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PRAISE FOR


BLACKBARN


“What I find most impressive about John’s extraordinary career is his mastery of cooking fundamentals, passionate embrace of seasonality, and the innovative twists he brings to each dish—all evident in the BLACKBARN cookbook, which is destined to be a future classic.”


—Tim Ryan, president, Culinary Institute of America


“If experience counts, John Doherty is in the front rank. His peers consider him ‘a chef’s chef,’ and his elegant new book shows his deep understanding of food and his impressive proficiency.”


—John Mariani, The Virtual Gourmet


“The love of good food is what brings family and friends together. Eating seasonally, sourcing locally, and embracing the freshest ingredients is also something we believe in. That’s what you’ll find in the BLACKBARN cookbook.”


—Steve Painter, executive chef and co-owner, The Log Cabin Restaurant


“BLACKBARN is more than a restaurant. It is a celebration of farm-to-table dining, warm hospitality, and the art of bringing people together. Chef John Doherty's culinary style blends rustic charm with contemporary sophistication. These recipes truly invite you to experience the magic of one of New York City's most beloved dining destinations—right from your kitchen.”


—Chris O'Brien, executive chef and owner, Hyeholde Restaurant


“A terrific book! It captures the spirit and fun of seasonal eating and is packed with the recipes that made John and BLACKBARN famous.”


—Neal Wavra, executive chef and owner, Field & Main Restaurant
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DEDICATION


To all of those who helped my dream come true . . . my wife Jennifer, my business partner Tom, the dedicated staff, from our opening until now, and every guest who has walked through the door at Blackbarn.
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PREFACE


BY TOM STRUZZIERI


BUSINESS PARTNER AND CO-OANER, BLACKBARN RESTAURANT


I met John Doherty in grammar school, and we’ve remained close friends ever since. Even though our careers took separate paths—John pursued food and hospitality while I focused on events, in which I planned, organized, and managed various promotional, business, and social venues—we remained on a parallel path.


Many years later, when we both felt the timing was right, we reconnected and merged our talents to create BLACKBARN Restaurant. We haven’t looked back since, as our culinary endeavor continues to reflect nothing but success.


Of course, we find owning and operating a restaurant, especially in New York City, comes with plenty of challenges that require great care. Fortunately, with John at the helm, who, incidentally, has always believed in, and continues to stress the importance of providing the best guest experience we can, the quality of the food we serve doesn’t end with what’s on the plate. He and I agree it’s the warm and engaging hospitality we provide, from the moment a guest walks through our door and feels cared for, until the time they leave, that creates a long-lasting memory.


John and I continue to devote a great many of our resources to delivering that ultimate experience for each and every guest while continuing to exceed their every expectation. That’s why I’m so fortunate and honored to have John as my business partner.


When John first approached me with the idea of assembling a BLACKBARN cookbook filled with many of our signature dishes, I was excited from the start. Now, here we are, eager to share with you what we have created along with the keys to our success so others like yourself can experience the same joy as we have. This book further represents yet another step in our exciting journey as we continue to set our sights on a bright and promising future. Enjoy.
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MY CULINARY JOURNEY


BY JOHN DOHERTY


Growing up on Long Island, New York, wasn’t exactly the epicenter of gastronomy, although I do remember watching my fair share of the Galloping Gourmet, which I found entertaining but not inspiring. I also got a taste of some delicious food at my grandmother’s table. Grandma was really my step-grandma as my fraternal grandmother had passed away after childbirth. Grandma was of Czechoslovakian descent and deftly skilled at roast duck with sauerkraut, fresh roasted ham with a magnificent gravy, and unforgettable peach dumplings. Ahhh . . . those dumplings, something I looked forward to each year. I also remember watching her put the boiled potatoes through a ricer and adding eggs and flour to make the dough. She would wrap ripe, juicy peaches completely in the dough and boil them in salted water until they floated. Then she’d spoon them onto a platter, split them in half, and drizzle melted butter over the top along with a sprinkling of cinnamon sugar. After Grandma left this Earth, my mother would try her hand at making the peach dumplings, but it was never the same. Outside of the holiday meals at Grandma’s, I grew up on home cooked meals void of fast food, soda, and snacks.


