Master

CHEFS
tell their stories

The way we eat has changed.
Thanks to the Food Network, Michael
Pollan (In Defense of Food) and the
green movement, we’ve seen food—not
all food, but good food—become a priority. We throw around terms like “organic,”
“local,” “farm-to-table” and “sustainable”
when we talk about going out to eat. We
worry about childhood obesity and what’s
served in our schools. What we put in our
bodies has become so very important.
Fortunately, in the Twin Cities, we have top
chefs who care about these issues just as
much as we do, if not more. We picked the
brains of several chefs—men and women
who take it upon themselves to make the
Twin Cities a better place to eat. One
opened his own fresh meat market, while
another cooks dinners out on the farm.
Two can be credited with the food trucks
now found around town, while another
teaches grade-school kids how to make
Ratatouille. And one is our reigning James
Beard Award winner. This commendable
crew talks about what “local” means to
them, how they strive to give value to the
diner, and the huge responsibility they feel
when it comes to serving us food.

Scan here and head to our blog to
read outtakes from the interviews
with these master chefs.

By Amanda Fretheim Gates
Photos By Todd Buchanan
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( meeting accomplished )

Scott Pampuch Corner Table, Tour de Farm
Location Location Groups of all sizes
can arrange to have a private Tour
de Farm experience. Pampuch and
his crew will find a farm, cater the
food and plan all the logistics. “I
never really thought that would be
something we would branch out into,
but it actually works for us,” he says.
“Bottom line is we still get to take
someone to a farm and expose them
to it. We can be as prominent as they
want or we can just cater the dinner.”
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In 1999, Chef Jim Denevan held his first
dinner on a farm in Santa Cruz, Calif. As his
idea expanded, so did the farm dinners. Now
known as Outstanding in the Field, the dinner series travels all over the country. When
it came to Minnesota (and featured Chef
Lenny Russo), Scott Pampuch, chef at South
Minneapolis’ Corner Table, asked to be a
part of it. “I remember every moment of that
meal and I remember coming back to Corner
Table, sitting on the stoop and dreaming
up Tour de Farm,” he says. Pampuch called
Denevan and asked permission to “rip him
off,” in turn starting his own farm dinners in
Minnesota.
The first Tour de Farm event took place
in June 2009, with Chef Mike Philips serving
dinner to 70 people at Hidden Stream Farm
in Elgin. “If I could go back and reevaluate
how that event went,” says Pampuch, “it’s like
an article about how, ‘everything you think
could go wrong at an event, will.’” It rained
for two days straight beforehand, so they had
to move the dinner into a barn. It was only
50 degrees the day of the event. The pork
loin started on fire. They didn’t have enough
napkins, so a regular customer had to pick
up some at Ikea. However, with the fact that
Pampuch had sold out every Tour de Farm
event for 2009 before the first one even happened, well, the show had to go on.
The planning for a Tour de Farm dinner
starts months beforehand when Pampuch
visits the farm and starts conceptualizing
the event. They’re, in a sense, “building a
restaurant,” so he needs to visualize where
the table (or tables) will be, where the grill
needs to go, and if people are standing in the
reception area, what do they see?
Two weeks out from the event, Pampuch
sends out a welcome letter to guests, giving
driving directions and talking about the
weather and what to wear. For five days leading up to the event, the staff is prepping food,
getting wine, finding glassware, collecting
gear and making sure everything is ready
to go. “The night before is usually the worst
night of our lives, because we realize it’s 3
a.m. and we’re still getting ready and we have
to be back in four hours,” Pampuch says.
The morning of the dinner, they load the
truck and head to the farm. The kitchen is
set up by nine or 10 in the morning—which

