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AS UNLIKELY AS IT SEEMS,
THE DRINK THAT OUTSELLS
EVERY OTHER LIBATION AT THE
PROPRIETORS BAR & TABLE IS
A $13.50 COCKTAIL FEATURING
QUINOA AND KALE.
NO LONGER RELEGATED TO
HIPPIE JOINTS AND JUICE BARS,
“SUPERFOOD” grains and leafy greens like

Heroic Ingredients

SUPERFOODS—NUTRIENT-CHARGED PRODUCE AND
GRAINS—ARE THE NEW MENU STARS By Monica Ginsburg

Rainbow chard and
watermelon radishes are
considered superfoods.
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these are becoming culinary superstars. Along
with farro, freekeh and others, they’re enjoying
newfound popularity across all segments because of
their perceived health benefits.
“I am always searching for ingredients and
preparations that allow me to provide interesting
tastes and textures, and are also wholesome and
delicious,” says Tom Berry, executive chef and
co-owner of The Proprietors Bar & Table in
Nantucket, Mass.
Boosted in part by the farm-to-table movement
and a growing interest in gluten-free and “clean”
eating, many consumers—especially those attracted
to healthy dining buzzwords—are embracing socalled superfoods. Ingredients like beets, pistachios,
kiwi, lentils and wild-caught salmon are associated
with fighting illness and shown in studies to far
surpass the nutritional content of other fruits,
vegetables and good-for-you foods.
“Kale is now served in some of the best
restaurants in America,” says Martin Oswald,
chef-owner of Pyramid Bistro in Aspen, Colo.,
a restaurant that showcases seasonal, nutrientdense foods. “It’s a clear message to eat your
greens. It’s a huge step forward.”
More restaurants are adding healthful
ingredients like avocado, brown rice, blueberries
and walnuts to their recipes, according to
Datassential, a Chicago-based foodservice market
research firm. In fact, avocado saw the greatest
menu increase, appearing on nearly 38 percent of
menus in 2013, up 15 percent from 2008.
But for many chefs, healthy, seasonal and often
locally sourced ingredients were driving their menus
long before superfoods achieved trend status.
“I’m not ruling foods in or out based on their
nutritional profiles,” says Mark Purdy, chef at Alizé,
a contemporary French restaurant in Las Vegas.
“I’m using really beautiful seasonal ingredients like
white asparagus, kale or morel mushrooms, and as it
turns out, they have all these healthful properties.”
True Food Kitchen, where menus are based on
Dr. Andrew Weil’s anti-inflammatory diet, features
foodfanatics.com | FOOD FANATICS
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dishes like roasted sea bass with portobello, freekeh and
Brussels sprouts ($24) and grilled steelhead salmon with
smoked onion quinoa, roasted beets, arugula, cilantro,
pumpkin seeds and Cotija cheese ($20). Brand Chef
Michael Stebner says its six locations in Arizona, California
and Colorado have the highest guest repeat rates out of
the 38 restaurants in the Phoenix-based Fox Restaurant
Concepts family.
“Our emphasis is on food that tastes great first and happens
to be good for you,” he says. “People coming through the door
expect to be satisfied.”
Healthy dining is in demand, but it doesn’t come cheap.
Many chefs and consumers believe that superfoods and
other healthful ingredients are better when they are organic,
sustainable or humanely raised. These specifications often
come with higher costs, as do fluctuations in supply and demand
for foods like quinoa and kale. Other foods, like macadamia
nuts, almonds and avocados, are expensive to grow.
Some diners, however, are happy to fork over the extra cash.
More than one-fifth of consumers say they are willing to pay at
least slightly more for foods containing antioxidants, immunityboosting ingredients and probiotics, according to a 2012 report
by Technomic, a Chicago-based food industry research firm.
But boosting prices isn’t always the answer.
“Our formula is based on putting the vegetable at the center
of the plate and scaling back on the size of protein,” Stebner
says. “We may pay two times the price of conventional produce,
but organic still often comes out under $2 a pound. There’s no
meat out there that comes in at that price.”
To balance costs, Oswald uses organic growers but chooses
conventional ones for produce he says are less susceptible to
pesticides, such as root vegetables, cantaloupes, asparagus and
eggplant. These varieties are consistently part of the “Clean 15,”
a list of produce least likely to test positive for pesticide residues,
according to the Environmental Working Group, a Washington
D.C.-based research and advocacy organization.
“If I went 100-percent organic, I’d be out of business,”
Oswald says.
At The Proprietors, Berry regularly highlights local
artisans and ingredients harvested on small Nantucket and
New England farms. He says what he gains in quality far
outweighs the extra costs.
“I’ve found if you’re honest with your customers and give
them well-executed, pristine ingredients with sensible portion
sizes, they’re not going to complain about price,” he says.
Superfoods are certainly of the moment, but Berry sees them
as “another step in the progression of American dining.”
“Foods that used to be exotic, like sushi, mesclun greens and
tofu, slowly became mainstream,” he says. “And I think that’s
what we are continuing to see with items like quinoa and farro.” n
After researching this story, Chicago-based writer Monica
Ginsburg is adding more locally sourced superfoods to her
grocery list.
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SUPERFOODS:
FACT OR FICTION?

What makes foods super?
While no medical guidelines
exist, foods claiming powerhouse status are nutrient
rich and associated with
reducing the risk of disease
or promoting optimal health.

FOR MORE RECIPES
go to
FOODFANATICS.COM

Scientific evidence
supports the idea that
some foods might have
positive effects on health:
blueberries boast hearthealthy antioxidants,
avocados share the same
good fats as olive oil and
tomatoes contain cancerfighting lycopene. But
“we do not know how
much is needed in order
to reap the benefits,” says
Karen Langston, a certified
nutritionist and board
member of the National
Association of Nutrition
Professionals.
Not all claims are backed by
science. For example, acai
berries, which are native
to the rainforests of South
America, may be a good
source of antioxidants, fiber
and heart-healthy fats. But
research is limited and
claims about the health
benefits of acai haven’t
been proven, according to
the Mayo Clinic.
“Your best bet is still to eat
a balanced and varied diet,”
Langston says.

Quinoa Vodka, Arugula,
Kale and Lemon Martini
Chef-owner Tom Berry
The Proprietors Bar & Table, Nantucket, Mass.

2 to 2 ½ ounces fair trade quinoa vodka
1 ounce lemon juice
1 ounce arugula syrup
1 ounce kale juice
1 carrot, pickled
Shake vigorously and strain into chilled glass.
Garnish with pickled carrot. Makes 1 serving.

SUPERFOOD SCIENCE:
Terms to Know

ANTIOXIDANTS

are molecules that protect
the body’s cells from free
radicals (molecules involved
in disease development).
Too many free radicals in
the body may lead to heart
disease, diabetes and cancer.
A diet rich in antioxidant
foods (including spices
like turmeric, cinnamon
and ginger) helps maintain
a healthy balance. Many
vitamins have antioxidant
effects, including A, C and E,
which can be found in most
fruits, vegetables, nuts, seeds
and some cold water fish.

FLAVONOIDS

are powerful plantbased antioxidants,
similar to vitamins,
that have an antiinflammatory effect.
The best known
flavonoids (flavonols,
isoflavones and
catechins) are found
in oranges, grapefruits,
blueberries, red and
purple grapes, green
tea and some spices.

CAROTENOIDS

are pigments that protect
dark green, yellow, orange
and red fruits and vegetables
from sun damage, which
work as antioxidants in
humans. Beta-carotene,
which is converted in the
body into vitamin A, is found
in leafy greens, spinach and
collard greens. Other carotenoids, such as lycopene
and lutein, are found in many
red, orange and yellow fruits
and vegetables such as
tomatoes and grapefruit.

foodfanatics.com | FOOD FANATICS
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72%

of Americans
are trying to

INCREASE
their consumption of

WHOLE
GRAINS

*

SUPERFOODS
ON THE MENU

Organic quinoa salad with fresh pineapple, avocado,
bibb lettuce, goji berries, cilantro, and carrot-ginger
and sesame vinaigrette, $12
Pyramid Bistro, Aspen, Colo.
Powerhouse salad with grilled chicken, quinoa,
spinach, feta, tomatoes, cucumber, roasted red
peppers and egg, with cilantro-lime dressing, $11.75
BLD, Chandler, Ariz.
Lentil ricotta “meatballs” with lemony kale-basil pesto,
garlic-roasted spaghetti squash, shaved fennel and
kale chips, $19
The Herb Box, Scottsdale, Ariz.

ADVERTISEMENT
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Crisp roasted chicken breast with sweet potatochorizo hash, black currant and balsamic braised
Swiss chard and roasted chicken jus, $19
Open Kitchen Bistro and Wine Bar,
Falls Church, Va.

Real

RESULTS

To learn more about
how REAL FOOD
leads to REAL RESULTS

Niman Ranch pork loin, pickled peach, fennel, kale,
poached radish, mustard jus and farro, $28
Ruka’s Table, Highlands, N.C.

FOOD

This is lasagna the way people want it: handcrafted, satisfying and authentic.
Freshly made, hand-layered ruffled pasta layered with real ricotta cheese,
mozzarella, and a hearty herbed ragu. Delicious every time and always free
of preservatives, artificial ingredients, and artificial colors.
Keep America’s #� lasagna* on the menu and they’ll keep coming back for more.

RESULTS

call �-8��-�88-868� or visit

www.nestleprofessional.com/stouffers.

�-8��-�88-868�
*IFIC Foundation, 2010 Food & Health Survey
NESTLÉ PROFESSIONAL™ and STOUFFER’S® are trademarks owned by
Société des Produits Nestlé S.A., Vevey, Switzerland.
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STOUFFER’S® Lasagna
with Meat & Sauce

Real

Answer their cravings with
the unbeatable taste of
STOUFFER’S Macaroni
and Cheese, Made with
Whole Grains—�� grams
per serving. Made with real
cheese and no preservatives
or artificial ingredients.

Duck with beluga lentils and maitake
mushrooms, $28
Recette, New York City

Real

Real

FOOD

www.nestleprofessional.com/stouffers

*Based on sales data
NESTLÉ PROFESSIONAL® and STOUFFER’S® are trademarks owned by Société des Produits Nestlé S.A., Vevey, Switzerland.
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WHAT IS THE CORE APPEAL OF CHEESE?
It’s an endless discovery of fascinating textures and
varying flavors. From the firmness and crumbly
funk of Parmigiano-Reggiano, to the oozy glories of
brie, to the sparkle and sharpness of Maytag blue,
each kind has a wide range of potential uses.
As meatless dishes continue to gain popularity, cheese has become
the ubiquitous sidekick, headlining appetizers or supplementing an
entree. More now than ever, flavored sliced cheese accompanies burgers
and sandwiches. Cheese offers a way to upsell French fries (melted or
crumbled) while vegetables benefit with the “au gratin” treatment of
cheese and breadcrumbs. And that ’60s favorite, fondue, is making a
comeback and salvaging day-old bread.
Chefs are pushing the envelope with cheese, as well as taking the
classic grilled cheese sandwich to new heights. And as farm-to-table
concepts continue to thrive, cheese plates are becoming a regular feature,
showcasing locally produced varieties with housemade accompaniments.
No matter the type or how it appears on menus, cheese scores high
in umami, the wildly popular “fifth flavor,” deemed a savory taste more
deeply satisfying than the traditional salty, bitter, sweet or sour.