Like so many other chefs, I got my start in the kitchen—at the dish machine and pot sink. When there weren’t any dirty dishes left, I’d be pulled away to bread shrimp, clean string beans, and wash lettuce. While doing that, I was able to watch the chef and his team of cooks turn my work into something different and enticing, if not magical.


When the opportunity to finally cook presented itself, life as I knew it changed forever. For so many of us, cooking is almost spiritual. It touches our souls like music does for some and art for others. Today, when I’m cooking, people will often say to me “you look so serious.” The fact is, I’m focused, connected, and submersed into the food I’m preparing. I’m in a headspace that removes me from all other thoughts and allows me mental and emotional freedom and joy in knowing I am crafting something for someone else’s pleasure.


As a cook, developing my skills and deciding to pursue “Chef” status, suddenly more responsibilities entered the picture. Tasks like food purchasing, recipe documentation, employee scheduling, kitchen sanitation standards, developing and implementing standards for employee job performance, fixing plumbing leaks, repairing equipment, and an endless list of other distractions can make cooking with passion and love very difficult. Being highly organized and disciplined is the key to a quiet and focused kitchen. At BLACKBARN, we have an open kitchen with a Chef’s Table that sits within five feet of our stove. Guests often ask us why our culinary team isn’t talking like those chefs on television, always hollering and being extremely vocal? Our answer is simple yet difficult to achieve, and that’s leadership. An effective leader hires the right people, offers career development with crystal clear instructions, makes sure the proper tools are available to them, and demonstrates the desired results and rewards them when the job is done right. A well-run, classic, professional kitchen is similar to the military in the sense that there is a clear chain of command, uncompromising quality standards, and selfless teamwork amidst challenging conditions. The kitchen is hot, busy, stressful, and physical yet exciting, inspiring, and rewarding. After fifty years as a chef, I can’t think of anything else I would rather be.
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After cooking at a number of local restaurants on Long Island during my high school years, I attended the Culinary Institute of America (CIA) in Hyde Park, New York. Arguably the premier culinary school in the country, if not the world. The CIA set me up for success. I was hired by the Waldorf Astoria Hotel in New York at nineteen years old—starting as a Tournant (roundsman) working multiple stations in multiple kitchens.


The Waldorf Astoria remains a memorable and iconic institution. Its rich heritage dates back to the late 1800s when it once stood where the Empire State Building stands today. In 1931, the Waldorf moved to Park Avenue and 50th Street. The Waldorf continues to build upon its legacy of hosting the world’s most prominent socialites, dignitaries, and premier events. For years, the Waldorf became the training ground for so many successful hoteliers, including myself. If the Waldorf was a school, it would be an Ivy League institution because of its sheer volume, size, and its endless pursuit of excellence. To better understand its size, let me share with you the general layout when I was there. Fourteen hundred guest rooms and suites occupied the building. The entire second floor made up the main kitchen, which was an entire city block. There were two butcher shops, one for meat and fish and the other for poultry, a Garde Manger (cold kitchen), which consisted of a chef, thirteen cooks, a three-person sauce station, a three-person soup kitchen, and a pastry shop which was operated eighteen hours a day by thirteen pastry chefs and cooks. There was also a vegetable cutting room, banquet production room, a twenty-four-hour room service kitchen, and a silver polishing room. Then came the third floor, which housed the Grand Ballroom and five reception rooms that welcomed fifteen hundred guests. The Ballroom kitchen was also on the third floor along with the employee cafeteria, which alone fed more than seven hundred employees a day. Heading up to the fourth floor, one would find several smaller event rooms which held anywhere from twenty to one hundred and fifty guests and a complete kitchen to service those events. All the way up on the eighteenth floor was the Starlight Roof, which held six hundred guests and its own kitchen to service those guests.
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Although I was the youngest appointed Executive Chef in 1985, it took me several years to get there. I was first hired to replace cooks from various kitchens when they went on vacation or took time off. This provided me with a lot of experience in a relatively short time and gave Chef Arno Schmidt a clear idea of my capabilities. Soon thereafter, I was scheduled to the Garde Manger department, which produced all of the cold items for banquets. The pace was furious, from the early hours to five o’clock in the evening. Everyone worked at a frenetic pace with a competitive mentality. If you were the last one to finish a task, you were ridiculed as a “shoemaker.” I’m not exactly sure how the term originated or if it was used industry-wide, but you sure didn’t want to be called a shoemaker.


