CHEF TO CHEF

Keeping Both Engines Running

By Jerry Schreck, Executive Chef, Merion Golf Club, Ardmore, Pa.

The Mount Vernon Canyon Club (MVCC) in Gold-
en, Colo,, sits at 7,600 feet and overlooks the city of Denver.
Opening in 1923, MVCC has had numerous improvements
made to its clubhouse over the years to capitalize on the
magnificent views.

Originally called the Mount Vernon Country Club, the
name was changed because of its proximity to Mount Ver-
non Canyon. MVCC offers very active wellness/ fitness and
swim programs, as well as a very busy, year-round food-and-
beverage operation.

In 2016, the club hired Ryan Wolf, a food-and-beverage
manager and trained chef, from the Sheraton Corporation.
We thank Ryan for taking time during what is an extremely
busy period of the year at his club to explain the challenges
that come with his dual role of Executive Chef and Food and
Beverage Manager at MVCC.

C&RB Chef, in a dual role of Executive Chef/F&B Manag-
er, how do you decide where to be and when to be there?
Wolf The greatest challenge is knowing where to lend your
expertise or physical support on any given day. At times,
it’s obvious—for example, if our banquet menus need to be
refreshed and optimized for sales compared to our competi-
tors, it’s easy to decide where to concentrate my time.

I have to maintain tight communication between my front-
and back-of-house staff on a regular basis. When I became Ex-
ecutive Chef in addition to F&B Manager, the kitchen needed
the most guidance. Menus needed refreshing, employees re-
quired much more training, and there was a lack of account-
ability. My focus could have easily become singular and led to
a reactive style of management in the front of the house.

Utilizing all communication tools at my disposal—such as
weekly team meetings, employee one-on-ones, and nightly
dining room reports—are all essential practices for me, to be
aware of everything that is going on in the club when I can-
not physically be in two places at one time.

C&RB Is a strong second-line staff that's willing to take
on more responsibility in the front and back of the house
also important to help you accomplish what you need to?
Wolf You absolutely need a more senior-level, high-per-
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forming supervisory team in at least one of the areas of re-
sponsibility for the dual-role position to work, in my opinion.

I'm always struck by the concept of “forming, storming,
norming [and] performing.” If your teams in the front or
back of the house are inexperienced or simply new to the or-
ganization, you are likely in a “forming or storming” phase.
In this case, the challenge would simply be too great to be
successful in both areas in a dual role.

Conversely, if you have an individual—maybe your Ex-
ecutive Sous Chef who is ready for growth—your kitchen
team presumably would be in a performance stage, and that
individual would see himself or herself as ready for the next
opportunity or promotion. That’s just not possible if the F&B
Manager is also the Executive Chef. If your Executive Sous
Chef takes another opportunity, the constraints of the Execu-
tive Chef job may become too great while you re-form your
kitchen team. This means that while at the time a dual-role
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K C&RB CLUB RECIPE
Ricotta Gnocchi

with basil oil

(Prep time: 30 minutes;
Yield: 14 servings)

AMT INGREDIENT

48 0zs. whole-milk ricotta cheese
6 ea. extra-large whole eggs

4 cups fresh grated parmesan

3 %2 cups flour

1 thsp. sea salt

2 tsp. white pepper

For the Basil Oil:
(Prep time: 15 minutes; Finished yield: %2 cup)

AMT INGREDIENT

3 cups loosely packed basil
% cups olive oil

1 tsp. sea salt
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¢ Blanch the basil in boiling water for 30 seconds and
immediately shock in an ice bath. Drain the wet basil well
before blending.

¢ Add the olive oil to a blender; add and blend the basil
in thirds.

¢ Let the mixture sit for 30 minutes. Strain the oil thru a
fine sieve and cheese cloth. Do not squeeze the cheese
cloth, or the oil will become cloudy.

Final Procedure:

¢ In a large bowl stir the flour, sea salt and white pepper
to combine. Add the ricotta, eggs and parmesan, and
again mix well to combine. Add the flour in thirds, mixing
well each time.

¢ In a large pot of lightly salted water, test the gnocchi to
make sure it will hold its shape, and then slightly cool to
test the consistency. If needed, add a little more flour and
test again.

* For service: Lightly sauté the gnocchi in a basil oil (see recipe
above) to add a little color and texture. Plate the gnocchiin a
small bowl and finish with more basil oil, fresh chive blossoms
and shaved parmesan reggiano and maldon sea salt.
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position made sense, it may be necessary to rehire for a front-
of-the-house manager while you reform the kitchen team.
So I don’t think there’s a “one size fits all” scenario that
applies to when a dual-role Executive Chef and F&B Man-
ager position is appropriate. I have seen the position work
wonderfully when a truly talented individual is ready for the
title and can manage multiple roles. I have also seen it work

Let there be light!
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in smaller facilities where having the whole hierarchy or bri-
gade system isn’t financially feasible or necessary.