70%

Increase in habanero
sliced cheese on menus
from 2008 to 2013
Source: California Milk
Marketing Board

Innovating with Cheese
If you think flavored butters or stuffed olives are boring, you don’t
know about EL Ideas, Executive Chef Phillip Foss’ 24-seat restaurant
in Chicago. Like most fine dining restaurants, his experimental tasting
menu features a cheese course while others are embellished with
cheese. But not in the way you’d think.
Olives are stuffed with blue cheese and dipped in liquid nitrogen for a
slushy martini. Foss’ version of a French onion soup reverses the roles
of Gruyere cheese and broth, resulting in a thick cheese dip dotted
with caramelized onions and crisp brioche croutons.
“Now we’re experimenting with cheese butters,” Foss says. Cheese,
such as smoked Wisconsin blue, Tuscan Pecorino and un-aged Spanish goat, soaks in cream for up to two weeks. The cheese is removed
and used for family meal, and then the cream is churned into a flavored
butter served with housemade bread and served as a course.
At Bennett’s Pure Food Bistro on Seattle’s Mercer Island, Chef Kurt
Dammeier soaks a grilled cheese sandwich in vodka, shakes it with
tomatoes and basil and then strains the concoction into a glass with a
prosciutto-and-balsamic decorated rim.
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Spring Salad with Aged Provolone
Chef Michael Stebner
True Food Kitchen, multiple locations

2 cups mixed baby greens
1 cup pickled cucumbers, sliced
1 zucchini or yellow squash, thinly sliced
1 medium artichoke, cooked, thinly sliced
1 small head radicchio, torn into pieces
3 ounces sugar snap peas, slivered
2 tablespoons Picholine olives, pitted and quartered
¼ cup lemon juice
1 tablespoon white balsamic vinegar
2 teaspoons Dijon mustard
1 garlic clove, mashed
¼ teaspoon salt
1
¼
⁄8 teaspoon black pepper
1¼ cups extra virgin olive oil
1 tablespoon basil leaves, chopped
8 ounces aged provolone, shaved with a vegetable peeler
Combine greens and vegetables in a salad bowl; toss well and set
aside. Combine lemon juice, vinegar, mustard, garlic, salt and pepper
in a medium bowl. Whisk drizzle in oil and add basil. At service, toss
with greens and vegetables. Garnish with cheese. Makes 4 servings
with leftover dressing.

foodfanatics.com | FOOD FANATICS
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Are you a cheese wiz?
Make the matches:

1. Robiola

2. Burrata

3. Point Reyes Blue

4. Tuscan Pecorino

5. Aged Gouda

A. A cousin of ricotta, this Indian cheese
is an easy housemade ingredient ideal
for curry and salads. At Graffiti Food &
Wine Bar in New York, Chef Jehangir
Mehta offers a warm salad of this sautéed
cheese with cubes of green mango ($7).
B. Aged for five years, this cheese is
dense and dark, with little crystals of flavor
that pop in the mouth. At Chophouse
Vintage Year in Montgomery, Ala., it gives
hamburgers extra flavor, along with bacon-onion marmalade on brioche ($14).
C. An aged sheep’s milk cheese, this one
can add an additional layer of complexity
when it’s accompanied with a wine-soaked
rind or laced with truffles. At the Vintner
Grill in Las Vegas, Chef Matthew Silverman
offers a wild mushroom risotto with preserved lemon, black pepper and shaved
cheese ($24).
D. A soft and creamy young cheese from
northern Italy often made from a mixture of
cow’s, sheep’s and goat’s milk, this cheese
can be aged in the walk-in to sharpen its
flavor. Tosca in Washington, D.C., pairs it
with imported parma ham, cantaloupe, mint
leaves and figs ($15).
E. A southern Italian soft white cheese, this
one is made by injecting cream into buffalo mozzarella. It works as the centerpiece
of an appetizer, served warm with fruit
compote, pickled artichokes or toasted
bread. Los Angeles’ Bottega Louie offers
it at breakfast with prosciutto on a potato
pancake garnished with basil leaves ($9).

6. Paneer

F. This Spanish sheep’s milk cheese with
a mild flavor goes particularly well with
fizzy white wines. At Local 188 in Portland,
Maine, Executive Chef Jay Villani offers this
in a salad of warm beets and pears with
bacon sage vinaigrette ($11).

7. Manchego

G. Hailing from California, this is one of
the world’s most intense cheeses. A small
piece livens any cheese plate and a lump
melted atop a steak makes the dish sizzle.
Saber Tooth Grill at the San Diego Zoo
serves a burger with sautéed mushrooms
and a skullcap of melted cheese.

Mind Melts

Ways to get creative with the
classic grilled cheese
Once the province of diners and home
cooks, the grilled cheese sandwich
originated in the 1920s with the invention
of sliced bread. Nowadays it’s being
revived everywhere, from food trucks
to single-concept establishments, with
upscale, value-added tweaks.
>> The Gorilla Grilled Cheese truck in
New York offers 10 toasted sandwiches
($6 to $10), including a basic cheddar,
Landaff (a Vermont cow’s milk cheese)
and others with add-ons like jerk chicken,
bratwurst and prosciutto.
>> Fresh herbs, such as parsley, dill
and basil, often accent grilled cheese
sandwiches. The Grilled Cheese Truck
(Los Angles, Phoenix and Texas) offers
a sandwich with goat cheese, sun-dried
tomatoes, basil and spinach on roasted
garlic bread ($7).
>> A favorite at the Grilled Cheese Grill,
housed inside an old London doubledecker bus in Portland, Ore., features
barbecue tofu, pepperjack cheese,
pickles, red onions and tomatoes on
sourdough bread ($6.75).
>> New York’s Murray’s Cheese
Shop has a sideline in grilled cheese
sandwiches, including the discounted
Murray’s Melts ($3.99), which combines
slower selling cheeses.

ADVERTISEMENT
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>> Grilled cheese sandwiches made
with a mixture of cheeses are especially
popular; Chef Randi Feltis of Oscar’s
Restaurant and Tavern in Toronto
suggests brie, aged Cheddar, Asiago and
havarti. Chef Jason Peterson of Phoenix’s
Switch pairs provolone, Cheddar and
American cheeses on Texas toast.
>> Fruit conserves such as marmalade,
fig paste or membrillo (a Spanish quince
paste) add complexity to a grilled cheese
tucked between the slices or as dips on
the side. Tartine Bakery in San Francisco
serves a grilled cheese with Idiazabal and
membrillo ($12.50). n

Robert Sietsema, a New York-based
writer, will take cheese any way he can get
it, but especially appreciates complexity
and big flavors.
Answers: 1D; 2E; 3G; 4C; 5B; 6A; 7F
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FOR NEARLY A GENERATION, LAMB HAS
BEEN TYPECAST AS A ONE-CUT ANIMAL.
IT WAS RACK OF LAMB OR NOTHING,
RELEGATING EVERY OTHER PART OF THE
ANIMAL TO ETHNIC RESTAURANTS AND
GYROS SHOPS.

Attribute it to World War II. Millions of
Americans GIs, forced to eat tough, gamey
mutton in Europe, came back to the States
swearing off the stuff and passing biases on to
their children. The truth is, most had never
tried true lamb, which, according to the United
States Department of Agriculture, is sourced
from sheep less than a year old.
But the recent upswing in grass-fed beef
and untraditional cuts of meat has renewed
interest in lamb, giving restaurateurs an
opportunity to tap into a developing trend
that offers better price points and attentiongrabbing menu versatility.

The best way to break down misconceptions
about lamb is by simply inviting people to taste
what they’ve been missing.
In 2010, the California Sheep Commission
launched a series of pre-game receptions
at AT&T Park in San Francisco, hoping to
prove that lamb can be a versatile, flavorrich alternative to beef. The response was so
overwhelming that the stadium introduced
lamb into its foodservice operations. Offerings
continue to expand annually, to the point
where Giants fans can now enjoy lamb
sausages and two types of lamb burgers: one
Irish, the other Greek.
At Found in Evanston, Ill., Chef Nicole
Pederson took a similar approach, refashioning
classic appetizers like meatballs and sausages
out of lamb instead of pork and beef.
To keep costs low on her meatballs, she grinds
less costly cuts of lamb, like the shoulder and
belly, and adds a bit of pork for an 80-20 split,
before pairing with a unique hit of pistachio
chimichurri and yogurt. Her lamb meatballs
are now the most popular item on her menu,
which has fueled a demand for lamb entrees,
including a whole-roasted lamb leg.
“Lamb adds an extra layer of flavor that beef
just can’t give you,” Pederson says. “People can
taste the difference and are willing to pay for
that flavor.”
Chef Ressul Rassallat also appreciates the
flavor lamb brings to his menu at Tapenade
in Los Angeles, especially when braising lamb
shoulder or shank. “These cuts can be tender
and robust but also more versatile with other
ingredients,” he says, referencing a shoulder cut
braised with a variety of ingredients, including
rosemary, pineapple, curry and ginger.

Break It Down

Sandy Hall of Black Tree sandwich shop in
Brooklyn, N.Y., controls costs by ordering
whole lamb. By using every part of the
animal—from head to tail—he offers diners
unique dishes, including lamb tongue tacos
with mint chimichurri and lamb sliders
topped with feta.
“Some chefs are a little scared about the
initial cost of ordering a whole lamb, but
it’s the most cost-effective way to go,” Hall
says. “If you source your lamb from a good
supplier, you can order bigger lambs (55
pounds), which have less bones per pound,
giving you more meat at a better price.”
18
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Chef Sean Brasel of Meat Market restaurant
in Miami turns a fair share of untraditional
cuts into menu items like barbecue lamb ribs.
But he also understands the panache of lamb
chops. The key to making it more cost effective,
he says, is to design dishes that reduce the
number of chops required.
He often pairs his chops with a more
budget-friendly cut of lamb, like shank. It’s
made into a confit, mixed with olives and goat
cheese and rolled in phyllo. As a result, diners
can enjoy the luxuries of a lamb chop, while
being introduced to new cuts.
“This is a more affordable way of using the
less demanded cuts and still retaining the
quality,” Brasel says.
For Chef Ethan McKee of Urbana in
Washington, D.C., portion size is often reduced
to three or four ounces. This allows diners to
try more luxurious cuts, like a rack of lamb, that
would be prohibitively expensive in a typical
entree size. He can also stretch the traditional
borders of surf and turf by using less pricey
cuts, creating a lamb sausage and roasted
monkfish pairing with piquillo peppers, fennel
and fingerling potatoes.

Spice is the Variety of Life

Lamb’s rich flavor profile makes it an ideal foil
for chiles. At Kachina, a Southwestern spot in
Westminster, Colo., Chef Jeff Bolton prepares
his favorite cut, a lamb T-bone, with tomatillos
and roasted poblanos or in a marinade of
chilies, garlic and onion for a fresh take on
traditional Latin flavors.
But sometimes, the best way to showcase
lamb is by adhering to traditions, not avoiding
them, says Chef Colin Bedford of The
Fearrington House restaurant in Pittsboro,
N.C. Give Bedford a boneless loin lamb and
he’ll braise it, then divide the meat into various
dishes appealing to different demographics,
from simple stew with gnocchi, rutabagas and
carrots to a high-end presentation with red
currant jelly and braised red cabbage.
“Lamb is perfect for restaurants because most
people don’t cook it at home,” Bedford says.
“They see lamb as an expensive piece of meat,
something that requires skill to prepare, so they
are willing to pay someone who can show them
a level of refinement they can’t get at home.” n

Making Customers
Less Sheepish
About Lamb
Demystify: Include familiar herbs and
spices when describing lamb on menus
to entice diners to give it a try.
Be Local: Chefs like Matt Baker at the
Occidental in Washington, D.C., have
successfully drawn in locavores by
sourcing grass-fed lamb raised near
their restaurants.
Cure: Incorporate items like lamb bacon
or lamb prosciutto on a charcuterie
plate or appetizer platter, where diners
are likely to welcome more exotic cuts
and flavors.
Make a Burger: The insatiable appetite
for beef patties means diners welcome
twists on the traditional. Lamb burgers
can stand up to bold cheeses, spicier
sauces and heavier buns.
Bone-in: There’s something
satisfyingly primal about being served
bone-in lamb, whether it’s a shank,
a leg or a T-bone. The bone imparts
flavor to steaks and chops.
Cook What You Know: Pastas are a
specialty at Tapenade in Los Angeles,
so Chef Ressul Rassallat serves lamb
agnollotti and lamb fettuccine with wild
mushroom ragout, while Pitmaster Matt
Fisher has introduced lamb ribs into
his smoky menu at Fletcher’s Brooklyn
Barbecue in New York.