Besides the massive catering events, I was also in charge of overseeing three restaurant kitchens—the Peacock Alley fine dining restaurant, the Bull and Bear Steakhouse, and Oscars, which was an all-day dining restaurant. To help me manage these three restaurants were seven highly qualified chefs who helped oversee one hundred fifty cooks and a ninety-person stewarding department.


Moving up the culinary ladder, my next position was manning the sauté station in Peacock Alley. This station was extremely challenging as it not only served the à la carte food for the restaurant, but also for the Marco Polo Club, and room service for the fourteen hundred rooms. This is where I learned how to cook under pressure. Meanwhile, Chef Schmidt would be personally finishing the dishes for those who had permanent residences at the Waldorf like Imelda Marcos, Frank Sinatra, the Ambassador to the United Nations, and many CEOs of major banks.


After one year at the sauté station, Chef Schmidt promoted me to be the assistant to the Chef Saucier in the Main Kitchen. I quickly discovered virtually everyone wanted to work at the sauce station because the station carried a lot of prestige, as the sauces were created for all the events.


When Chef Schmidt resigned from the Waldorf after ten years of service, he was replaced by French Chef Daniel Vigier. Chef Vigier was loud, abrasive, and hellbent on changing everything. Soon, the Chef Saucier left and Chef Vigier appointed me to be the Chef Saucier. It was an amazing challenge in which I thrived. Having to focus all day on making the perfect sauces for both the banquets and all the restaurants now, allowed me to refine my palate and fine cooking skills. One year later, Chef Vigier promoted me to be his Sous Chef. However, I politely declined because I still had so much to learn. But Chef Vigier would not take no for an answer. He said he’d teach me everything I needed to know.




WORLD LEADER DINNERS


Every year during the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA), close to twenty-five heads of state from around the world would stay in the Waldorf Towers where security was tight, tensions were high, and the pressure was on. During my twenty-three years as Chef of the Waldorf, I had the privilege and honor to cook for and meet noteworthy world leaders, including many Presidents of the United States. When shaking hands with men like President Ronald Reagan, George Bush, and Bill Clinton, I felt a sense of awe for getting to play a small part in gatherings that were often pivotal in international matters. During the United Nations 40th Anniversary, President Reagan hosted a dinner for the leaders of the free world including Margaret Thatcher, Helmut Kohl, Brian Mulroney, Yasuhiro Nakasone, Benedetto Craxi, and President Francois Mitterand. Before dinner ended, President Reagan, always a gentleman, excused himself from the table to extend his gratitude to me and my team for a successful dinner meeting. Today at BLACKBARN, we offer a “World Leaders Menu” that consists of dishes that were prepared for various leaders during my tenure.
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At age twenty-four, I was now the Sous Chef at the Waldorf—still one of the largest and most complex hotels in the world. Chef Vigier kept to his word and tutored me on all aspects of becoming a chef. He also shared his thoughts and perceptions, and together we created new dishes and rolled out new menus. Unfortunately, Chef Vigier’s continual abrasiveness was too much for the General Manager. He let Vigier go and replaced him with Chef Kurt Earman, who had been the Executive Sous Chef and a father figure to me. Because of our working relationship together, Chef Earman elevated me to the Executive Sous Chef position.