sometimes means lugging 50 cinder blocks
back and forth to build a fire pit. Then the
chef (Pampuch invites different local chefs to
participate in each event) starts preparing,
sourcing as much as he can from the farm.
Whatever food they can’t get from the host
farm, they get from neighboring farms.
“We automatically assume, because of the
way we serve our food, the menu is going
to change,” says Pampuch. “It’s one of the
reasons our dinners are so amazing. It was
a joke at one of our events because I kept
saying the phrase ‘just picked this morning’
and it became a drinking game at one table.
But basically, everything was harvested that
day. I say to our chefs, ‘I’ll give you the leeway
on chocolate, but other than that…’ You can’t
bring in seafood. You’re never going to see
scallops at a Tour de Farm dinner.”
Around noon, the volunteers and servers
arrive. Pampuch and his staff start coordinating the volunteers and designating tasks,
like setting up tables and chairs. In an ideal
situation, Pampuch likes to have a family dinner before the main event. However,
between being shorthanded and the habit
of Minnesotan guests arriving early for
everything, this rarely happens. “It takes me
back to my hotel days,” says Pampuch, who
worked in banquet and hotel room sales in
another life. “They’re all here. Three hundred
people just showed up and they’re hungry.”
Once the meal starts, Pampuch finds himself
thinking ahead to clean up and then on to
the next event. This past fall, that next event
was Tour de Farm New Year’s Eve, which
Pampuch has now famously called both his
first, and his last, New Year’s Eve dinner. The
crew spent seven full days of prep leading up
to the event, because in the dead of winter
with the bitter cold and a sunset of 4 p.m.,
so many more things could go wrong. In the
end though, the food was hot, so were the
guests, and everyone had a good time.
“I would probably have to charge $500
per ticket to make a dime on that event,”
says Pampuch. “But, to me, it’s the complete
expression of being in Minnesota and celebrating farms and local food. We’re so not
a farm dinner, though. We’re a theatrical
troupe. We’re Cirque du Soleil on a farm.”

contact info
Scott Pampuch
Corner Table, Tour de Farm
612-823-0011
@ScottPampuch
@CTKitchentable
@TourDeFarm
www.cornertablerestaurant.com
www.tourdefarmmn.com

For more from our interview with Pampuch, please
check our blog at www.mn-meeting.blogs.com
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(Q&A)

Carrie Summer and Lisa Carlson Chef Shack
Something big happened to Twin Cities dining in 2010. Food trucks happened. They hit
the streets, serving up delicious, gourmet cheap eats, and downtown workers flocked to
them, waiting in line for a lobster roll or a pulled pork taco. We owe this convenient deliciousness to two very talented and creative women: Carrie Summer and Lisa Carlson.
Both women have been cooking for more than 20 years, in kitchens around the world
with chefs by the names of Vongerichten and Morimoto, for example. To our great fortune
they returned to their home state and, in summer 2007 at the Mill City Farmers’ Market,
launched Urban Donut, which has morphed into the two-truck, one-trailer, nationally
known—from USA Today to Forbes to Bon Appétit—food truck empire Chef Shack. The
pair works hard May through October, which allows them time to travel during the winter.
Summer was kind enough to answer our questions this past January, while the two were
cruising around Thailand.

Q.

 hen it was first Urban Donut,
W
did you ever think it would get
this big?
I saw the food truck trend rising on
both coasts in 2006. I knew it was the
next big thing, but I had no idea how popular
the donuts would become.

A.

How significant was it that Minneapolis
passed its ordinance and allowed food
trucks this past summer?
I feel we’ve now achieved our lasting legacy
with Minneapolis, for pushing through the
bureaucracy to legalize street food.
How did you see your customer base, as
well as customer volume, evolve as the
food truck movement really hit its stride
by the end of last summer?
Customer volume has increased as food
trucking generated more speed nationwide.
We’ve been graced with wonderful national
press and people respond favorably to that.
Social media outlets such as Facebook,
Twitter and Foursquare have been critical
for us to get our menus and locations out to
the public. We’ve built our own guest base
one plate at a time, and people usually bring
their friends.

contact info
Carrie Summer & Lisa Carlson
Chef Shack
507-358-4220
@chefshack1
@shackattacks
www.chefshack.org
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What’s the key for a successful food
truck?
Keys to success: Start with one item and do it
well. Plan for hidden costs, pay attention to the
weather and prepare to work long hours.
What’s a typical day like?
A typical weekend market day for us begins
at 3:30 a.m. We rise early to get equipment
together, cook, pull out to our destination, set up and be ready to feed people by

“Lum ea aute feuguer ilisi. Ex esectet nullan
drem doloborer irit etum ipsustin henis elis
nos accum euisit illa feugue exer in volute ex
eugait lam, sum ancla cndjcnal diatet, quam,
velis nonsed dolore velessent.“