As a General Rule of Thumb

Domestic lamb tends to be milder
than those imported from New
Zealand and Australia, but the same
rules apply to beef as lamb. Grassfed lamb will have an earthier flavor
than grain-finished lamb, no matter
where they were raised.

Peter Gianopulos, a freelance writer,
restaurant critic and adjunct professor, is a
regular contributor.
foodfanatics.com | FOOD FANATICS
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Braised Lamb Shoulder with
Tomato Couscous and Jus
Chef Ressul Rassallat
Tapenade, Los Angeles

1 lamb shoulder (3 to 5 pounds), boned and tied
Coarse salt and freshly ground pepper, as needed
3 tablespoons olive oil
2 small onions, finely chopped
½ cup ginger root, sliced
1 carrot, finely chopped
2 cloves garlic, finely chopped
3 sprigs fresh rosemary, leaves only
3 sprigs fresh thyme, leaves only
1 spring fresh tarragon
1½ tablespoons curry powder
1 pinch of freshly grated nutmeg
1 pinch of ground clove
1 bottle (750ml) dry red wine
1¼ cup brown sugar
1 cup whole canned plum tomatoes, crushed
1 cup pineapple, small dice
1 cup soy sauce
4 cups water
4 ounces honey
2 tablespoons unsalted butter
1 teaspoon salt
3½ cups couscous
Zest of 3 lemons
2½ cups tomato concasse
16 ounces baby arugula
Season lamb generously with salt and pepper. Heat 2
tablespoons oil in a large Dutch oven over high heat
and sear shoulder until browned all over; set aside.
If needed, add remaining olive oil and sweat onions,
ginger, carrot and garlic for a minute and add herbs and
remaining seasonings. Return lamb to Dutch oven. Add
wine, sugar, tomatoes, pineapple and soy sauce. Bring
to a boil, cover and braise in a preheated 325F oven for
2½ to 3 hours or until fork tender. Remove roast to rest,
strain jus through chinoise and skim fat.
At service, make couscous by bringing water to boil
and add honey, butter and salt. Add couscous and
cover, 5 minutes. Fluff with zest. To place, slice lamb,
pair with 1 cup couscous, top with tomato and garnish
with arugula. Makes 8 to 10 servings.

Lamb By the
Numbers
Menu Trends

20
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10

percent increase of lamb
in pasta and noodle dishes
on menus from 2009 to 2012,
representing steady
annual growth.

percent increase of
lamb appetizers from
2012 to 2013.

—American Lamb Board

percent increase in lamb at
non-fine dining restaurants over
the past five years, a growth that
outpaced all other proteins.

—Datassential

—American Lamb Board
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THE HEAT IS ON
REGIONAL MEXICAN
The country’s culinary
breadth fires up chefs
By Kate Leahy

Toast dried red serrano
chiles like these for a
deeper flavor profile.

22
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LOTERÍA GRILL
HUACHINANGO A LA
VERACRUZANA

JUST A DECADE AGO,
ITALIAN RESTAURANTS
BEGAN BREAKING OUT OF
THEIR CAPRESE SALADSPAGHETTI-TIRAMISU
HOLDING PATTERN AND
STARTED EXPLORING
ITALY’S RICH REGIONAL
FOOD CULTURE. TODAY,
THE SAME PHENOMENON
IS OCCURRING IN MEXICAN
RESTAURANTS.

“We are still in the spaghetti and meatballs
phase of Mexican cooking,” says Jimmy Shaw,
a Mexico City expat who is chef and founder of
Lotería Grill, which has five locations around
Los Angeles, and The Torta Company, also in
Los Angeles. “But slowly we are getting into the
‘regional pasta’ phase.”
Mexican is second only to Chinese as the
most popular ethnic restaurant category in
the U.S., according to restaurant research
firm Technomic. In a 2012 report, Technomic
reported that 74 percent of consumers said
they ordered Mexican food or flavors at least
occasionally (once every 90 days).
Other factors have bolstered regional
Mexican flavors on menus north of the border.
American palates have grown accustomed to
flavors like chipotle and mole. Plus, Mexican
ingredients are more readily available. They’re
showing up at chains like The Cheesecake
Factory, which serves a mahi-mahi and shrimp
Veracruz entree. In the non-commercial
kitchens of the University of California at
Berkeley, chefs are whipping up chilaquiles
and agua frescas.

Building on Tradition

Turning customers onto regional Mexican
food posed somewhat of a challenge for the
group behind San Francisco’s Nopalito when
the restaurant opened in 2009. “People didn’t
get the concept,” Executive Chef Gonzalo
Guzman says. “They were used to MexicanCalifornian food.”
Even when diners liked what they tasted,
they grappled with the menu prices, which
were higher than those at local taquerias.
Buying local ingredients and preparing
everything in-house, including grinding masa
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for tortillas, came with higher costs. But now,
the restaurant is thriving and a second location
opened in 2012.
Guzman, a native of Veracruz, bases
Nopalito’s menu on the rustic foods he ate
growing up in Mexico, like carnitas served
from roadside stands in Michoacán. To make
carnitas, he seasons pork shoulder with salt
the day before and then braises it in lard on the
stovetop—the old way, he explains—to ensure
the pork’s exterior crisps while the inside stays
tender. For flavor, he adds oranges, onions,
garlic, bay leaves, cinnamon and piloncillo (a
hard, unrefined cane sugar), and simmers the
meat in beer and milk.
A no-frills trip down the coast of Baja
California years ago hooked Chef-partner
Deborah Schneider on the food of Mexico’s
Pacific coast, which is strongly influenced by
the proximity of the ocean, Asia and the U.S.
Baja, she says, is the source of inspiration for
her two locations of SOL Mexican Cocina in
Newport Beach, Calif., and Scottsdale, Ariz.
At SOL, Schneider gives a nod to Ensenadastyle ceviche with simple seasonings of lime
juice, pico de gallo and serrano chiles. But
rather than run the fish through a grinder (the
Ensenada way), she serves the fish sashimistyle, adding lime juice right before serving so
it doesn’t “cook” the delicate flesh.
Meanwhile, at Solita Tacos & Margaritas,
her restaurant in Huntington Beach, Calif.,
Schneider cooks on a wood-fired grill as a
tribute to rustic northern Mexican cooking.
“You don’t have big herds of cattle and you
don’t cook beef,” she says. “You look at the
ocean and you grill.”
When Shaw opened his first Lotería Grill in
2002, he wanted a menu representative of the
foods he grew up with in Mexico City. “From
day one, I said that this restaurant would have
to work in Mexico,” he recalls. “If I could put it
through that filter, it passed the test.”

Mole and More

In Austin, Texas, diners have fallen for
mole, one of Mexico’s most beloved sauces.
With mole, regional variations abound. At
El Naranjo, Chef-owner Iliana de la Vega
serves three moles daily, offering mole
poblano (from Puebla), mole amarillo (from
Oaxaca) and a rotating selection of other
regional moles.

TOTAL FOOD COST

FOR MORE ON FOOD
COSTS, GO TO
FOODFANATICS.COM

$4.87
MENU PRICE

$21

$.21

4%
ONION &
GARLIC

Huachinango
a la
Veracruzana

$.12

2%

Chef-owner Jimmy Shaw
Lotería Grill, Los Angeles area,
multiple locations

TOMATOES
& PASTE

6 ounces olive oil, divided use
½ white onion, finely chopped
½ white onion, thinly sliced into
rings
3 garlic cloves, finely chopped
8 to 10 roma tomatoes, peeled,
seeded and diced (about 2 pounds)
2 tablespoons capers
½ cup olives stuffed with pimento,
sliced
2 ounces tomato paste
4 pickled jalapeños, julienned
2 to 3 laurel leaves
½ tablespoons dried oregano
½ teaspoon dried thyme
½ cup white wine
Kosher salt to taste
4 red snapper or Pacific rockfish
filets, 6 to 8 ounces each
½ cup parsley, finely chopped
Pepper to taste

$.99

20%
CAPERS,
OLIVES &
JALAPEÑOS

$.18

4%
HERBS &
SEASONINGS

Heat 3 ounces olive oil in heavy
saucepan and sweat chopped onion.
Add onion rings and garlic and cook
a few minutes. Add tomatoes, capers,
olives, tomato paste, jalapeños and
laurel leaves, and cook 10 minutes.
Add oregano, thyme, wine and salt
to taste and simmer to desired
consistency.
To prep fish, heat remaining olive oil
in heavy skillet over high heat. Season filets with salt and sear skin side
down, turning after 2 minutes. Cook
1 more minute and add Veracruzana
sauce to the pan, parsley and correct
seasonings. Serve with white rice,
black beans and fried ripe plantain
slices. Makes 4 servings.

OLIVE OIL

$.11

2%
FISH

$3.26

68%
.

FOOD FANATICS | SPRING 2014

iPad_22-45.indd 24-25

1/7/14 1:21 PM

A key to mole is ensuring no single ingredient
stands out. “It’s knowing the proportions
and flavors,” explains de la Vega, whose mole
experience stems from operating a restaurant
with the same name in Oaxaca for several
years before moving to Austin. Another key:
no shortcuts. Ingredients need to be roasted,
blended and cooked in specific stages to allow
the flavors to fuse together.
Also in Austin, Executive Chef Alma Alcocer
of El Alma makes a pasilla mole with a handful
of dried chiles, blackened onions and garlic,
charred tortillas and animal cookies (both act
as a thickener), fried bananas and chocolate.
She serves the velvety sauce with shredded
duck wrapped in a tortilla.
“Five or six years ago, someone said to me,
‘I haven’t had success with mole,’” Alcocer
says. “We have mole on our menu and people
love it. Customers come back and they ask
for a pint of it.”
Sauce work extends beyond mole. For
vegetable enchiladas, Alcocer deepens
the tomatillo salsa flavor by adding smoky
chipotles mecos (a dried variety rather than
packed in adobo). The salsa is rich with
smoky chiles, grilled green onions and grilled
cilantro, giving an edge to the poblanomushroom-spinach filling.
Other restaurants in Austin are playing off
the popularity of Mexican sauces. Chef-owner
Parind Vora applies flavors from all over the
globe to his tapas-style restaurant, Tapasitas.
To accompany a southern-style crab cake,
he makes a red enchilada sauce with guajillo
peppers, chile de arbol, garlic and tomatillos.
“What I like to do is take [regional] items and
swap out a few ingredients so that it’s different
but it retains cultural authenticity,” he explains.

you have Japanese restaurants that have a
version of a taco.”
At his Chicago location, Sandoval makes goat
barbacoa (barbecue) inspired by Acapulco. He
marinates the goat in ancho and pasilla chiles,
wraps the meat in the outer layer of maguey
leaves, bakes it until tender (three to four
hours), and serves it with pickled cabbage, salsa
and tortillas.
Carl Sobocinski, owner of multiple restaurant
concepts in Greenville, S.C., sees opportunity
in tacos. He shut down an underperforming
gelato shop and handed the small-footprint
storefront over to Jorge Baralles, a long-time
employee and native of Cuautla, Mexico.
The counter-service concept, Papi’s Tacos,
serves classic tacos such as al pastor, with
pork, cilantro and pineapple, and tortas
made with bolillos (a classic Mexican
sandwich roll). Baralles makes a traditional
torta with pinto beans simmered for two
hours, cooked with spring onions and
blended with Mexican mayonnaise, which
has a lime accent. It is topped with tomatoes,
lettuce, avocado and jalapeños.
For the new operation, the challenge lies in
balancing labor costs involved with cooking
everything from scratch and serving customers
during the lunch rush with low menu prices.
But Sobocinski’s optimistic: “I think volume is
going to cure everything,” he says. n
Kate Leahy is an award-winning west coast
writer and cookbook author who recently
returned from a trip to Mexico.