It wasn’t long after, while working as the Executive Sous Chef, that an unbelievable opportunity presented itself. A Dutchman named Gerard Fagel, whom I’d met at the Waldorf, offered me the chance to hone my culinary skills in Europe—for free. He set me up in two- and three-star Micheline kitchens in Holland, Belgium, and France. During this time, I discovered the difference between the elite kitchens in Europe and the kitchens at the Waldorf. In Europe, there was a genuine passion and commitment to achieving perfection. I learned one’s effort was the difference between good and great. When I returned to the Waldorf, I was filled with passion, ambition, and ideas. I had a vision to bring the Waldorf kitchens to the same level of inspiration that I had experienced in Europe. Two years later, Chef Earman decided to retire and Fred Kleisner, the Managing Director of the Hotel, appointed me to be the new Executive Chef at just twenty-seven years old. I remained the Executive Chef at the Waldorf for twenty-three years while fulfilling my vision of building an inspired and committed team.


To me, building the “dream team,” was vitally important. I became obsessed with trying to understand how to get my entire team to work with a shared vision of greatness. One day, I had an epiphany to implement dog training techniques. That’s right, dog training. Our family dog, Shannon, was a boxer who loved to play with kids. Unfortunately, Shannon didn’t know her own strength, so she’d pounce on children while being playful, knocking them down, and making them cry. That’s when we decided to take Shannon to a trainer. What I quickly learned during training is that a dog will connect a command with an action and then a reward, be it a voice inflection, petting, a treat, or all three. In simpler terms, a dog will obey a command to get a reward. I began to implement the same techniques of positive reinforcement with my team. The results were immediate and profound. The more I recognized good work, the more I received. The more I praised a team, the more they worked like a team. The more I asked for input, the more my team started thinking and contributing to the process. In a very short time, my team became inspired to work through problems independently, take ownership of their work, and support each other in the process. Without question, discovering and acquiring proven leadership and business skills have been instrumental in preparing me for what was in store—becoming an independent restaurateur in one of the most competitive markets in the world.


A NEW BEGINNING


Feeling it was time to break out on my own and enjoy the freedom and challenges of entrepreneurship, I got together with a couple of trusted and respected colleagues to take a leap of faith into the restaurant world. Unfortunately, we couldn’t raise enough money to open a new restaurant. However, we did land our first consulting gig on Long Island. This led to more consulting jobs, which included restaurant openings, turn-arounds, design, and even developing food for retail. Although I had projects to keep me busy, I never stopped looking for my restaurant. Realtors called me weekly, and off I went to look at a space, but nothing ever felt quite right. I started to second guess myself. Was I afraid of failing? Did the Waldorf protect and insulate me too much? One afternoon, I met with my realtor again. This time, he showed me a very large restaurant named SD26, short for San Domenico on 26th street.


SD26 was owned by Tony May and had been open for several years when Tony decided to sell. Tony was a famous and influential restaurateur who I knew personally from my days of sitting on various committees at CIA with many other industry leaders. Tony once owned the Rainbow Room at Rockefeller Center and the highly successful San Domenico restaurant on Central Park South. When the landlord raised the rent, Tony left and built SD26.


I remember the tour with my realtor like it was yesterday—even the very spot where I stood and knew in my bones this would be my restaurant. Immediately, I thought of everything I needed to make my restaurant succeed—and the numbers had to work on paper. I wanted a large restaurant to achieve some economies of scale; an open kitchen to connect with my guests while providing a form of entertainment; an event space which often generates the highest profit margin in a restaurant; and a sizable bar which has the second highest profit margin. When Tony and I eventually reconnected to talk about the space, I could tell he was happy that his crown jewel would be in the hands of someone he knew.
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I now was faced with the daunting task of raising the money to buy and build out the restaurant. After pitching several potential investors, it was my childhood friend, Tom Struzierri, who came through in a big way.


