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At this guest ranch, Chef Drage salutes Montana ingredients 
with a winning mix of fine dining and hearty ranch fare.

STORY BY JEFF BOOK

THE RANCH                      
AT ROCK CREEK
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CHEF JOSH DRAGE 



74 COVEY RISE COVEY RISE 75

I
f the term “dude ranch” brings to mind city slickers who 
can’t shoot straight and stodgy cowboy chow—well, 
pardner, you haven’t been to The Ranch at Rock Creek. 
Set amid the rugged beauty of mountainous western 

Montana, the 6,600-acre property is the only Forbes Travel 
Guide Five-Star guest ranch. And, yes, a river runs through 
it—the eponymous, trout-rich Rock Creek. The all-inclusive 
ranch offers a variety of accommodations—lodge rooms, barn 
suites, freestanding homes, and canvas cabins—all imbued with 
the timber-and-stone warmth of Western style. 
 The top three activities are horseback riding, fly-fishing, 
and target sports (sporting clays, trap and skeet, rifle and pistol 
ranges, and archery). In season, upland hunts for native grouse 
and other gamebirds can be arranged on acres of sagebrush. 
Guests can also hike, mountain bike, swim, zipline, relax in 
the spa, and play billiards or bowl in the ranch’s Silver Dollar 
Saloon, where the bar stools are Western saddles. Unlike many 
guest ranches, this one is open year-round, allowing winter 
activities such as sleigh rides, sledding, and skiing (cross-country 
or downhill, at nearby Discovery Ski Area).
 But everyone’s favorite pastime is dining, thanks to Executive 

Montana experience,” Drage says. “The outdoor spaces help 
us provide that.”
 At weekly Dutch oven dinners, he prepares almost everything 
in the versatile cookware, from cioppino and braised pork 
shoulder to potatoes gratin and apple crisp. “My grandmother 
taught me to cook in Dutch ovens,” the chef says. “They’ve 
always been popular on ranches because they can go into an 
oven or over a fire.”
 Along with the hearty, flavorful fare you’d expect to find on 
a ranch, the lodge’s inviting dining room offers multi-course 
menus worthy of any resort. “I’m competing not just with other 
guest ranches, but with other Relais & Châteaux properties,” 
Drage explains. “But fine dining is also part of ranching tradi-
tion. Ranchers would go to cities like Chicago and Seattle and 
bring back culinary ideas and unusual ingredients. They’d host 
special dinners for their neighbors, who would reciprocate.”
 He salutes those feasts with a weekly Homestead Supper 
Club dinner and twice-weekly tasting menus paired with well-
chosen wines and craft beers. They feature dishes such as coho 
salmon with sunchoke and cured char roe, tagliatelle with white 
truffles, chicken, and Montana cheese, lamb porterhouse with 
eggplant, leek, and matsutake mushroom, and almond pound 
cake with vanilla bean poached pear and zabaione. 
 The culinary diversity ensures that “no one gets tired of hav-
ing the same menu every day,” Drage says. And that includes him 
and his team, equally adroit with tweezers and tongs, as handy 
with char roe as charcoal. “We like doing both, the outdoor 

cooking and the fancy cuisine,” says Sous Chef Ben Miller. “It 
keeps it interesting.”
 Historically, ranches had to make do. In that spirit, the chefs 
at Rock Creek make everything from bread to sausage from 
scratch. Like chefs in northern Europe, they pickle, preserve, 
and smoke to make the most of farm-fresh ingredients past the 
growing season. Pride of place extends to a beverage menu with 
plenty of Montana craft beer, cider, and spirits, and signature 
cocktails such as Montana Mules and the Homestead Hot Toddy. 
Before dinner guests gather at the bar in the lodge’s great room 
to socialize over drinks and high-end hors d’oeuvres such as 
fried Olympic Peninsula oysters and smoked duck with fig and 
a cranberry sherry compote.
 “I want our guests to feel they’ve eaten in Montana,” Drage 
declares. “It’s not about me, it’s about this place.” Like the surround-
ing mountains and sky, flavors seem bigger here, in dishes from 
mussels with peppers and apples to elk puttanesca, from fingerling 
potatoes with house-smoked bacon, sage, and truffle mayonnaise 
to lemon ricotta blueberry pancakes. “Working up an appetite is 
an essential part of ranch life,” the chef says with a smile.
 The Ranch at Rock Creek abounds in ways to do just that. 
The high-country air is a tonic. What was claimed in a 1930s 
brochure for an early Montana guest ranch rings true for this 
one: “At night you will sink softly into slumber, filled with the 
peace of the woods, trees, mountains, sunlight, and flowing 
water.” And pleasantly sated with food and drink that match 
the stellar setting. 