GET THIS SHRMP
COCKTAIL RECIPE AT
FOODFANATICS.COM

Take A Deeper Dive
into Mexico
Choose tomatillos over
tomatoes. “You only see
tomatoes when they’re in
season,” says Chef Debora
Schneider of SOL Mexican
Cocina. “Most of the salsas are
made with tomatillos.”
Try hoja santa. “It’s a leaf
from the black pepper family,
and it has a very intense anise
taste,” explains Chef Iliana de
la Vega of El Naranjo. “It’s used
fresh on fish and shrimp and
in salsas.”
Avoid French technique.
“No emulsions; no fish with
mashed potatoes,” says Chef
Patricio Sandoval. “You want
to highlight the flavors, the
chiles, the cilantro.”

Taco Takeover

Taco fever shows no signs of slowing down.
Among the 1,250 restaurant brands followed
by Technomic’s MenuMonitor database,
tacos and taquitos on menus grew 24 percent
from 2012 to 2013.
That’s a big change from ten years
ago, according to Chef-partner Patricio
Sandoval, who opened Mercadito in New
York City with his brother Alfredo in
2004 to focus on tacos, ceviches and other
Mexican street foods. “Who was doing tacos
before 2004 who wasn’t Mexican?” asks the
chef-partner of the four-unit concept. “Now
26
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Toast dried chiles gently before using them—but start
over if you burn them. “It’s
like burning sugar,” says Chef
Jimmy Shaw of Lotería Grill.
Don’t forget the vegetables.
Think greens, like watercress
and chard, and squashes and
pumpkins. “Swiss chard is more
common than spinach,” says
Chef Alma Alcocer of El Alma.
Tacos from Mercadito

Acapulco-style shrimp
cocktail ($13) from
Lotería Grill.
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TREND TRACKER

The heat index on what’s happening

Operators give
into health
nuts and start
opening juice
bars.

Fried
chicken
finds its way
onto every
menu, no
matter the
concept.

America’s
iconic hot
dogs start
receiving
haute
treatment.

Regional
Mexican lets
chefs get
more creative
than dishing
out tacos.

Superfoods have
selling power among
health-conscious
diners.

ON FIRE

WARMING UP

28

TV chefs start
to lose star
power among
their peers.

COOLING OFF

ADVERTISEMENT
PAGE 29

Stick with what you’re
good at and open
a single-concept
restaurant.

Chefs
and indie
distilleries
team up
for smallbatch
liquors.

Gastón
Acurio’s foray
into the U.S.
restaurant
scene paves
the way for
Peruvian
food.

Rising beef
prices deter
restaurateurs
from competing
in the
steakhouse
meat market.

Bars cut back on the
high-octane IPAs for
more sessionable craft
beers.

Vegans and
vegetarians
finally get their
day with the
rise of
produce-driven
menus.

As
sustainability
becomes
common
practice,
buzzwords
drop from
menus.

Time to wise up to the
tech age: customers are
demanding online ordering.
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waffle
up your
marbling

With our new premium Chef’s Line Sea Salted Caramel Ice Cream,
we’ve mixed genuine sea salted caramel in our rich, 15% butterfat
base and then swirled it deliciously throughout each scoop. We’ve
even carmalized the cream base to add a unique flavor.
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MOBILE
Create, review,
edit orders
Track
deliveries

USF ADVERTISEMENT
Optimized
PAGE 32
for Spanish

Search product
catalog

Access and
share invoices

USF ADVERTISEMENT
PAGE 33

Manage your kitchen from anywhere 24/7. Start your order on usfood.com
and finish it on the US Foods app with real-time synching.
Use your usfood.com credentials or contact your sales representative.
Download at:
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FOOD PEOPLE

Top of mind matters
in hospitality

Serve and Protect

Industry views on substance abuse

PHOTO BY ANDY BARNES / COURTESY OF TWO RESTAURANT

USF ADVERTISEMENT
PAGE 34
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Q
Compiled by Carly Fisher & Laura Yee

TALK SHOP

36

FOOD FANATICS | SPRING 2014

iPad_22-45.indd 36-37

How do
you deal
with the
on-the-job
hazard of
substance
abuse?
Nearly every chef or restaurateur has
a similar story to tell, one that usually
doesn’t end well: a cook, server, manager
or someone else in the business caught in
the grips of alcohol or drug abuse. It’s a real
on-the-job hazard without an easy solution.
The nature of the restaurant business
is conducive to it—late hours and easy
access to alcohol and drugs, all widely
acceptable among peers. While the setting
won’t change, seasoned operators have
experiences to share.
foodfanatics.com | FOOD FANATICS
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Jeremy Caprari /

Joseph Comfort /
Director of Culinary Operations
Lebanese Taverna Group, Arlington, Va.

Owner-pastry Chef
The Turtle Restaurant, Brownwood, Texas
“I have had three chefs work for me who were all terrible alcoholics. I
would end up firing all three as their descents into alcoholism worsened.
I needed a chef and couldn’t find a replacement. It was hellish. I felt
beaten. I delayed opening our wine bar until after I could get rid of [one
of the chefs] on account of his behavior and fear of what would happen to
our stock of wine. I even considered closing for a while.
“I sometimes worry about my current employees drinking to
excess. I can’t be their mom, though I do express my concern, which
has been greeted by ‘everyone in the industry does it’ and ‘I can hold
my liquor.’ It is hard for someone who is a very passionate bartender
or sommelier to not overdo it a bit. So, when does overdoing it a bit
become alcoholism? The answer is different for different people, but it
isn’t right when you start to harm yourself and it affects the quality of
your work and relationships with others.
“My feeling now is you can’t make anyone reform. They have to do that
work themselves because they finally want to. It has to come from within
and it has to be a very strong desire on their part. I have to decide when
they’ve crossed my limit, and when they do, I have to fire them no matter
how inconvenient it is for me. The limit is lateness and whether or not
they are able to be consistent in the quality of their work; and no drinking
or being high on the job.”

YOU HAVE TO LOOK AT THE WHOLE PICTURE.

—Jeremy Caprari
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“In 2005, I had a cook who was constantly late to work. He
had a persistent ‘allergy problem’ and frequently napped in the
bathroom during his shift. I had never encountered a bonafide
junkie before and didn’t know what heroin addiction looked like.
He was by far my most intelligent cook—his palate was developed,
he understood how food worked and had a very keen ability. His
employment was less than six months.
“Four years later, he called me about an ad for a part-time
line cook. He knew I ran a zero tolerance policy for drugs and
alcohol and was looking for a job that was in line with that. We
agreed on a schedule that allowed for him to attend Narcotics
Anonymous meetings. As his recovery was on track, we increased
our expectations of each other. Now, five years clean, he is in a
leadership position and is a mentor to other recovering addicts.
“It’s important to understand that you don’t solve the problem.
The addict is the solution and they must do it for themselves. As
an operator, you have an obligation to all of your employees—
and yourself—to make healthy choices for your business. These
experiences have made us better at screening potential hires,
checking references and requiring more of our team members.
With recovering individuals on our team in leadership roles, we
are better equipped to sniff out and proactively deal with the issues
before they become problems for our operations.”

...YOU HAVE AN
OBLIGATION TO ALL
OF YOUR EMPLOYEES—
AND YOURSELF—
TO MAKE HEALTHY
CHOICES FOR YOUR
BUSINESS. —Joseph Comfort

Brian Carr /
Sous Chef
Father Martin’s Ashley, Havre de Grace, Md.

ILLUSTRATION BY SI SCOTT

Mary Stanley /

Learn the signs of
addiction at
FOODFANATICS.COM

“I started as an alcoholic and an IV drug
(heroin) user. I tried to go to college but it
didn’t work. So I found a lifestyle conducive
to abuse where it’s looked upon as okay to
have a couple drinks because you work in a
high stress environment.
“As a chef, owners would sit me down.
People would say, ‘We are worried about
you.’ But I wasn’t ready to stop drinking and
drugging. You can offer treatment but most
people in their addiction would resent it and
say, ‘How dare you accuse me? You’re sitting
here drinking with me.’
“One day I just woke up and said, ‘I’m done.’
There was that one moment of opportunity,
and my family jumped on it and I went to rehab.
For me, I had to get away from the restaurant
industry and build a foundation of sobriety
first. I’ve worked in restaurants since I’ve
been sober, but I had to be myself first. If I was
struggling, there were people who would be
just a phone call away.
“I’m in what I call long-term recovery. It’s
been five years of sobriety. I feel lucky that I
had this great opportunity to work here and
follow my love for cooking and not have all
the temptations.”

Executive Chef
Beaver Run Resort and Conference
Center, Breckenridge, Colo.
“You got to put your heart out there for your
guys—they’re your family. I’ve been really lenient
with cooks over the years; they’ll slip into drinking
heavy or drugs. You don’t want to throw them on
the street and create even a bigger problem, so
try to be supportive. Lend as much support as
you can, but understand that you can’t control
it. Find a support team. Maybe not people at the
restaurant, but those outside of work.
“But if you find someone hammering down a
bottle of vodka in the walk-in that is supposed to
be used for a sauce, then it can’t be tolerated. You
have to look at the whole picture.
“There’s a no drinking policy at the hotel,
on- and off-duty. After a shift, there are a lot
of people who just want a drink to relax or
get together with friends. With that kind of
policy, you end up pushing locals away, but
it minimizes responsibility for the hotel and
restaurant. If you have grown adults who can
handle a drink, you want your restaurant to be
a place where your sales team and wait staff can
come down for a drink and enjoy themselves.
If they’re not allowed, they can’t be your
ambassadors for the business.” n

I HAVE TO DECIDE WHEN
THEY’VE CROSSED MY
LIMIT AND WHEN THEY
DO, I HAVE TO FIRE
THEM NO MATTER HOW
INCONVENIENT IT IS
FOR ME.
—Mary Stanley

RESOURCES FOR HELP
Alcohol and Drug Rehab Finder,
alcoholanddrugsrehab.com
Narcotics Anonymous, na.org
Alcoholics Anonymous, aa.org
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FEED THE STAFF

Say What?