I immediately got to work. I brought in Mark Zeff, a talented architect and interior designer, to get started on several concepts I had in mind for the new restaurant. Having spent thirty years in white-gloved butler service, silver trays, plush drapes, and gilded ceilings at the Waldorf, I wanted the complete opposite aesthetically while the high-quality food, beverage, and service would remain. Mark and I came up with elements that included steel, concrete, wood, and leather—somewhat of a country feel but with an industrial look. While continuing to work on the design, Mark and his wife Kristen invited my wife Jennifer and I out to their home in East Hampton for the weekend. Mark designed the home, which was featured in several architectural magazines. Mark had branded his home design and was rolling it out in the Hamptons at the time. He called his home Blackbarn. Immediately I thought to myself, what an amazing name for my restaurant. Days later, when Mark and I entered the dining room of the restaurant to visualize our design concepts, I asked Mark what he would think if I called it Blackbarn, expecting a left hook to my jaw. Mark turned to me and said, “Absolutely! I love it!” Then he scribbled something on a piece of paper, handed it to me, and said, “Here’s your barn!” He’d drawn the rafters that are now a signature of BLACKBARN restaurant. Sheer brilliance. Mark went on to design the rest of the building without any details overlooked. He viewed the building as if it was a blank canvas, transforming a contemporary space into a modern barn with rustic finishes, refined lines, and industrial touches. I, meanwhile, focused on the China, glassware, staff uniforms, music, and menu. At BLACKBARN, my goal has always been to create a space where guests feel at home—comfortable, relaxed, and free to be themselves—while enjoying elevated food and wine without the pretentiousness of fine dining.


My new business partner, Tom, had his contractor, Joe Wilson, come down from Saugerties, NY to help Mark’s team to renovate and transform the restaurant in just seven weeks. We opened to the public in September of 2015, and I’ve never looked back.


BLACKBARN has been a blessing to me in so many ways. Not a day goes by that I don’t stop somewhere in the restaurant and feel a sense of gratitude. People often ask me which life I prefer, being the Chef of the Waldorf or the owner of BLACKBARN? The answer is easy—I’ll take entrepreneurship any day. Of course, owning a business comes with its own set of challenges, as there’s a lot more at stake owning a restaurant. But for me, the real joy comes in many forms—the freedom to make choices and the ability to change on a dime; exercising creativity; watching guests laugh and enjoy themselves; the appreciation for the team who comes together to create magic day in and day out and do it with a smile; and knowing my efforts are providing a comfortable life for my family. I am living the reality of a dream that I held in my heart and in my mind, and prayed would happen one day. Today is living proof of that.
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Today, what gives me the greatest motivation and fulfillment to keep going is the joy in serving others. Sharing with our guests what my team and I have created and what we get excited about, be it a new dessert, our latest appetizer, wine or whiskey, is what makes it all worthwhile. I find cooking for others an act of love. Love is a form of energy, and I can feel that energy while I’m cooking. Writing this cookbook is a wonderful way to share our story. We are happy to serve others, we love to see people enjoy themselves, we are proud of what we have accomplished, and we’re happy to share our recipes and stories that bring us so much joy at BLACKBARN with you.