7:30 a.m. Breakfast moves into lunch and
by noon we’re in full swing. We break down
around 2 p.m., and head back to the kitchen
to clean and do dishes. We collapse around 5
p.m. and do it all again on Sundays. Lunches
during the week in Minneapolis and St. Paul
are less dramatic, prepping at 8 a.m. for noon
lunches. We try to break on Mondays and
Tuesdays. It’s full tilt for us like that from
May to October.
What challenges come with thinking up
menus you can serve out of a truck?
Our three units each have different configurations of a kitchen within their mobile
structure, hence each truck has varying
menus. As experienced chefs our only challenge comes with keeping our menus small.
We have great excitement around each
season and wanting to deliver many things
at once. We prefer small, compact, efficient
kitchens so working within a truck was no
stretch for us. We focus on seasonal menus
designed for speed.
Since the beginning, you’ve grown to
multiple food trucks. What’s next for you?
More trucks? New foods? New cities?
We are both creative people who are always
changing, so our menus reflect what we
experience through travel. Although we
focus on hometown meats and produce,
one will notice bright exotic flavors of the
East in many of our creations. Since we have
now two trucks and a trailer, I think that’s
enough. It’s a full-time job just maintaining
them with service, maintenance, fuel and
propane. We have some new ideas and concepts up our sleeve that I cannot elaborate
on at this time.

Location Location “We are a full-service
caterer creating menus to suit any type
of event. Costs are based on menus and
the number of people. We can provide
numerous styles of catering, such as
food out of the trucks at a party, to
buffet style, to multi-course plated
cuisine experiences, to small passed
hors d’oeuvres.”
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( interview )

Lenny Russo Heartland Restaurant & Farm Direct Market
As a young kid in Hoboken, N.J., Lenny Russo was cooking dinner for his Italian family
by age 10. For college, he moved down to Sarasota, Fla., and worked full time in kitchens
while earning a degree in political psychology. He’d start at the bottom of the totem pole
in a restaurant, work his way up, quit, go across the street and start at the bottom again.
After college he juggled two careers, as a chef and a clinical psychotherapist for children.
Russo eventually chose a path, resigning his position at a hospital to take a restaurant
internship for $230 per week. He knew he wanted to move north and arrived in the Twin
Cities in 1985. He worked in several kitchens, including the New French Café and WA
Frost, before opening the original Heartland in 2002. Last summer, Russo and his wife
opened the new Heartland in Lowertown, which includes an attached fresh-food market
selling produce, dairy and locally harvested meat, fish and poultry.

Location Location Between the main floor (80),
concourse level (120) and atrium space, Heartland
can host groups as large as 250 people (though
booking the entire facility comes at quite a
premium). The restaurant also has three Chef’s
Tables that overlook the kitchen from a balcony,
and a meeting room, with a projection screen,
for up to 10 people.
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On the new Heartland space
“At the old location, we were a staff of a dozen
people, including us, and now we’re 40. We’ve
added jobs. We’ve invested a lot of money
into an old building. We’re in a part of town
that’s in need of revitalization and responding
really well to the investment. We’re close to
the [future] light rail line. We’re connected to
the community with the market. We’re providing healthful foods for people to buy and
make it possible for people to cook at home
in an easier fashion. You can walk into our
market and buy chicken or vegetable stock,
homemade from really good ingredients
with no preservatives. [We sell] vegetables
and meats from local farmers. The money
is right here in the community. If we can
make it possible for people to cook more at
home—it sounds funny since we cook for
people for a living—but we think it’s important that people sit down and have dinner
with their families, the way we used to when
we were kids. It makes for a stronger family
unit, which makes for a stronger community
and that’s better for all of us. It helps people
connect with the source of their food, to
really see it, in a way they can’t necessarily do
when they go to the supermarket. We think
we’re doing something in the big picture as
restaurants go that has some significance.”
On the local food movement
“I don’t think I’m doing anything that’s particularly visionary. If anything, I’m doing
something that’s really, really old. This is
how people have eaten for thousands of
years. There are reasons why we do it. There
are issues of freshness. The quality of the
ingredients in the Midwest are on par with
anything you can find in the world. But