Show Me
the Money
Tactics to motivate staff
By Laura Yee

EXPECTING COOKS, SERVERS
AND MANAGERS TO START EACH
SHIFT ON THEIR A-GAME IS LIKE
THINKING EVERY EVENING WILL
BE FLAWLESSLY EXECUTED. NOT
IMPOSSIBLE, BUT CLOSE TO IT. TO
INCREASE YOUR ODDS OF SUCCESS,
THINK IN TERMS OF INCENTIVES.
Rewards can work, but only if executed
within the context of your restaurant’s
overall philosophy, operators say. To curb,
and possibly prevent, bad habits and
restaurant malaise, chefs and owners offer
a few of their proven remedies.
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Marilyn Schlossbach, owner of
multiple restaurants along the New
Jersey shore, including Asbury
Park Yacht Club and Langosta
Lounge, runs quarterly comment
card contests to encourage
friendly service. Servers who
collect the most comment cards
during the quarter—whether the
feedback is positive or negative—
have received gift cards ranging
from $25 to $100 and even a bike.
Get Bested

At Wild Olive in Charleston, S.C., nabbing the honor of “most
wines sold” is more fun than the prize itself. “The staff really
enjoys some friendly competition,” says Jason Parrish,
general manager. Every Saturday after service, the server
with the best OpenTable reviews for the week wins the
Manager’s Menu (ordering anything off the menu for free).
“To us, that is more important than selling a particular item.
Guest satisfaction is, ultimately, what drives the business
and is our best measure of success.”

Game On

Many restaurants offer monetary incentives, but how many
play bingo as a way to win? Gravy, an Italian restaurant in
Raleigh, N.C., motivates staff and generates sales with food
bingo. Instead of collecting numbers on a bingo card, spaces
are filled with menu choices, types of wine, desserts and
other items. Servers who sell three of the same item or spell
“bingo” win a prize, such as dinner, wine or gift cards. “When
we pull this out on a Friday night during pre-shift, everyone
gets pumped,“ Executive Chef Brent Hopkins says.

Paper Collection

Managers, including
Corporate Executive Chef
Josef Huber, at the Amway
Hotel Collection in Grand
Rapids, Mich., award paper
chits to acknowledge
good work from their
staff. Employees cash them
in for prizes such as tickets
to sporting events, cash
cards for on-site dining
and hotel stays, catalog
purchases of personal
goods and vacations.

It’s On Us

Chef Anthony Goncalves
at the Ritz-Carlton in
Westchester, N.Y., believes
that to sell your product,
you must believe in it. He
motivates his team by
inviting them to dine at the
hotel restaurant, 42. “While
staff members are dining
and enjoying themselves,
they are also discovering
and learning about dishes
that will leave their mark,”
Goncalves says. “There is
nothing better than making
the staff feel it, taste it and
experience it for themselves.”

One for the Books

Boston restaurateur Garrett
Harker launched a book
club at his restaurant, Eastern Standard, that brings
together cooks, servers,
bartenders and other staff
members. They take turns
choosing a book (often
food- or service-related)
and discuss it over the preshift lineup. It gets the team
excited about foodservice
and hospitality, allows them
to interact on a different
level and improves the
team dynamic through
the shared experience of
reading a book together,
Harker says.

Change of Scenery

Harker closes all of his
restaurants, including Island
Creek Oyster Bar and The
Hawthorne, for an annual
summit right before the
busiest time of the year:
baseball season. Fenway
Park hosted the last summit,
where staff came together for
team-building activities and
seminars led by local business
leaders, such as Larry
Lucchino, president and CEO
of the Red Sox. Harker says
the summit rejuvenates staff
and instills a sense of pride.

Play Farmer

All the staff at Robert’s Maine
Grill and sibling restaurant
Bob’s Clam Hut in Kittery,
Maine, is invited to spend a
at day at nearby Greenlaw
Gardens, a farm that supplies
the restaurant with produce.
The restaurants pay staff
and provide lunch for a day
of weeding and harvesting.
Farmer Rick Greenlaw also
sends staff home with produce.
The work, says owner Michael
Landgarten, instills pride
and excitement about the
ingredients, which the staff
then shares with guests.

Increase Attendance

To entice staff to attend
meetings, Chef-owner Troy
Guard of Denver’s TAG
Restaurants (TAG, TAG RAW
BAR, TAG Burger Bar, Los
Chingones and Sugarmill)
puts a twist on raffle drawings. Servers who draw the
winning ticket can choose
prizes such as “manager
does your sidework” and
“choose the best section.” n
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Veg heads
Say hello to your new
favorite customers

By Judy Sutton Taylor
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NOT LONG AGO, DINING
OUT WASN’T MUCH FUN
FOR VEGETARIANS.
OPTIONS WERE LIKELY
LIMITED TO A HO-HUM
PASTA DISH, A ROASTED
VEGETABLE PLATE OR, IF
PUSH CAME TO SHOVE, AN
ENTREE-SIZED PORTION OF
THAT APPETIZER SALAD.

That was a time when vegetarians, vegans and
diners preferring meatless items were a rare
breed. But today, vegans and vegetarians aren’t
the only ones subscribing to a meat-free diet.
Carnivores increasingly are opting for meatless
dishes as a way to eat healthier, according to
Datassential, a food market research firm.
Add the rising costs of proteins like beef to the
equation, and it’s no surprise that many chefs
and restaurateurs are discovering that paying
more attention to meatless offerings can help
foster new business and build customer loyalty.

New York City-based sandwich chain
‘wichcraft caters to a wide audience that
includes vegetarians and vegans, as well as
folks looking for more healthful quick-serve
options. Partner Jeffrey Zurofsky says the
local sandwich chain offers information
about each menu item not only for nutritional
resources, but also to distinguish between
items that might have animal byproducts.
“We make sure to let our guests know
if something is made with chicken stock
or milk so they can make an informed
decision,” he says. Two popular mainstay
items on ‘wichcraft’s menu happen to be
meat-free: chickpea hummus with tahini
and mint pesto ($7.35), and zucchini and
mozzarella with basil, Parmesan and
roasted tomatoes ($7.35).
One segment that could use more
meatless attention: kids. According to
Food Genius, a restaurant menu trends
research firm, vegetarian and vegan items
are found on less than one percent of kids’
menus. The most common items are rice,
mac and cheese and quesadillas.
Chef-owner Rhona Bowles Kamar of
Ramsi’s Café on the World in Louisville, Ky.,
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Making Room for Meatless

For meat-centric restaurants, a few tweaks
can satisfy guests and keep them coming
back. At Chicago’s French-inspired Brindille,
Chef de Cuisine Ali Ratcliffe-Bauer says
vegetarian diners expect more today from
restaurants. “When vegetarians dine here,
they want more options than the one or two
dishes we have on the menu,” she says. “I
think they are tired of being offered risotto
and pasta as their main options.”
Fried shishito peppers with caramelized
cauliflower and curried eggplant mousse ($9),
and seared silken tofu served with Beluga
lentils ($18) nestle in seamlessly among the
octopus, rabbit and bone marrow dishes at
Chicago Japanese restaurant Kabocha.
“The use of just one item to accommodate
vegetarian diners is not conducive to pleasing
the customer as they typically feel pigeonholed and their dining needs are an afterthought,” says Malory Scordato, the former
general manager.
That said, highlighted vegetarian sections
are becoming commonplace on meat-heavy
menus. Ardeo + Bardeo in Washington, D.C.,
has a “vegetables” section, featuring dishes
like roasted Hakurei turnips with wilted
greens, truffle butter and breadcrumbs
($7). Old Major in Denver designates its
menu by The Butcher (meat), The Monger
(fish) and The Farmer (vegetables), which
features three rotating vegetarian dishes
that are available a la carte or as a threecourse tasting for $30.

Bottom of Form

One of the best ways to discover what vegetarian and vegan diners want is simply
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to ask one. “One of my line cooks is vegan
and he keeps us very in touch with the local
vegan community,” Bowles Kamar says. “He’s
a great source for what people like and are
looking for.”

Expanding Your Reach

Bowles Kamar says catering served as a
form of nontraditional marketing for her
restaurant and boosted its vegetarian
and vegan clientele. “We quickly became
known as the go-to restaurant for vegetarian, vegan and ethnic weddings,” she says.
“We never had a budget for advertising so
this was a great outlet to get our food in
front of potential diners.”
Embracing social media has helped, too.
Bowles Kamar will often see customers come
into her restaurant whom she has engaged
with on Facebook and has increased her

community programs, like vegetarian cooking
classes, in turn. “It really pays to be plugged in
like that with your diners,” she says.
Showcasing the abundance of new seasonal
vegetables on social media has helped promote
vegetarian dishes at ‘wichcraft, Zurofsky says.
“We utilize social media for all of our menu
items, promoting that many of the ingredients
come from the local green market and are seasonally inspired.”
Promoting options can help bring in crowds,
but a successful vegetarian program means
maintaining that same level of commitment to
vegetables as proteins. “The beauty of our vegetarian items is that they are delicious and appealing to all diners, and are not marketed as solely
vegetarian,” Scordato says. n

47% 68%
OF AMERICANS
EAT AT LEAST ONE
VEGETARIAN MEAL
A WEEK.

Judy Sutton Taylor writes for a variety of
national food and business magazines.

SOURCE: 2012 NATIONAL HARRIS POLL
OF 2,000 PEOPLE BY THE VEGETARIAN
RESOURCE GROUP

of consumers agree
that vegetarian meals
can be just as filling
and satisfying as meals
that include meat,
poultry or seafood.

WHEN VEGETARIANS DINE HERE, THEY WANT MORE OPTIONS
THAN THE ONE OR TWO DISHES WE HAVE ON THE MENU.
- Ali Ratcliffe-Bauer, chef de cuisine at Brindille

The chickpea hummus
sandwich at ‘wichcraft.

9 out of 10 consumers agree that dishes with a full
serving of vegetables are healthier.
PHOTO COURTESY OF ‘WICHCRAFT

along with her husband, Ramsi, offers the
usual kid fare of pasta with marinara ($6)
and PB&J ($5), but little diners also go for
the fruit skewers drizzled with Amazon dark
chocolate sauce ($5) and falafel sandwiches
($9.70) on the regular menu. She finds the
restaurant’s Sunday brunch buffet is the best
time to court vegan families because it gives
everyone a chance to try a variety of dishes,
including the restaurant’s vegan biscuits and
ginger-plantain French toast, soy sausage
and tofu scrambles. “They come back week
after week because of our selection and the
kids love it,” she says.”

THE USE OF JUST
ONE ITEM TO
ACCOMMODATE
VEGETARIAN DINERS
IS NOT CONDUCIVE
TO PLEASING THE
CUSTOMER, AS
THEY TYPICALLY
FEEL PIGEON-HOLED
AND THEIR DINING
NEEDS ARE AN AFTERTHOUGHT.
—Malory Scordato
formerly of Kabocha

SOURCE: TECHNOMIC
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FOOD FANATIC ROAD TRIP!

MONEY & SENSE

Get a mouthful from our resident expert

THE HIGHLIGHTS
Woody Creek Tavern, Woody Creek

Insights that you
can bank on

Just outside of Aspen, this local favorite
is quirky, funky, kind of strange and damn
good. Best margaritas,
period. Bring cash—they
won’t take anything else.

Hickory House Ribs, Aspen

Winner of numerous awards
for its barbecue, this restaurant
dishes out generous portions and great
quality in a casual rib joint atmosphere. The
housemade onion rings are a must.