GIVING BACK


I had mentioned earlier that I used to offer consulting services. One of those services was working with the Chicken Soup for the Soul brand, who had asked me to develop a full line of retail food products, starting with chicken soup. Near the end of that project, I remember perusing the grocery store where I came across Uncle Ben’s “Ready Cook Rice” in a pouch. Then I saw tuna in a pouch and wondered, how can this be possible? If I tried putting food in a pouch at room temperature it would certainly blow up like a balloon and be thrown out, so I spoke to my food scientist friend, John Randazzi at Eatem Foods in New Jersey where I developed most of the recipes for Chicken Soup for the Soul. John explained, “the pouch is the ‘new can.’” The materials can withstand high temperatures to sterilize the ingredients and give them an eighteen-to-twenty-four-month shelf life. I asked John if the tuna could go in with rice. He answered yes. What about vegetables and sauce? I then asked. He smiled and said that I could add anything I wanted, as long as each ingredient hits that temperature of sterilization. As I drove home on the New Jersey Turnpike after our meeting, I felt a calling to make complete meals in a pouch and distribute them to those in need. As the tears rolled down my face, I immediately saw the name—Heavenly HARVST—and its logo in my mind. In the days that followed, I filed for a 501(c)(3), forming my not-for-profit organization. Before I knew it, in 2014, the organization was formed. Today, we have made and distributed more than 300,000 meals to people and communities in need around the country. The team, up until recently, was made up of my daughter, Jenna Elliot, and myself. Several months ago, I began expanding the board and scaling the organization to reach more people. Today, it consists of industry leaders who share a common interest in helping to eliminate food insecurity. You can learn more about what we do and how we do it at HeavenlyHARVST.org.


GOING GREEN


Without much intention, BLACKBARN became a “green” restaurant from day one. This was thanks, in part, to our mission of sourcing as much local produce, cheese, meat, and fish as possible while producing as little waste as we could. What started out as a means to save money, landed us in a place that many companies and individuals are drawn to because of our philosophical alignment. Additionally, our efforts to conserve energy and resources have gone far beyond our expectations and much to our benefit too. BLACKBARN is a very large restaurant and with that comes a hefty utility bill, which was aggravating me every month when I saw the bill. My first opportunity to reduce that bill was to convert all our light bulbs and dimmers to LEDs, saving us thousands of dollars. Soon, all five of our air-conditioning units were placed on a computerized schedule to work only during service. These cost saving initiatives created a shift in our thinking while helping us to find greener alternatives to many of our former practices. We stopped buying water bottles and started using empty wine and liquor bottles for our water service. We also make small serving boards for our doughnuts and hors d’oeuvres from our wooden wine boxes. We made the change from plastic to recyclable take-out plates and flatware. When New York City began a composting program, we signed on and started working with a composting company originally named Peat which now goes by AfterLife. AfterLife takes our food scraps, turns them into compost, then grows a variety of mushrooms which we then buy at a discount and use in recipes like our Mushroom Toast (page 164). Simultaneously, there was an initiative started in our neighborhood of NoMad to get as many restaurants as possible to become Certified Green by the Green Restaurant Association. Once we were inspected, we received our certification based on all the points we had accumulated. Much to our surprise, we now have companies and individuals reaching out to make event and dining reservations based on our green initiative alone. Truly a winning endeavor we are proud of and will continue to support.
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MORE ABOUT TOM STRUZZIERI—FRIENDS FIRST, BUSINESS PARTNERS SECOND


Tom and I go back to our days at St. Philip Niery, a Catholic school, from grades 1–8 in East Northport, Long Island. Tom had been attending their grammar school, and I enrolled in the seventh grade. We met in a fistfight on the school playground. To this day, I don’t know how or why it began, but it was over almost as soon as it started. What I do remember clearly was a male teacher taking us by the ear to the principal’s office. As we waited outside the office of Sister Paul Frances, Tom (who was a school gem) said to me, “We’d better make up now before she gets here.” So we shook hands, and as soon as the door opened, Tom said, “Sister, we made up, and we’re friends now.” She smiled and told us to go on our way. Tom was the big man on campus, even at fourteen! We quickly became best of friends, spending days waterskiing off his boat, camping out on the beach, and picking up chicks along the way. At least, that was always the mission—but with little to no success, we had fun talking about it. As we entered high school, we played football together—Tom was the fullback, and I was the left tackle. His headstrong determination served him well as he plowed up the middle. To this day, Tom loves talking about our time in Home Economics class, where he insists he outperformed me behind the range, which is entirely possible, but in the end, I can make a better omelet. Tom wound up as school president with high honors while I found my calling to become a chef. At graduation, when our classmates voted Best This and Best That, Tom and I were both voted Student Most Likely to Succeed.
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