Chef Josh Drage’s creative take on ranch food. “Most people 
think of ranch cooking as limited,” he says. “I want them to 
discover something new.” The Alaska native earned an envi-
ronmental studies degree at the University of Montana before 
going to cooking school, so naturally he emphasizes sustainable, 
local sources. “Our providers do a great job, and we want to 
support them and the local economy,” he explains. “It’s part 
of Montana culture going back to pioneer days, when people 
had to rely on each other to survive. Anyway, you should be 
eating what’s growing in your backyard.” In Big Sky Country, 
that covers a lot of ground: produce from a growers co-op in 
Missoula; heirloom pork from a nearby farm, which keeps 
pigs indoors till they’re too big to be carried off by eagles; 
chanterelles and ramps from foragers; or grass-fed beef from 
Mannix Ranch, “near the headwaters of the Blackfoot River, 
about 40 miles as the crow flies,” he says.
 Meals at the ranch vary between casual and refined. In 
warmer months, at the weekly “chef’s grill,” guests dine on 
the lodge terrace on meat and seafood cooked at a wood-fired 
outdoor kitchen, served with heaping platters of salads and 
side dishes. They go by horse, bike, or wagon to breakfast in 
a meadow eating on puffy Dutch oven frittatas, elk sausage, 
biscuits, gravy, and cowboy coffee made in an old-school 
percolator. Once a week, working cowboys (and cowgirls) 
entertain guests with bull riding, calf roping, barrel racing, 
and more at a whoop-it-up rodeo, then join them at an out-
door barbecue at the events barn. “People come here for a 

WESTERN WORLD CUISINE 
Orignially from outside of Anchorage, Alaska, Chef Josh 

Drage is acclaimed for creating distinctive and bold Montana 

ranch cuisine using locally sourced ingredients. 
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FRESH TROUT WITH HORSERADISH AND LEMON ZEST

Serves 1-2 
INGREDIENTS
1 Trout, filleted and boned, skin on
Zest of one lemon
1 tablespoon horseradish, fresh 
2 tablespoons olive oil 
Sea salt, to taste
Fresh cracked black pepper
Chili flakes, to taste
Clarified butter
 
TO PREPARE
1. Combine the lemon zest, horserad-

ish, olive oil, salt, pepper, and chili 
flakes, and mix together with the trout 
fillets in a Ziploc bag. 

2. Remove the fillets from the Ziploc 
and lay them skin side down on a 
baking sheet. Spoon the lemon zest-
horseradish mixture over the fillets and 
rub this in, on the flesh side only. Let sit 
for 30 minutes.

3. Heat cast iron to medium-heat, add 
clarified butter to pan.  

4. Place each fillet flesh side down in 
the heated pan. Lightly sear for one to 
two minutes, to get a touch of color, 
then flip them over and cook another 
two minutes, skin side down. When 
almost done, remove the fillets and lay 
them flesh side down on a clean food 
surface. The fillets will finish cooking 
outside the pan.

To Serve: Plate the fillets immediately 
when done: Peel off the skin, flip each fillet 
over so they are flesh side up, and serve.

