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Hell in the Kitchen? Not Here!

March 16, 2010 – Bend, OR – Most restaurant kitchens feature competitive environments where big egos try to shine at the expense of others around them. But the Blue Olive, located in Central Oregon’s Brasada Ranch, isn’t most restaurants. The lack of hierarchy—and the people in its kitchen—may just be the reason why this stunning outpost is turning out some of the area’s most creative food.

“I have one of the best crews in Central Oregon,” says Blue Olive owner and executive chef John Nelson, who’s writing the quintessential Pacific Northwest cookbook and is frequently featured on local television and radio cooking shows. “My boys are as funny as they are nuts. When the restaurant really gets busy, instead of the stress level rising, we just have fun.” 

As tunes from the Vengaboys, a Dutch techno band, fill the kitchen, the three chefs slide around each other flipping sauce pans, tasting sauces, dancing and cracking jokes. Along the way, they produce pan fried razor clams and lamb shanks in a rich demi glace, along with taster plates of foie gras atop bite-sized rounds of grilled apple, pork confit made from Mangalitsa pork (which comes from Wooly pigs, famous for their high quality fat content and the juicy flavor of their meat), a braid of poached steelhead and Chilean seabass with micro beet greens, and skate wing with a brown butter, lemon, caper sauce.

The young chefs, who range in age from mid-twenties to mid-thirties, just seem to know what to get, prepare, fire, plate or replenish. “It’s like a ballet,” says sous chef Michael Ormsby, who lived in Harlem and worked Madison Square Garden conventions before moving onto the Portland restaurant scene. “We move around each other fluidly. We don’t even have to say anything. I’ll start a dish, one of the other guys will finish. They’ll start a dish, and I’ll finish.” 

Whoever is free wipes down the counter or grabs the pans to do a round of dishes.  And all the while, the banter and good-natured abuse is so quick that the crew wants to bring in an abacus to keep score of who’s ahead on verbal points each night.

The lack of hierarchy makes for a happy kitchen. “The executive sous chef regularly is the guy who regulates the environment,” says executive sous chef Jake Lewis, who learned how run a kitchen at the Portland Steak and Chophouse, where four hundred covers a night was the norm. “But I don’t have to regulate here. It’s easy to get the team together when everyone’s excited.” Instead of sabotaging each other, which typically happens in restaurants, these chefs look out for each other.

They also learn from each other and especially from their boss. “With the wealth of knowledge that John Nelson possesses at my disposal, I am able to transform my ideas into works of art,” says Western Culinary Institute-trained sous chef Jeremy Tugman, who cooked at Bistro Corlise for a year and a half after working in Beaverton at a high volume restaurant. Tugman had fished commercially in his hometown of Sitka, Alaska before deciding to get into cooking to “see what was being done with all the beautiful seafood I had helped bring to the market,” so he was used to strict parameters. “Here we have way more freedom to do what we want to do,” says the French cuisine technician.  

These guys love to cook. “Food is my passion—the preparation and consumption of food entertains most of my free thought,” says Lewis, a Cannon Beach native with an unparalleled flair for seafood that comes from days on the coast and epic family dinners with twenty to thirty regularly lined up at the buffet. “After leaving home as a young adult, I realized that the food that we had as a family wasn’t a regular diet. Fights over who gets to eat the charred salmon skin off the barbeque are apparently uncommon in most households. I feel like I am the prodigal son returning home to the Blue Olive, because here these types of fights are commonplace. I love the people here for that.”

Cooking together at the Blue Olive has taken these chefs’ culinary artistry to new levels. “Everywhere else, you’re expected to make someone else’s recipe so it tastes the same every time,” says Ormsby, whose cooking talents really shine at banquets. “You never get to sing your own song. Here we get to pitch in and sing all we want. Being able to create your own food is what it’s all about.”

Having fun while they indulge their passion for food makes everything that much better. “We have an ego-less environment of constant creativity and collaboration,” says Lewis. “When happy cooks get together to create with egos aside, good food can and will happen. Good food isn’t always fancy and doesn’t always involve exotic ingredients. It's the flavors of home; it's the memories that food can inspire.”

Nelson couldn’t be prouder of his cohesive band of kitchen brothers. “They make me look good,” he says. “They really do.”
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