there are also issues of sustainability, but
we’re not just talking about sustaining the
environment and land. We’re also talking
about sustaining the people who live here
and that’s about commerce and keeping
as much money in the local economy that
you can. Local farmers need our support
for their livelihood and to provide for their
families. A lot of these farms have been family farms for 150 years and we want to help
them keep their land. Obviously, our name
says something about what we do, but you
won’t see an ad in a magazine that says, ‘We
serve local food. We pay fair trade. We pay
a living wage.’ It’s not our hook. It’s not an
advertising ploy in that I’m going to make a
bunch of money if I serve local food. We do
it because it’s the right thing to do. My wife
and I have a similar moral imperative that
we live our lives by and we bring that same
morality into our business.”
On the local competition
“I have worked in cities where it’s pretty cutthroat, but it has more to do with the individual person. If Alex Roberts calls me and
says, ‘Lenny, I need fresh goats and I need a
farmer,’ I give him my farmer’s name. Because
he’s my friend. Rick Nelson [of the Star
Tribune] named Piccolo best restaurant of the
year [in 2010]. We got an honorable mention.
I called Doug [Flicker, owner of Piccolo] and
congratulated him. I’ve eaten there a couple
of times and it kicked ass. And I said, ‘Man,
you’re hitting it out of the park and you make
us all proud.’ I would like to see Doug at the
James Beard Awards. If he brings attention
to us in the Twin Cities, the attention that we
deserve, it’s good for everybody.”

contact info
Lenny Russo
Heartland Restaurant
& Farm Direct Market
651-699-3536
heartland5@qwestoffice.net
www.heartlandrestaurant.com

For more from our interview with Russo, please
check our blog at www.mn-meeting.blogs.com
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(Q&A)

Serge Devesa Hotel Sofitel, Colette Bar & Bistro
Born in Marseille, France, Serge Devesa was always with his mom in the kitchen. After
training at a French culinary school, Devesa traveled around the world cooking in hotel
kitchens, oftentimes within the Sofitel brand of hotels. He worked in Paris, the Caribbean,
Canada, Yemen, Vietnam, New York City and Miami. He came to Bloomington’s Sofitel
Minneapolis hotel and Colette Bar & Bistro in the mid-2000s—it’s one of the longest
stints he’s had in one place. He’s become part of the community, teaching cooking classes
at Byerly’s and Kitchen Window, making television appearances, and heading into the
classroom to teach children about healthy eating.

Q.

 ou’ve been all over the world.
Y
How does the Minneapolis dining
scene compare?
When they decided to bring me here, I
didn’t know where I was going. I didn’t
know what to expect of the food. So, I went to
the competition to see what they were doing.
I was very happy to see that they knew about
food. People know Colette, sometimes more
than they know the hotel. I went around to
discover the trends and what people like. I
have to bring this information to myself to
make sure what I’m doing is right.

A.

Colette recently went under a transformation. What were the primary goals of
these changes?
I think it was very important to renovate
Colette. After 30 years, the restaurant wasn’t
matching the quality of the food and the
service. We needed to give it a new look, but
we kept the same style because with people
coming back, we didn’t want them coming to
a “new” restaurant, but the same restaurant
with a refreshing, cutting-edge look. We also
changed the way the menu looked to make
it more attractive.

contact info
Serge Devesa
Sofitel Minneapolis
952-835-2696
@sofitelmn
www.sofitelmplsdining.com
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We thought it was very unique that you
go in to classrooms and teach kids about
healthy eating and food preparation. Why
is this important for you to do?
I got the opportunity to visit some children
grades 6 to 9 and talk about my passion for
food. When I was a kid it was difficult for me
to eat vegetables, so I said, ‘Let’s put something new on the plate for the kids, instead of
them eating only junk food.’ I was surprised to
see some kids didn’t know what an eggplant
or a zucchini looked like. It was nice talking
about what I do and the kids looking at me
with big eyes. They felt important that a chef
was coming to talk to them, so they listened

Location Location Colette Bar & Bistro
offers a private room for 25 people. The
hotel also offers La Fougasse Private
Dining (private dining tables and rooms),
which serve up the same French dining
experience found at Colette, and can
accommodate around 140 guests.