Serves 4-6
INGREDIENTS
5 pounds elk roast (chuck roast)
Half bottle of red wine
2 medium onions
3 carrots
6 peppercorns
6 garlic cloves
2 bay leaves
6 fresh thyme sprigs
Veal stock – amount variable; see 
cooking instructions

1. In a Dutch oven, brown the sides 
of the roast. When browned, remove 
the roast temporarily to a plate or 
board, and deglaze the roasting pan 
with the red wine. Add the roast 
back into the pot along with all other 
ingredients except for the stock.

2. Fill the Dutch oven about two-
thirds of the way with veal stock. 
Cover, and cook the roast in the oven 
for up to 6 hours on a very low heat 
(250 degrees). Roll the roast over 
every so often to keep it moist, and 
check the level of liquid, readjusting 
as necessary by adding more stock so 
the pot does not dry out.

3. Uncover, and cook for another 
hour, first rolling the roast over in 
the pot again. The meat is done 
when it pulls apart easily, even if this 
is less than the stated six hours of 
cooking time.

4. Remove the elk from the cooking 
liquid to a platter or cutting board, 
and cool. Once cooled, tear the 
meat apart into about 3- to 4-ounce 
pieces, removing and discarding any 
unwanted parts.

5. Meanwhile, reduce the remaining 
cooking liquid from the roast until 
it becomes thick and rich. Add a 
portion of this to the Puttanesca 
Sauce, to meld all the flavors.

BRAISED ELK CHUCK ROAST WITH PUTTANESCA SAUCE

6. Lay the reserved elk in the finished 
Puttanesca Sauce in the sauté pan, 
warming this through.

FOR THE PUTTANESCA SAUCE
3 tablespoons oil
2 shallots, chopped
3 to 6 garlic cloves, minced
1 medium onion, chopped
12 anchovies
6 Roma tomatoes, finely chopped
1 cup Pinot Grigio 
2 cups Roast Tomato Base 
(recipe following)
1 cup Kalamata olives
2 tablespoons capers, drained
2 roasted red peppers, chopped
1 teaspoon chili flakes
½ cup Italian parsley leaves, fresh
6 basil leaves, fresh
1 tablespoon marjoram, fresh
Reduced cooking liquid from the elk

1. Put the olive oil in a large, 
straight-sided saucepan and add the 
chopped shallots, garlic, and onion. 
Cook over high heat for a short time, 
just enough to soften the vegetables 
but not really brown them.

2. Stir in the anchovies, allowing 
them to melt, about 2 minutes.

3. Add the tomatoes to the pan and 
continue cooking for about a minute. 
Deglaze with white wine, and reduce 
by half.

4. Add in 2 cups of the Roast 
Tomato Base, olives, capers, roasted 
red peppers, and chili flakes. 
Simmer over a low heat for 30 
minutes, add the cooking liquid 
from the elk, and turn off the heat. 
Stir in the fresh herbs, blending 
these in well, and reserve.

FOR THE ROAST TOMATO BASE
12 whole Roma tomatoes
1 head garlic

½ cup olive oil
Pinch salt
Pinch red chili flakes

1. Toss all the ingredients in a bowl, 
leaving the tomatoes whole. Add to a 
baking dish and roast at 400 degrees 
for about 30 to 45 minutes.

2. Remove from the oven and leave 
to cool, then run through a food mill 
to remove the skins, discarding these. 

3. Use the prepared base in making 
the Puttanesca Sauce.

FOR THE CRISPY EGGPLANT
2 eggs
2 cups milk
1 eggplant, sliced into ½-inch rounds
1 cup flour
4 cups panko breadcrumbs
Salt and pepper

1. Whisk the eggs and milk together 
in a medium-size bowl. Place the 
breadcrumbs and the flour separately 
into two other medium bowls, to 
prepare for breading. Dip each slice 
of eggplant first into the flour, then 
into the egg/milk mixture, then into 
the breadcrumbs, setting them aside 
to drain on a plate. 

2. Once all of the eggplant is coated, 
brown these in a pan over medium 
heat, using a small amount of 
olive oil. This will provide a richer 
flavor to the finished dish, and will 
also cook the eggplant all the way 
through and crisp the outside. When 
done, season with salt and pepper.