Good to Go

Earth-friendly takeout
packaging makes advances

Larkspur, Vail

FOOD FANATIC

Scott McCurdy is a Food
Fanatics chef for US Foods
who lives in and enjoys the
Colorado mountains.
Find
more
of Chef
Scott’s
picks
in this
video.
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Great dining can be found outside of big cities,
including in the small mountain towns of
Colorado. These towns have seen a quiet, steady
growth of talented chefs who’ve cut their teeth
in the world’s best restaurants, then packed
their knives and Larousse Gastronomique for
the hills of Aspen and Vail. Food festivals, a ski
season that lasts into spring, a plethora of elite
businesspeople and celebrities every which way
equals a killer clientele, but when the high season
winds down, the crowds disappear overnight.
This brutal reality has led many chefs to
repack their cookbooks and move on in search
of steadier, more predictable business. But the
ones who stay have figured out a way to survive,
thrive and create a reputation that extends far
beyond their small communities. n
Get more recommendations at FoodFanatics.com.

Cloud Nine Alpine Bistro, Aspen

Perched at 11,000 feet, with mind-blowing
views, Cloud Nine specializes in old-school
European classics like raclette, fondue,
schnitzel and strudel.

GARLIC & BREAD SOUP
6 cups vegetable or chicken stock
20 cloves garlic, roasted
4 to 6 ounces baguette or ciabatta bread, cubed
¼ cup good quality extra-virgin olive oil
Salt and pepper to taste
2 sprigs fresh thyme

Bring stock and garlic to boil in large
saucepan and add bread. Simmer, remove
from heat and transfer to blender. Puree
and add olive oil. Season to taste with salt
and pepper. Garnish with thyme. Makes
4 to 6 servings.

ILLUSTRATION BY TIM MARRS

Rocky Mountains

Fine dining at its finest. Owner Thomas
Salamunovich masterfully delivers an incredible
dining experience with no detail unattended.
You will need a reservation, and
plan to spend some time here
taking it all in. The twice-baked
potatoes served with the veal
are possibly the best potatoes
on Earth.
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BEYOND THE PLATE

Sealed and
Sustainable
Making the switch to
green packaging
By Monica Ginsburg

SWITCHING TO
ENVIRONMENTALLY FRIENDLY
TAKEOUT CONTAINERS
PROVIDES ONE OF THE BEST
OPPORTUNITIES TO MAKE A
SUSTAINABLE IMPACT.

The latest generation of to-go packaging
features more recycled paper, plastic and
plant-based materials than ever before, and
more products that can be composted or
recycled after use.
Several colleges and universities, including
Texas A&M University in College Station, Texas;
Brigham Young University in Provo, Utah, and
Rutgers University in New Brunswick, N.J., are
leading the pack in green packaging.
And restaurants that already feature
environmental and sustainability initiatives
increasingly are getting on board, like Tres
Carnes in New York, Grand Rapids Brewing
Co. in Grand Rapids, Mich., Le Crêpe Café
in Honolulu, and SOL Mexican Cocina, in
Newport Beach, Calif., and Scottsdale, Ariz.
But making the switch comes with a price.
Some earth-friendly packaging may cost two
or three times as much as standard foam, paper
and plastic materials, according to Joe Pawlak,
vice president of Chicago-based foodservice
research firm Technomic.
Green products are still growing, albeit
slowly. Less than one percent of the $20
billion disposables market is made up of
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environmentally friendly products, either
commercially compostable or made with
recycled materials, according to Technomic.
As more operators get on board, industry
leaders say that increasing production will
help drive down costs. “Once a major chain
moves to 100 percent environmentally
friendly packaging, we’ll see the market change
dramatically,” Pawlak says. More commercial
composting facilities will help too, he adds.
Despite progress on the green scene,
restaurant owners and suppliers continue
to respond to annual membership surveys
saying they are most concerned about the
cost and performance of packaging, says Lynn
Dyer, president of the Foodservice Packaging
Institute, an industry trade association based
in Falls Church, Va.
“That bottom line is the product has to
perform,” she says.
Bareburger, an independently owned organic
burger chain in New York, uses biodegradable
or made from recycled paper containers, cups,
bags and paper products .
“Depending on the product, the price to
use these items can be double or even triple
in cost for the restaurant. [But] hands down,
the performance is there and it is worth the
extra cost,” says Mark Turner, a Bareburger’s
operations manager. “We know many of our
guests respect and love this about us.”

Think Green:
5 Earth-friendly Products
Folia by Eco-Products
Green factor: Made from 100 percent
renewable and reclaimed sugarcane fibers
(bagasse). Commercially compostable.
Features: Tear-away flaps for easy access
to food.Side flaps hold condiments and
cutlery. For hot or cold foods; microwaveand freezer-safe.
Sizes: Six sizes from 12- to 84-ounce
capacity.
More info: www.ecoproducts.com
Greenware On-The-Go by Fabri-Kal
Green factor: Made from a polylactic acid
(PLA) resin derived from renewable plant
sources. Commercially compostable.
Features: Showcases grab-and-go food
combinations like fresh fruit and dip and
sandwiches and salads. Compact shape
maximizes shelf space.
Sizes: Two-, three- and four-cell designs
with one lid that fits all.
More info: www.fabri-kal.com
Wheatstraw Fiber Take-Out Boxes by
World Centric
Green factor: An all-in-one container
made from wheatstraw fiber and bagasse,
a renewable resource. Wheatstraw fiber
containers with polylactic acid (PLA)
lids also are available. Commercially
compostable.
Features: Microwave- and freezer-safe.
Clear compostable lid also available.
Sizes: Wheatstraw fiber containers
available in a variety of sizes.
More info: www.worldcentric.org
Bio-Plus View by Fold-Pak
Green factor: Made from 100 percent
recycled paperboard with a minimum
of 35 percent post-consumer content.
Polyethylene liner and window.
Features: New anti-fog window. Leak
resistant and microwaveable.
Sizes: Five sizes ranging from 26- to
96-ounce capacity.
More info: www.fold-pak.com
EarthChoice by Pactiv Corporation
Green factor: Made from sugarcane
(bagasse) and bamboo, which are
sustainable, renewable resources.
Commercially compostable.
Features: Polylactic acid (PLA)-lined
soup and hot cups, and hinged to-go
containers. Embossed lid helps convey
sustainable message.
Sizes: Variety of sizes.
More info: www.pactiv.com

Not all green packaging
is created equal. Here are
some eco-terms to know:
Bagasse
The pulp that remains
after renewable and sustainable
raw materials such as bamboo,
reed, rice, hemp and sugarcane
are processed.
Biodegradable
Solid materials that break down as
a result of natural bacteria activity
and disappear into the environment
over a period of time.
Commercially compostable
Solid materials that decay
under controlled conditions in a
commercial composting facility
utilizing microorganisms, humidity
and temperature. This is different
than backyard or home composting,
which turns organic waste such
as leaves, food scraps and lawn
clippings into a soil-like fertilizer.
Plastarch material (PSM)
Resin made with various
biodegradable materials and
starch filler.
Polylactic acid (PLA)
Biopolymer made from plants that
can be formed into linings for paper
cups and other products, such as
hinged to-go containers often used
for cold sandwiches and salads.
Post-consumer recycled content
Materials such as corrugated boxes,
newspapers and bottles that have
been recovered and reprocessed
after initial use by consumers.
Recyclable
Materials that can be reclaimed or
reprocessed into new products.
Renewable and
sustainable resources
Naturally occurring raw materials
such as bamboo, reed, rice,
hemp and sugarcane that can
be transplanted, harvested and
replanted.
For more information, see the
Federal Trade Commission’s Green
Guides at www..ftc.gov n
Green packaging
from Epic, a mult-unit
burger concept.
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SO
By Margaret Littman
Illustration by Oriol Vidal

L

When it
comes to
emerging
concepts,
staying single
can be a
smart bet
50
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MEATLOAF. MEATBALLS.
WAFFLES. CUPCAKES. FRIED
CHICKEN. SLIDERS. THESE
FOODS DON’T NECESSARILY
GO TOGETHER. BUT WHEN
IT COMES TO ONE OF
THE HOTTEST TRENDS IN
RESTAURANTS, THEY DON’T
NEED TO.
From market booths and
food trucks to spaces that rival
the seating of any full menu
restaurant, these single-minded
spots steal the show for their
devotion to just one thing.
Judging by the number of single
concepts popping up coast-tocoast, these culinary stars don’t
need a supporting cast.
Dream Chasers

Some single concept owners are born from
a popular menu item at one of their existing
restaurants or when chefs dip a toe into the
restaurateur pool. For many, though, the choice
to focus was a calling.
Torya Blanchard, a former French teacher
who spent a gap year working as an au pair in
France, is not trained as a chef. But today she
is the owner of Detroit’s Good Girls Go to Paris
Crepes, serving crepes with a $20 check average.
“I am doing what I am passionate about,” she
says. “We are focusing on what we are good at.”
A knack for making beg-worthy pudding led
Clio Goodman to open New York’s Puddin’.
While working as a private chef, Goodman’s
client kept demanding more and more
pudding. Soon, friends and family joined
the chorus, leading her to open Puddin’ two
years ago with the help of that former client,
who became her business partner.
Owner Matt Fish turned his childhood
favorite into a four-location grilled cheese
concept in Cleveland, Melt Bar and Grilled. “I
grew up making grilled cheese with my mother,
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Concept Hopping
Check out these single-concept
destinations drawing attention
across the country.
❱ Arepas
Viva Las Arepas, Las Vegas
❱ Chicken and waffles
Lo-Lo’s Chicken & Waffles, Phoenix and
Scottsdale, Ariz.
❱ Rice pudding
Rice to Riches, New York
The Monte Cristo with ham,
turkey, Swiss, American cheese
and mixed berry preserves for
$11.50 at Melt Bar and Grilled.

but I realized that a really busy person on the
go can eat one and jump in the car fast,” he says.
Passion certainly helps, but the ongoing
success of single concept restaurants is
usually a matter of enticing customers with
a niche market. “There is this niche, and we
have to have people come specifically to us,”
Goodman says, adding that pudding appeals
to people’s inner 4-year-old as well as their
drunk, late-night cravings, giving her brisk
business from the beginning.

A Singular Paradox

While it might seem easier to focus on one dish
rather than a full menu, single concepts serve
more than one item. In fact, there can be as
many permutations as traditional menus.
Puddin’ offers 11 pudding choices, from
$5 to $9.75, along with 15 premium toppings
like lime angel food cake, old-fashioned
peanut brittle and salted caramel sauce for an
additional $1. Good Girls Go to Paris Crepes
offers typically 50 crepes daily—20 savory and
30 sweet—for $5 to $9.
Such choice demands an inventory list
with the breadth of any full service operation,
which is why many single concept operations
have sideline menu options. The draw of Melt
Bar and Grilled is its 20 varieties of grilled
cheese sandwiches, but the menu also features
burgers, soups and salads.

“Not every single person wants to eat
grilled cheese every day,” Fish says. “We
bucked the trend. We have so much variety
within our concept.”

❱ Dosas (Indian crepes)
The Dosa Factory, Houston
❱ Poutine
BadHappy Poutine Shop, Chicago
❱ Salad stuffed baguettes
Bread Zeppelin, Irving, Texas

More Than One Advantage

Depending on the menu and equipment
processes, a single concept operation can offer
significant labor savings.
Every item at Melt Bar and Grilled is made
exactly the same way, Fish says. “We have all
the traditional stations (fry, expediter, saute)
but instead of a traditional set-up where
one station prepares one item, each person
has something to do with each item.” This
system removes morale issues on the line
and helps improve food quality and ticket
times, he says.
For other narrowly focused restaurants, a
limited menu can lower some costs. At Good
Girls Go to Paris, Blanchard doesn’t have a
chef, so her overhead is lower than a traditional
restaurant, even if her food costs are not. A
shop that only needs a walk-in and a fryer
might have lower costs than a single concept
spot trying to offer a full range of options, albeit
through their carefully defined lines.
A shared kitchen set-up, like New York’s
Macbar—which shares a kitchen with sister
restaurant Delicatessen—can offer back-ofthe-house advantages.