If the primary reason for having a dual-role manager is a
financial one and not based on merit, this usually does not
work, because the individual has not been educated enough
in both areas. Sometimes promotions are given because of
attrition, or simply because someone was great as a chef and
he/she is the last person standing after turnover.

C&RB At times there tends to be a “Protect Your Own
Area” mentality in the dining room and the kitchen. Does
being ultimately responsible for both help to break down
that wall that might exist at another club?

Wolf I'm sure we all struggle with the “cats and dogs”
mentality that exists at times between cooks and servers. At
MVCC, we try to focus on quick resolution of the issue for
our members’ benefit. That’s not to say we sweep mistakes
under the rug, but the middle of service is not the time to de-
bate whether a server verbally did or did not inform the cook
of a modifier. We just need the plate corrected immediately!

I tell both my back- and front-of-house staff that we are hu-
man and I know we will make mistakes. And I can live with
the mistakes, if we take immediate action to properly ser-
vice and recover our members’ experience. Oddly enough, a
member may leave more satisfied if they experience an issue,
but get a satisfactory response and acknowledgement, then a
member who did not experience an issue at all.

And let’s be honest: Chefs can have big egos and we strive
for perfection, but we can misread tickets or under- or over-
cook items at times. Whether a server forgot to ring some-
thing in or rung in the wrong entrée, or a cook under- or
overcooks something, I ask them to “own the problem” and

Know someone you'd like to have
Jerry Schreck interview for a

future “Chef to Chef” conversation?
Send your suggestions to
editor@clubandresortbusiness.com.




Whether inside or out, dining and cocktail venues at Mount Vernon Canyon Club are set up to take full advantage of
the spectacular views of the nearby topography, as well as the distant Denver skyline.

not to hide it or try to B.S. anyone.

I've never written up someone for making an honest mis-
take, so bring it to the front and let’s focus on resolution. Be-
ing consistent with this message, as well as holding the front
and back of the house equally accountable, builds trust with
both staffs and tears down walls.

C&RB What did you do at Mount Vernon upon your
arrival to create contemporary displays to stay relevant,
without a lot of dollars to spend?

Wolf Mount Vernon is no different than most clubs; our
budgetary constraints are very real, and this does not allow
for the process of modernizing to happen as quickly as I'd

like. That being said, there are always lower-budget ways of
serving eye-popping buffets.

These include simple techniques like making displays on
smaller trays, so they can be refreshed more often to keep
them looking full and the food fresh. Or maintaining buffets
by condensing cold food items to the center, to maintain pre-
sentation when food items run low or buffets are nearly over.
And for dessert displays, we try to serve individualized por-
tions that seem more personal and creative, versus serving a
whole cake or pie.

We also create focal points and get added height by setting
a cabaret table behind a six-foot buffet table. This allows us
to “flow” bread or fruit-and-cheese-montage displays from
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one table to the next. We also try to serve chaferless when
appropriate, by heating food with sterno on a skillet from
below and from a heat lamp on top.

We are also fortunate that we are in the mountains and
have a rustic feel. This has allowed me to use cut and pol-
ished pine wood as risers cheaply that are in keeping with
the look and feel of the club.

For special events, we take the opportunity to flex our
creative muscle. I've created “adult cracker jacks” and stuck
them on a Velcro wall in mini-Oriental takeout boxes. We've
made liquid nitrogen ice cream in front of our members.
We’ve also made color stations where all the food items were
red and matching red décor adorned the buffet.
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Despite a pool grill season that averages just 90 days
of service, Mount Vernon Canyon Club still does up to
$250,000 a year in food-and-beverage sales at that venue.

C&RB Tell us about your busy pool operation and what
you did to improve the level of product and service there.
Wolf We are at an elevation of 11,000 feet in the foothills of
the Rocky Mountains. Our pool is only open for 100 days a
year, and in addition the weather shuts us down for 10 to 15
days a year. This means that at best we average 90 days of
service in our pool grill, but we’ve still done up to $250,000 in
food-and-beverage sales in a year in that short time.

Adding to that challenge is the reality that we have to
rely on a highly seasonal staff, made up of high school and
college-aged kids who are not available to work until after
opening weekend, due to graduation and other constraints.
Then they all return to school in August, when we still have
one month of pool operation left.