To Serve: Place the Crispy Eggplant 
on a serving plate and cover with 
some of the Puttanesca. Top with 
a serving of the Braised Elk in 
the sauce. Garnish with grated 
Parmigiano-Reggiano and fresh 
parsley, marjoram, or basil.
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Serves 4
INGREDIENTS
1 whole chicken (4 pieces of skin-on 
airline breast or connected leg 
and thigh)
1 pint buttermilk 
5 to 10 shakes Tabasco
5 to 10 sprigs fresh thyme
Cracked black pepper
1½ cups all-purpose flour 
2½ cups cornmeal 
Salt and pepper, to taste
2 to 4 ounces clarified butter

TO PREPARE
1. Preheat oven to 375 degrees. Trim 
and clean any excess fat and skin from 
the breast and leg/thigh.  

2. Place chicken into a bowl that is 
good for marinating, or use a large 
Ziploc bag.  

‹ BUTTERMILK TABASCO CHICKEN 

the heated pan, no more than two 
pieces at a time. Cook for 1 to 3 
minutes until it begins to develop a 
nice light-brown color.
 
7. When chicken begins to develop 
a nice light brown color, place in 
the oven (keeping the skin side 
down, do not flip it over), and cook 
for 10 to 15 minutes, depending 
on chicken size and piece. (The 
breast will cook quicker than the 
thighs.) Pull the chicken from the 
oven, flip each piece over, and 
finish on medium heat, browning 
the underside. At this point, season 
liberally on one side with salt 
and pepper.

8. When fully cooked, pull the 
chicken from the heat. Season on 
the reverse side. 

3. Pour buttermilk over chicken 
and add the Tabasco and thyme. 
Make sure all ingredients are well 
distributed and covering all parts of 
the chicken. Let sit in refrigerator 
for at least 30 minutes and up to 
two hours.  

4. Combine flour and cornmeal with 
salt and pepper in a large dredging 
bowl. Mix well. 

5. Pull the chicken from the Tabasco 
and buttermilk and shake off any 
excess. Dredge each in flour, one 
at a time, making sure to coat it 
thoroughly. Shake off excess flour 
before frying. 

6. Melt clarified butter in a cast iron 
skillet over medium heat. Place the 
coated chicken, skin side down, in 

Serves 4-6
INGREDIENTS
4 ounces smoked sturgeon 
6 small red new potatoes
1 bunch fresh parsley
One small bunch of chives
2 tablespoons mayonnaise
1 zest of a lemon
2 eggs
Sea salt
Black pepper
Red chili flakes
Clarified butter

TO PREPARE
1. Cook the potatoes in water until 
cooked through, then chill.

2. Pick the leaves from the parsley 
stems and give the leaves a good 

rough chop, then add to a large 
mixing bowl. Zest the lemon 
into the same bowl and add the 
mayonnaise.

3. Add the chilled potato to the 
bowl, breaking it apart by hand into 
small pieces. Do not mush it.

4. Add the eggs, salt, pepper, and 
chili flakes, to taste, to the mixing 
bowl, and blend everything together 
thoroughly.

5. Pick apart the smoked fish and 
fold this into potato mixture.

6. Heat a cast iron pan to medium-
heat, and add clarified butter to 
your pan. 

7. Using a tablespoon, place large 
rounded scoops of the fish and 
potato mixture in the pan, using 
an offset spatula to slightly flatten 
them to about an inch thick.

8. Sear the cakes slowly on one side 
until golden brown, then flip over 
and sear on the other side, cooking 
about 8 to 10 minutes total. Turn 
the heat down slightly, as needed, to 
sear and cook them through at the 
same time without burning.
 
To Serve: Sprinkle with fresh cut 
chives on the Potato Cake. Serve 
with a sauce remoulade, fresh 
radish, and arugula if you like. If 
feeling opulent add a large scoop 
of sturgeon caviar as garnish. 
 

SMOKED FISH POTATO CAKE
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