❱ Potatoes
Potatopia, New York City

Additional space means more room to
execute quality add-ons, such as duck confit,
braised corned beef and fresh lobster at
Macbar, where the average check is $12.
“Twelve flavors [of mac ‘n’ cheese] are a lot.
We need a full kitchen,” says Michael Ferraro,
Macbar’s executive chef and partner. “Someone
makes braised dishes and sauces. You do not
whip up a batch [of duck confit] quickly.”
Though a concept might seem singular
in theory, a single concept restaurant is not
limited in menu options or experiences.
“Our culinary palate runs deep,” Fish says.
“Grilled cheese is just the avenue. We have not
run into anything we cannot sell.” n
Margaret Littman eats, writes and lives in
Nashville.

I’M DOING WHAT
I AM PASSIONATE
ABOUT. WE ARE
FOCUSING ON
WHAT WE ARE
GOOD AT.
—Torya Blanchard, owner of Good Girls
Go To Paris Crepes

Bread Zeppelin, top, serves salads
stuffed in hollowed baguettes, while
Potatopia is all about spuds, like
sweet potato crinkle fries topped
with parmesan, asiago and aioli. The
singular focus at Puddin’ includes
a signature coffee and chocolate
pudding with brownie pieces and
salted caramel sauce.
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Cocktails

11 Terrible Ways
to Manage
Food Costs

Beer

By David Farkas

And how to avoid them

Wine

Entrees
Beverages
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Desserts

ILLUSTRATION ISTOCK

$

Menu Items

Appetizers

Control Your
Destiny
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Think your food cost ratio is a one-and-done deal
Multiplying costs by three doesn’t work across
the board. Ask yourself if 30 percent is a good
or bad number—or if 25 percent or 28 percent
would be better. Summers had a client who
couldn’t turn a profit for three years due to
his inability to think beyond a single food-cost
percentage. “He was killing himself when it came
to prices for no real reason,” Summers says. “If
you can’t drill down below what that topline food
cost ratio is, you are sunk.”

3. Ignore the prices of
individual ingredients
Margins will shrink over time if you fail to monitor
vendor prices on frequently used ingredients.
“A lot of independent operators don’t look at
what they are paying for food regularly and all
of sudden commodities prices go up and their
margins go down,” Fields says. “Now, they’re
wondering, ‘What do I do next?’”

2. Forget you’re in control
of your food cost destiny
Several factors influence
food cost, all of which
an operator can control
with better management
and training. The biggest
is the purchase price of
ingredients. But there’s
also spoilage, waste
and theft. “Things don’t
magically spoil or walk
out the door by themselves,” Fields says.

Mistake passion for expertise when
hiring beverage directors
A great wine list may be desirable,
but carrying a pricey inventory that
doesn’t turn over quickly will hamper
cost flow and profitability. It’s a good
idea to refrain from putting someone
with a “collector” mentality in charge
of it, advises Bonadies, author of
a wine sales guide called “Sip by
Sip.” “These people get carried
away when there are great deals
or allocated items,” he adds. “They
always want the best.”

9. Ignore the concept of
penny profits
Food cost percentage is an important
metric, but you take dollars to the
bank. Steed recalls years ago trying
to convince his then-boss, legendary
restaurateur Alan Stillman, to sell more
burgers and fries instead of steak,
because burgers had a 17 percent food
cost. Stillman reminded him that despite
steak’s 50 percent food cost, it generated a $3 profit while burgers dropped
just a dollar to the bottom line.

Take your POS for granted when opening a
new restaurant

Always double check menu prices on your point-ofsale system. When Myriad Restaurant Group opened
the now-shuttered Rubicon in San Francisco, Michael
Bonadies, then a partner, recalls that sales of Dom
Pérignon Champagne shot up. “For about three weeks we
thought we hit the right market,” he says. The true reason
for the hike (and high beverage costs): a data entry clerk
left the first numeral off the bubbly’s menu price.

5. Relax high standards for
back-of-the-house staff

Sure, kitchens are creative, adrenaline-fueled
workplaces. Yet fail to imbue your employees
with best practices for receiving, security and
prepping, and costs will inevitably climb. “One
standard practice for receiving is to move all the
perishables to storage as quickly as possible and
to periodically double check the price on every
invoice,” Fields says.

10. Go with your gut when
it comes to the numbers

6. Buy cheaper
ingredients to
improve food cost
Trying to shave a point or two
from food cost by buying, say,
cheaper chicken is a dumb
idea. “Your percentage might
now be fine,” says consultant
Frank Steed, former president
of Bonanza Steakhouse and
Tony Roma’s, “but don’t think
your regular customers won’t
notice the difference and
maybe decide not to return.”

ILLUSTRATION ISTOCK

ASK ANYONE IN
FOODSERVICE FOR WAYS
TO BETTER MANAGE FOOD
COSTS AND CHANCES ARE
THEY WILL LAUNCH INTO A
COMMENTARY ABOUT HOW
THE CREATIVE SIDE OF THE
INDUSTRY LACKS SOLID
BUSINESS SENSE.
“Chefs are the worst people in
the world when it comes to the
business side of restaurants,”
says restaurant consultant
Jeffrey Summers.
“The basic food cost formula
is the cost divided by the selling
price,” says CPA and former
restaurant owner Roger Fields,
author of “Restaurant Success by
the Numbers.” “A lot of operators
don’t take into consideration
the denominator.”
Consultant Michael Bonadies,
president and CEO of Bonadies
Hospitality, adds: “The reality is,
many of us got into this business
because we didn’t think we
would be very good in an office
environment.”
After unloading their somewhat invective commentary,
Summers, Fields, Bonadies
and others in foodservice were
nonetheless happy to offer
advice on what NOT to do when
it comes to wringing a profit from
food and beverage sales. Read on.

It seems obvious that
calculating food cost
depends on the price of all
the ingredients. Yet even
experienced operators have
trouble running their business
intuitively. Fields says that
many operators simply price
according to the competitors
down the street, and wonder
why their restaurants run high
food costs.

8. Assume that cooks know which
products move the fastest
“Not everybody understands when
you throw something out, you are
opening your wallet and dumping it
over the trash can,” says Chef Zack
Bruell, owner of five restaurants
in Cleveland.
Make sure your kitchen understands the type of preparations
customers like, or you’ll be driving
up food costs by throwing away
food. Some chefs, Bruell says, just
want to show off their skills and fail
to learn what dishes really move.
“We’re dealing with something very
perishable here,” he says. “It isn’t
like selling widgets.”

To control food costs,
experts suggest the
following rules:
Order the right specs
 ay the negotiated price
P
for ingredients
 ake sure you receive what
M
you ordered
 eep food and beverage in a
K
secure spot
Make every dish to the recipe

11
Get overly focused
on food costs in the
first place
Think about the concept of food costs
long enough, and you’ll figure out that
good gauge of waste and theft. “Food
cost was designed to be a control
factor, not the driver of your profits,”
Steed says. n

David Farkas is a writer who has been
covering the restaurant industry for
more than 20 years.
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Delivery Divide

Should you join the big guys or
go DIY for online delivery?
BY HEATHER LALLEY
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ket segment that’s poised for
growth, particularly with the
25,000 restaurants captured
by the recent merger between
mega-aggregators
GrubHub
and Seamless. So which online ordering path should
restaurant owners follow?

JOINING THE BIG GUYS
PROS

New Customers: Diners are

waiting to find a new favorite,
just as restaurants are waiting
to be discovered. Sites like
GrubHub Seamless present
diners with dozens of choices.
Tech support: Site down?
Not to worry. The big aggregators

Steep fees per order: Most
aggregators get paid when a
restaurant receives an order
through their site or mobile app,
starting at about 10 percent per
order. GrubHub Seamless also
offers the option for restaurants
to pay a higher percentage in
return for premium placement/
increased visibility on the
platforms and to change that
percentage any time (say, on a
Sunday afternoon during a big
football game).
Little control over ordering
experience: Restaurants that

earn most of their revenue
from delivery will likely want to
host their own online ordering,
Restaurant consultant James
Sinclair of OnSite Consulting
says. “If you order from GrubHub
and there’s a problem, who do you
ring? Who owns the customer?”
he says.
Lost retention: With an
aggregator, there’s no way
to differentiate between old
customers and new ones, which
means you might lose a small
fee from an existing customer
who might have ordered from
you anyway.

GOING SOLO
PROS

Infinitely customizable: Create

the site you want, tailored to your
customers and cuisine. Domino’s,
for example, has been riding the
e-commerce train for five years,

Put Yourself Out There

While social media can expand reach,
in-person networking is still key in
the hospitality industry. Attending and
participating in local events can expose
your brand to consumers and potential
sponsorship opportunities. “I attend events
because it’s good to see the people that I
work with, to see sponsors and see what
consumers are interested in,” he says. “Every
once in a while, I’ll attend an event and see
a chef or experience something that really
stands out and keep track of that.” Pro tip:
always have business cards handy.

5 essentials for
turning a brand into
a household name
BY CARLY FISHER

YOU KNOW THAT GUY—
THE ONE WHO GETS
INTERRUPTED 12 TIMES
BY INTERLOPERS TRYING
TO SHAKE HIS HAND OR
SAY HELLO—WHILE YOU’RE
TALKING TO HIM?

CONS

Online
ordering remains a small piece
of the delivery pie. Smaller
restaurants that invest too
much time and money in a site
might be disappointed with
the return on investment if the
majority of delivery sales still
come from phone calls.
Another to-do: Along with
all the other duties of running a
restaurant, smaller operations
may decide they just don’t
have the time to support an
online venture.
Costly
investment: Big
innovation takes big resources.
A company like Domino’s can
support a growing information
technology department while
bells and whistles pose a major
expense for a small mom-andpop operations.
ROI

Sharp ideas to get butts in seats

Network
Like Crazy

customizing its site with a pizza
tracker, pizza builder and a profile
platform that allows customers to
keep track of their favorite orders.
Menu opener: Designing
your own site exposes customers
to more of your menu, allowing
you to craft a platform to steer
them beyond restaurant favorites
and to upsell other items.
Fast, easy updates: Instant,
last minute tweaks to your own
site, such as adding specials or
updating prices are possible.
uncertainty:

Lee Brian Schrager is that guy. As the vice
president of corporate communications and
national events at Southern Wine & Spirits,
Schrager has spent the past 13 years connecting
people while serving as the festival director of
renowned hospitality events like the South
Beach Wine and Food Festival and New York
City Wine and Food Festival. But becoming a
nationally recognized name isn’t something
that just happens overnight. It requires talent,
social aptitude and a whole lot of ambition.
Want to be “that guy?” Schrager shares his top
five networking secrets. n

Don’t Be Too Aggressive
Talent Still Counts

All the great social media and PR in the
world are nothing if your food and service
are off. “For a chef or restaurateur or
sommelier looking to get known, I think
the first thing is doing something worth
getting known for,” he says. “Reading a
resume or looking at a video is one thing,
but meeting someone in person, trying
their food and seeing how they interact
really makes a difference.” Stay on top
of trends and see where you can stand
out. Consider hosting an event with
anonymous feedback cards to troubleshoot areas for improvement and garner
fresh ideas from your customers.