The club has always offered proper table service in our al
fresco dining area, and poolside at the loungers and tables on
the deck. Due to the extreme volume at times, we fell into the
classic trap of overpromising and under-delivering. We sur-
veyed our members and found that most wanted healthier
food options and to have their food served much faster and
in a cleaner environment.

We did some market research and found that what we
were offering to our members in terms of the overall size
of menu, amount of hot-food offerings and offering proper
tableside service far outpaced the offerings from our com-
petition in surrounding clubs. But what seemed like a com-
petitive advantage was becoming a negative; our members
did not demand Vegas-style poolside cabana service, but we
were trying to deliver that and failing.

We took the feedback gleaned from the surveys and, armed
with the confidence that we offered amenities far above our
competition, set out to create a new style of service. Our pri-
mary inspiration came from casual, quick-service brands like
Panera Bread. We slightly reduced our menu size on the hot
side, but increased our cold and healthy snack food and pre-
made items. We limited food consumption to our grill area
and 4l fresco dining areas only. We refreshed our al fresco area
with nice planter boxes filled with fresh flowers, new um-
brellas, and custom-made wood signage. This welcoming en-
vironment also helps to inform our members where to order
and where the appropriate dining areas are located.

With the purchase of a merchandising cooler and desk with
POS integration, we created a new “storefront” in our grill’s
old expo area. Now members are able to walk up, order their
food at the POS and exit quickly with their made-fresh-daily
cold food or convenience items. Hot foods like burgers and
fish tacos are still available, but we give our members a table
number and offer to deliver that food when it’s ready.

With this new style of service, we have been able to ful-
fill our members’ desire for more healthy food options and
faster delivery of food and beverages. As a result, we have
been able to maintain a cleaner pool deck.

MORE ONLINE

For an extended conversation with Chef
Wolf and his recipe for Pollo a la brasa
(pictured at right), see the

online version of this article at
www.clubandresortbusiness.com




overrun

C&RB You also average 100 weddings in a year at your
club. There is no secret to what fuels the demand, given
the panoramic views that your property provides. But
without a separate banquet kitchen, how can you poten-
tially plate three weddings and also handle a huge a /a
carte hit at the same time?

Wolf We make an effort to space service times 30 minutes
apart, but as we all know, most weddings go later then the
originally agreed-upon service time. This means that we of-
ten have multiple weddings colliding with a busy Saturday
night a la carte service, and to say this is less than ideal is a
gross understatement.

Maintaining tight communication with the event and ca-
tering team across multiple parties on multiple floors allows
us to flex our meal times. We try to have only one event being
plated or one buffet being served at one time, but when that
is just not possible, we pool our resources from across the
entire club to make it happen. Everyone digs deep and sees it
as a challenge to still provide the best possible food in terms
of temperature, taste and presentation, despite the chaos.

A key to this is fostering a culture that no one is above
doing any job. As F&B Manager, I will wash dishes or clear
dirty dishes from tables. If need be, members of our sales
team are willing to jump on a plating line and lend a helping
hand.

From a sales perspective, we are targeting whole-day buy-
outs of the club and a “less is more” approach. Our goal is to
do fewer weddings that pay more, so we set our staff up for
success and do not exceed our capabilities.

f C&RB CLUB RECIPE

AMT INGREDIENT
6 ea. game hens

For the Marinade:

AMT INGREDIENT

2 tbsp. soy sauce

2 ea. juiced limes

5 ea. garlic cloves

1 tsp. fresh ginger

Ya cup dark beer

1 thsp. olive oil

1 tsp. balsamic vinegar
1 thsp. haucatay paste

1 thsp. aji Amarillo

1%2 tsp cumin

1 thsp. guajillo paste

1 tsp. dried oregano

1 tsp. sea salt

2 tsp. fresh ground pepper
2 tsp. cayenne pepper

For the Aji Verde Sauce:
(Prep time: 20 minutes)

AMT INGREDIENT

2ea. avocados

3 ea. garlic cloves

1 ea. seeded jalapeno

2 ea. juiced limes

3ea. charred green onions
4 0zs. aji Amarillo paste

4 0zs. mayonnaise

2 0zs. feta cheese

1 cup loosely packed cilantro
Y2 cup loosely packed mint

1 thsp. sea salt

1 cup water

Combine all ingredients in the blender or magic bullet,
and blend until completely smooth.

Final Preparation and Service:

e Combine all ingredients for the marinade in a food
processor; blend into a smooth paste.

* Massage the marinade all over the game hens and
place in half-gallon Ziploc bags for service.

* Cook game hens for 17 minutes at 425°.

¢ Serve with Aji Verde sauce (see recipe above).
(Chef’s Note: We shoot applewood smoke under a
glass cloche and remove tableside, for a nice
aromatic effect.)
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