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John Wabeck
Inox, Tysons Corner, Virginia

KELLY MAGYARICS

After years in the kitchen, 
John Wabeck traded his toque 
for a tastevin.

Inox
1800 Tysons 
Blvd., Suite 70
McLean, VA 22102
(703) 790-4669
www.inoxrestaurant.com

“I’m lucky this happened, or I’d still be 
cooking,” admits the wine director for Inox 
restaurant in Tysons Corner, Va., a short drive 
from Washington, D.C. The restaurant, whose 
name comes from the French word inoxidable, 
or “stainless,” boasts more than 650 labels in its 
6,000-to-7,000-bottle “wine hall”—a long, nar-
row, temperature-controlled storage room for the 
contents of its Burgundy- and Rioja-focused list.

Wabeck has a particular penchant for Bur-
gundies from Chambolle-Musigny and Vosne-
Romanée. “Luckily, my job is pretty easy given 
that what I love, and love to sell, is Burgundy,” 
he says, adding that Inox’s cuisine pairs ef-
fortlessly with both the whites and reds of the  
region. But Wabeck isn’t dogmatic about his 
preferences: “I’ll honestly drink anything if it’s 
well made and typical.” His list also offers 20 
wines by the glass, ranging from a $5 Fino Sher-
ry to a $24 grower Champagne.

Wabeck recognized his passion for the 
grape while studying at the Culinary Institute 
of America in Hyde Park, N.Y. After his gradu-
ation in 1992, the first 20 résumés he submit-
ted were for sommelier positions. “Back in the 
day, a 24-year-old kid with no experience wasn’t 
going to get a job like that, and I didn’t,” he ex-
plains. So he went to work in the kitchens of 
some of D.C.’s top restaurants, including Red 
Sage, 1789, and Restaurant Nora, where he rose 
to chef de cuisine.

The lure of California’s wine country proved 
to be irresistible, however, and Wabeck was 
tapped in 2000 as executive chef of Napa’s Brix. 

A fan of European wines, he hadn’t sipped many 
noteworthy California bottlings until he moved 
to the West Coast. Bobby Stuckey, MS, then 
sommelier at The French Laundry in Yountville, 
invited him to partake in staff tastings. Wabeck 
performed poorly at first, but quickly developed 
an aptitude by treating each liquid challenge like 
a golf swing, relying on skillful analysis rather 
than luck.

When Wabeck moved back to D.C. to open 
Bar Rouge and Firefly’s Topaz Bar in 2001, a 
committed tasting group of Master Sommelier 
students proved to be the perfect environment 
in which to hone his blind-tasting skills. “For 
me, it started out as a personal goal,” he says; 
“now it’s a professional one as well. I study, as I 
don’t have the years of professional experience 
as some do to fall back on.” He’s currently one 
of six MS candidates in the D.C. area.

By nature, Wabeck is quiet and reserved. As 
a chef, he confesses he was content to hide out 
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John Wabeck, wine director at Inox (left); Inox dining room (above).

in the kitchen, but as a sommelier, invisibility 
is now an impossibility. His shyness dissipates 
like the bubbles in Champagne when he talks 
shop, and he comes alive at the pop of a cork. “I 
can usually read tables pretty well,” he says. “If 
someone wants to talk wine, I can talk for hours. 
If not, then I’m here for suggestions.” Wabeck 
brings encouragement for the wine newbie, but 
he backs off from the expert who wants to test 
his chops with an esoteric question or obscure 
reference. (To quash an insufferable showoff, 
he casually mentions one of the domaines of 
Burgundy with which he is so familiar.) On the 
other hand, Inox’s location makes it attractive 
on weekdays to serious business diners, who 
often have neither the time nor the inclination 
to hear lengthy pairing suggestions or winery 
stories. In those instances, Wabeck speaks when 
spoken to. “We try to give them the experience 
they want,” he explains. “I’m pretty hard on my-
self if I talk too much to a table that doesn’t want 
it, or vice versa.”

Lovers of other beverages won’t find them-
selves alienated, either. “Beer and cocktails 
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work, and whiskey,” says Wabeck. “I like that 
stuff, too. I can usually make the connection on 
all of the above personalities.” Although Wabeck 
says he takes a “cooking approach” to his bev-
erage program, that doesn’t extend to the “bar 
chef” title used to describe some modern mixol-
ogists. “Why reinvent the Manhattan?” he asks. 
As with a fine wine, he says, the elements of a 
good cocktail—alcohol, sweet, sour, and bitter—
need to be balanced. And just as a chef wouldn’t 
oversauce or overseason a fresh fillet of fish, the 
main ingredient (the spirit) needs to stay front 
and center.

Guests who opt for the eight seats at the 
Inox Chef’s Wine Cellar tend to be the enthusi-
astic foodies and enophiles with whom Wabeck 
easily establishes rapport. Diners can watch the 
bustling kitchen through a pane of glass with-
out the distractions of clattering pots and pans 
or chef Jon Mathieson’s orders to his staff. The  
ever-changing six-course tasting menu costs 
$74, and an additional $47 brings Wabeck’s 
wine pairings. A current favorite is the slow-
cooked veal-cheek risotto and roasted porcini 