BOTTOM LINE

The best online-delivery model
depends largely on the restaurant.
High-volume chains will likely
want to craft their own sites. Small
mom-and-pops will appreciate
the ease of aggregators and their
ability to tap new customers. n

Heather Lalley is a Chicago-based
freelance writer with a culinary
school degree.

There’s a difference between a
good follow-up and becoming a
stalker. Learn to take a hint, which
often comes in the form of polite
responses and radio silence.
“There’s seldom a week that goes
by where I don’t get information on
a new chef, whether it’s from the
chef, his wife, someone from his
hometown, his Home Ec teacher,”
he says. “I acknowledge it and say
that I’ll keep it in mind for future
events. But every once in a while,
you’ll get someone who will go
after you every week. I always try
to say very politely that I’ll keep it
on our radar.”

Go The Extra Mile

You’re Still Not On Social Media?
ILLUSTRATION BY GAVIN POTENZA

handle all the behind-the-scenes
tech support. (Though smaller
companies that create restaurant
websites also offer similar perks.)
Marketing muscle: Aggregators
have cash for splashy advertising
and social media engagement the
four-seat Thai restaurant on the
corner could only dream of.

Online food delivery is a blessing
for diners, who are increasingly
turning to the web and apps for
takeout orders. Restaurants,
however, have more complicated
decisions when it comes to online
offerings—namely whether to go
with a food delivery aggregator
(such as GrubHub Seamless
or Eat24) or create their own
online
ordering
platform.
Fifty-nine percent of frequent
customers say they would use the
option to order online if available, according to a 2012 National
Restaurant Association survey.
And 52 percent of those surveyed
said they had actually ordered
food online in the past. It’s a mar-

PR MACHINE

Be efficient and tech savvy at the same time

Social media brings the ease of networking to a
whole new level. Event gurus like Schrager will
often use social media to get their messaging out—
and to tap followers for intel on up-and-coming
talent. “We become aware of a lot of talent through
word of mouth, social media and traveling,”
Schrager says. “Just the other day, I used social
media to find out about pastry chefs in New York
City. I was just in Nashville this summer and was
tweeting that I wanted to try great fried chicken
and people sent me to four different places.”

Crashing onto the national scene can be hard,
particularly for chefs who aren’t in the big city circuits.
Sometimes taking that extra step to reach out with
an earnest message can help spread the word about
what you’re doing. “I was in Montana tweeting, and
this guy kept inviting me to visit his burger restaurant
and that he wanted to get involved with the Burger
Bash,” he says. “I never made it to the restaurant. A
few weeks later, he sent me a quite compelling email
telling me how hard he’s worked and what it would
mean to him, so I made room for him even though
we had no slots left. I figured that this was someone
who was really passionate, did some homework and
people had great things to say about him.”
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Seasoned advice on the
front and back of the house

DEAR FOOD FANATIC
No one can shut up about the spring
season. What’s so great about it?
ASIDE FROM THE FACT THE DAYS ARE STARTING TO
GET LONGER AND WARMER? For one thing, no more

hibernating on root vegetables and proteins. All
sorts of ingredients become available, including
onions of all varieties, arugula, asparagus, peas, fava beans,
morels, strawberries and lamb. You might not think this is a
big deal because most ingredients are available year-round
now, but buying in season, locally and stateside, is how people
want to eat. At the very least, it adds freshness to the menu and
something to celebrate and promote.

ADVERTISEMENT
PAGE 60

FOOD FANATIC
Aaron Williams is a Food
Fanatic chef for US Foods
from Los Angeles who’s
thankful everyday for
California’s long
growing season.

Q. We don’t have the space for a garden, but
herbs seem do-able. Any suggestions on how to
get started?

another visit. Most importantly, roll up your sleeves
and do what it takes to help out, whether it’s peeling
potatoes or expediting.

A. Restaurants really rake in benefits from
growing their own herbs in-house. The staff will
love the options an herb garden provides for daily
specials, and it gives the front of house a nice story
to tell guests. Herbs make for great landscaping
and let you grow specialty varieties such as lovage,
hyssop, lemon thyme and opal basil. Ask a local
garden store or landscaper for help. There are also
many resources online, including culinaryherbguide.
com. When the garden is up and growing, assign
watering and caring for the herbs to someone on
staff.

Q. Should I raise my menu prices in the new
year? What’s the outlook for food costs in 2014?

Q. My chef just quit and we are up against one of
the biggest weekends ever. What can we do in the
short term to avoid crashing and burning?
A. Don’t stick your head in the sand and pretend

ILLUSTRATION THINKSTOCK

Find more of Chef Scott’s
picks in this video.

everything will be okay. Make a plan that starts with
gathering the staff and asking for help. Maybe a
promising prep cook can step up. Through word-ofmouth (or social media if you have a big foodservice
network) bring in people for the interim, which can
also be a nice try-out for a chef replacement. Be
apologetic to diners for slow service or when dishes
don’t hit the mark. Offer a complimentary dish or
drink on the spot, or for when they come back for

Got a question for the Food Fanatic?

A. Moderate inflationary pressures are
predicted based on the outlook for commodity
prices and animal inventories, as well as a decrease
in exports of many U.S. agricultural products.
Take advantage of this. Restaurant owners and
operators are always reluctant to raise prices but
sooner or later, some of the rising costs have to
be passed on. That said, do your research. If you
didn’t increase prices last year, you should now.
Consumers will pay the increase if quality and
service warrant it. So keep the quality high and
renew your commitment to great customer service.
Q. We want to make better use of the days we
are closed. Ideas?
A. Start by making a list of all the things you
have been putting off and then prioritize. Do the
walls need a coat of paint? Is the carpet calling for
a scrub? Create a cleaning schedule with the staff
so that everyone lends a hand and work doesn’t
pile up. Finally, since the outside is the first thing
customers see, give the landscaping a hard look and
determine what you can do to add curb appeal.

Send your challenges, comments and suggestions to ask@FoodFanatics.com
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I’LL DRINK TO THAT!
A PROFITABLE WINE LIST IS
SIMPLY GOOD BUSINESS,
WHETHER THE CONCEPT IS
A 30-SEAT INDEPENDENT
OR A GRAND DINING ROOM
IN A SWANKY HOTEL. FOR
A COST-EFFECTIVE WINE
PROGRAM, ALL YOU NEED
IS A FEW EQUATIONS,
WEEKLY AUDITING
AND SOLID INVENTORY
CONTROL. GRAB YOUR
CALCULATOR AND LET’S
GET STARTED.
Basic Wine Costs

STOP

POURING

PROFITS DOWN
THE
62
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Here’s what
it takes to run
a smart wine
program
By Shebnem Ince

Typically, a restaurant’s target wine cost sits at
27 percent, though a range between 28 percent
and 34 percent is becoming more acceptable.
Running a higher cost poses less financial
strain on your guests.
The equation for pricing with a 27 percent
wine cost is:
Menu Price = 100 x (Cost of Wine) ÷ 27
To run a different wine cost, replace the
divisor (27) with the preferred wine cost
percentage expressed in a whole number.
The problem with this strategy, however,
is that it does not allow for flexible pricing,
lending to the nebulous concept of a “weighted
wine cost.” A neighborhood restaurant with an
average bottle sale of $45 might want to serve a
terrific Pinot Noir. But if the cost is $50, using
this pricing strategy means it would land on the
menu at $185 and likely to spend the rest of its
shelf life sitting in storage.

Weighted Wine Cost Strategy

If the main wine revenue source is by the glass
(BTG) sales, that same pinot could be offered
using a weighted wine cost strategy.
Let’s say a sauvignon blanc BTG sells about
18 bottles per week and the cost is $7.75 per
bottle. A five ounce pour of the sauvignon could
be priced at $8 per glass, which would net a 19
percent wine cost. This approach would then
allow up to two bottles of the pricier pinot noir
per week for only $85 and still run under a 27
percent cost.
For a weighted wine cost strategy, use
this formula:

SMALLER RESTAURANTS CAN
KEEP A LID ON NEGLIGENT
BUYING BY PERFORMING
WEEKLY INVENTORIES.

Cost of Glass Sale (COGS) ÷ Revenue =
Wine Cost
Playing with the fixed costs allows more
freedom to buy wines in any price range.
However, if the $85 pinot noir sells more than
two bottles per week, it will eventually skew
your wine costs in a direction that may be
unfavorable.

Determining BTG Pricing

First, decide the pour amount. A five- to sixounce pour is industry standard for BTG, but
many places serve “quartinos,” or eight ounce
pours. One standard 750ml bottle of wine holds
25.36 ounces, so to run a cost on a five-ounce
BTG, the equation is:
Wine Cost = Cost Per Bottle ÷ (BTG Price x 5)
The sauvignon blanc example would look
like this:
$7.75 ÷ ($8 x 5) = 19.4 percent

The Gross Margin

Restaurants owned by corporations express
their wine costs in gross margin. Gross margin
is the inverse of wine costs, with the acquisition
of goods purchased within a predetermined
time frame (usually a four week period).
Gross Margin Percentage =
Revenue - COGS ÷ Revenue x 100 percent
This strategy keeps the buyer from overpurchasing within each period because the
gross margin is not static and is affected greatly
by sales. If you typically run $1,800 in wine
inventory and it suddenly jumps to $6,000, it’s a
no brainer that you have a trigger-happy buyer.
Smaller restaurants can keep a lid on
negligent buying by performing weekly
inventories. Sure, it’s a pain, but in the end, it
truly benefits the restaurant. n

Put a Cork in it

Lost product is the single most
dangerous threat to any bottom
line. Here’s a few ways to salvage
your stock:
Don’t give the house away. Is one
of your bartenders popular because
she gives away drinks? It may seem
petty to fret over a couple freebies,
but over time, this can add up and
hurt your bottom line. Make sure
freebies are recorded on a “comp tab”
to keep an eye on loss and reward
your staff for reportage.
Watch over pouring. Even a half
ounce over pour per glass could
set you back thousands in potential
revenue. Once your pour amount is
determined, start every shift by setting out a “dummy” glass to measure
in ounces with water and a little bit of
bitters or cranberry juice. Have your
staff stand empty glasses next to the
“dummy” pour and match the height.
Ring first. Instruct staff not to “call”
the bar for drinks. If the wine is not
rung into the POS system, no drink.
This will reduce mistakes and waste.

Shebnem Ince is a Chicago-based
sommelier and restaurant consultant
who works at Perman Wine Selections.
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BY THE NUMBERS

Figures worth diving into

Popularity Contest

Hot food trends are always in flux. What’s currently on the rise? Vegetables, according to restaurant industry
research firm Technomic. Here’s what’s getting all the attention on menus (comparing 2013 data with 2011):
Most promising

391

Percentage increase
of kale.

Greatest growth

42

Percentage growth
of shallots as a menu
ingredient.

31

Percentage growth of
shiitakes as a menu
ingredient.

Most popular

Newest
mentions
Percentage increase in
new menu mentions for
jalapeños—the most of any
vegetable, followed by avocados,
tomatoes, onions and greens.

33

35

Percentage growth of
banana peppers.

10,700

The number of mentions
tomatoes received in 2013,
an 8 percent increase. Their
popularity is followed by
onions, lettuce, garlic and
mushrooms, respectively.

ADVERTISEMENT
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70

Percentage increase of
sweet potatoes. Sweet
potato fries accounted for
nearly all of the growth.

*Information culled from Technomic’s MenuMonitor database, comparing menus from the second quarter of 2013 to the second quarter of
2011. The database features 939 restaurant brands (including the top 500, emerging chains and leading independents).
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