fried potatoes,” 
says Hari. “I make yogurt all the 
time, and in India we make it every 
single day.” 

On a recent menu was an over-the-
top goat and pork belly “poutine,” 
a stack of Ocala goat, Pasture Prime 
Farms pork belly, house-made lemon 
cheese curds, duck fat fries and 
rosemary gravy, topped with a 
Lake Meadow Natural duck egg. 

If Chef Hari Pulalpaka is the heart of Cress  
restaurant in DeLand, local farmers provide fuel 
for the soul. “I don’t have a dish in mind until I see 
the ingredients,” says Hari, “and I rely on nearby 
farms and artisanal sources for the very best.” 

Cooking Up Dairy  
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Born in Mumbai, India, Hari always has a taste of home on 
the menu, such as local swordfish in a low-and-slow-cooked, 
intensely flavored Indonesian rendang or creamy Indian tikka 
masala with braised lamb. 

“Our dishes are inspired by both the seasons, our travels, and  
of course the ingredients,” says Hari. He lived in India until  
he was 21 and came to the United States for a Ph.D. in 
mathematics from the University of Florida. When a “mid-life 
crisis” steered him to the kitchen he studied at Le Cordon Bleu 
Orlando and trained at world-class restaurants in Toronto, 
Alaska and Orlando. 

In spring 2013, Hari and Jenneffer traveled to India to visit the 
Nashik wine region, and returned energized and dedicated to 
sourcing locally. “My family still lives in the 700-square-foot 
flat in Mumbai where I grew up,” says Hari. “We went to the 
farm market every day or the grocer delivered ingredients, and 
on this trip we still saw vendors on bicycles selling produce in 
neighborhoods . . . I can’t imagine compromising freshness in 
the Cress kitchen.”  

Hari and Jenneffer actively support a wide variety of 
philanthropic endeavors in Central Florida and help raise 
thousands of dollars every year for a variety of food and health 
related causes, and recently have partnered with local farmers 
to recycle food waste to make fertilizer or feed. 

Does this couple ever sleep? “On average, Jenneffer and I get 
about five to six hours of sleep a night,” says Hari with a smile. 

“We probably require at least a couple more!”

Cream of Root Vegetables Soup
This velvety, easy-to-make soup is part of Chef 
Hari’s winter repertoire for Cress, a comforting 
meal in a bowl, served with crusty bread or  
fresh croutons. 

Serves 6 

1 cup peeled and medium diced parsnips

1 cup peeled and medium diced carrots

1 cup peeled and medium diced yukon  
   gold potatoes

1/2 cup peeled and small diced turnips

3  whole garlic cloves, sliced

1/2 cup (1 stick) unsalted butter

2 1/2 cups heavy cream

2 1/2  cups vegetable or chicken stock

4  sprigs fresh thyme

1  sprig fresh rosemary

3  bay leaves

1  tablespoon thinly slice fresh chives, for serving

1  tablespoon finely minced fresh tarragon,  
    for serving

Kosher salt, freshly ground black pepper, to taste

White truffle oil, for serving 

1. Combine vegetables, garlic, butter, cream, 
stock, thyme, rosemary and bay leaves in 
a heavy-bottomed pot. Bring to a boil over 
medium-high heat, then lower heat and  
simmer for 30 minutes, or until vegetables  
are soft. Season with salt and pepper. 

2. Remove from heat and discard bay leaves  
and herbs. Blend to a smooth consistency  
with immersion blender or in a food processor, 
adding more liquid or cream, if needed, for 
desired consistency.

3. To serve, garnish with fresh chives, tarragon, 
and a drizzle of truffle oil.  
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