very well. They have millions of questions.
I make Ratatouille most of the time because
I know they can refer to the [Pixar animated]
movie, and Ratatouille was born in the South
of France. It’s something they don’t eat every
day, yet it’s not too complicated to cook.
You can’t go change the lunchroom at
every school. But what are a couple
simple things schools and families can
do to make their meals healthier?
Cook a nice piece of chicken and a vegetable,
add some spice like rosemary or fresh thyme.
When you eat something for the first time,
it’s surprising to have a new taste in your
mouth. Like the first time I ate sushi, I kept
the piece in my mouth for a few seconds and
I was like, ‘What is this?’ But, I like sushi now.
If you eat the same food every day, and then
put something new in your mouth, your palate says, ‘What’s wrong? This is new.’ At the
beginning it may not taste too good because
your palate doesn’t have a memory of it.
Cooking with my mom made me a better
chef, because now when I’m cooking, maybe
a fish soup, a Bouillabaisse, I have the tastes
in the back of my head; I have a history and I
taste it and I know if it’s not right. When you
give a new item to a kid, and they never ate
it before, maybe two or three days after they
eat my Ratatouille at school and their mom
makes it, they may say, ‘No that doesn’t taste
the same,’ because they have a history.
You’ve stayed here longer than most of
the other places you worked. Why?
When I came here I didn’t know what I
would find, but I’m working with a good
team. I have to say this may be the best team
I’ve had. People are very nice. I have a very
good relationship with everybody. I love it
and people have gotten to know me in the
Twin Cities.

SPRING 2011 MN-MEETINGS.COM 43

( profile )

Alexander Roberts Restaurant Alma, Brasa Rotisserie
Location Location “Catering is now

about 10 percent of our business
at Brasa. It’s good food for buffets
and weddings because it actually
gets better as it sits in the flavors
and intensifies.”
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After Alex Roberts accepted his James Beard
Award for Best Midwest Chef last spring,
cookbook author Joyce Goldstein, who
Roberts served once years ago at Restaurant
Alma, came up and told him she’d voted
for him each of the past four years he was
nominated. She remembered her delicious
meal and the warm hospitality she received
at Alma and was determined to pay it
forward.
“I realized at that point you never know
who is voting for you, and how those impressions are made,” Roberts says. “I didn’t even
know she was a voter. But, for my staff and
me, it’s an endorsement of the fact that what
we do is really good and that we have a vision
for excellence that people recognize. And to
see Tim [McKee] and I win back to back with
very different style restaurants, it showed me
the maturity of how the Beard Awards work
and how there is no ‘best’ in the restaurant
business.”
Raised in Minneapolis, Roberts worked in
restaurants during high school and college.
When he decided cooking should be his
profession, he moved to New York City and
attended the French Culinary Institute. He
spent the next several years working for chefs
like David Bouley and Tom Colicchio.
Roberts opened Restaurant Alma near the
University of Minnesota in 1999, and what
started out as an appetizer-entrée menu
evolved into its current three-course tasting menu, which changes every six weeks
and features organic and seasonal ingredients. “We found that three courses was a
really nice way to share more flavors and the
breadth of the menu, as well as the process of
pairing wine with the food,” he says.
Throughout the local food boom of the
past several years, Roberts has been consistently mentioned as a big player. But for
him, fresh, quality food is what’s important.
Oftentimes, yes, that means the ingredients
he uses are locally harvested or raised. He
visits local farms to see for himself the health
of the animals and the vibrancy of the land.
But he also believes that just because something is local, doesn’t make it quality.

So, while he relishes cooking with seasonal,
fresh ingredients, he also, for example, uses
Parmigiano-Reggiano from Italy because it’s
the very best and he wants to support the
artisanal tradition of its production.
When he opened Alma, Roberts also had
a vision for another venture: a reasonably
priced comfort-food-meets-soul-food establishment. At the time, he wasn’t sure the local
market was ready, and he wasn’t sure if diners would accept a Midwestern boy cooking
southern flavors. “As time went on, I started
to think that if I just cook the food and cook
it well, people will decide that it’s their food
as long as I don’t promise that it’s some traditional dish,” he says. “So, at Brasa the dishes
are very simple: red beans and yellow rice; but
I’m not saying it’s ‘Puerto Rican red beans.’”
Brasa Rotisserie in Minneapolis made a splash
on the scene in 2007 and has since opened a
St. Paul location while also being lauded for
its delicious and affordable takeout.
As the proprietor of three restaurants,
Roberts has seen a shift in his day-to-day
work life. He has building issues to deal with,
vendor relationships to mold, menus to create and staff members to mentor and train.
He’s come a long way from a line cook, but
he felt this transition was a necessary step to
take. “I have three young children,” he says.
“I thought, there’s no way I’m going to make
this all work and not have regrets about my
life if I don’t come home from work at night
and be there for bedtime and be there for
dinner. So it was kind of by design. I realized
that to have a good life, I had to find that balance between family and work.”
Whether at Brasa or Alma, Roberts’ main
goal is to give value to his patrons, no matter what they eat or what they spend. He
wants to wow them. And he’s thrilled by all
the restaurants that have opened up in the
Twin Cities and the healthy competition
amongst local chefs. “The bar has been
raised in Minnesota and the diner really
wins,” he says. “There’s no best. It’s very
subjective and it makes for a very vibrant
restaurant scene.”
For more from our interview with Roberts, please
check our blog at www.mn-meeting.blogs.com

contact info
Alex Roberts
Restaurant Alma & Brasa Rotisserie
612-379-4909 (Alma)
612-379-3030 (Brasa Minneapolis)
651-224-1302 (Brasa St. Paul)
@BrasaRotisserie
www.restaurantalma.com
www.brasa.us

SPRING 2011 MN-MEETINGS.COM 45

Several new restaurants offer special event and private dining space.

Faces Mears Park
Faces’ 10-story atrium accommodates seated groups of
50 people or receptions up to 100 people. Faces’ lounge
space features a private wine and espresso bar and
welcomes up to 75 guests. Another destination at Faces:
the chef’s table with seating for 12 people.
380 Jackson Street, St. Paul
651-209-7776
www.facesmearspark.com

Kieran’s Irish Pub

Smack Shack

Kieran’s Irish Pub
Kieran’s can accommodate up to 60 guests in its Poet’s
Corner space. The Titanic Lounge sits aside the entrance
and fits from 90 (seated) to 200 (reception). Angel’s
Rest, a circular room with an art-deco ceiling and stone
fireplace, can hold up to 28 people.
601 First Avenue N., Minneapolis
612-339-4499
www.kierans.com
Rojo Mexican Grill
The newcomer to St. Louis Park’s Shops at West End,
Rojo Mexican Grill offers the Rojo Room, which seats
80 people for private dining. Also available: patio seating and complimentary audiovisual capabilities and a
pull-down screen.
1602 West End Boulevard, St. Louis Park
952-657-5385
www.rojomexicangrill.com
Urban Eatery
The new restaurant found in the Calhoun Beach Club
has a semi-private dining area that accommodates 250
people for a reception and 150 for a sit-down dinner.
2730 W. Lake Street, Minneapolis
612-920-5000
www.myurbaneatery.com

Cadillac Ranch

Faces Mears Park
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Cadillac Ranch
This new addition to Mall of America’s third level offers
up barbecue, burgers and mechanical bullrides to its
guests. The restaurant also has special event space that
can accommodate up to 50 people.
Mall of America, Third Level South, Bloomington
952-854-1004
www.cadillacranchgroup.com/mallofamerica
Parma 8200
D’Amico & Partners opened up this Italian restaurant,
with private dining for up to 40, last year.
5600 W. 83rd Street, Suite 100, Bloomington
952-896-8888
www.parma8200.com

Food trucks
available for
events
Barrio Taco Truck
Tacos, beer and
margaritas? You really
can’t ask for more.
651-222-3250
@Barrio_Truck
www.barriotequila.com
Smack Shack
Have this cart’s signature,
mouth-watering, freshest-of-the-fresh lobster
rolls at your event.
@Smack_Shack
www.smack-shack.com
128 Café
Offering up down-home
goodness like baby-back
ribs and corn fritters.
651-645-4128
@128cafe
www.128cafe.net
World Street Kitchen
From Saffron’s Chef
Sameh Wadi, this cart
dishes up tastes inspired
by street carts from
Morocco to Vietnam.
612-840-2522
@eatwsk1
www.eatwsk.com
Cruzn Café
Fill up on pulled pork,
hot dogs, nachos and
tasty smooties.
763-258-3221
www.cruzncafemn.com

Additional location reporting
by Ellie M. Bayrd
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