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the interview
Paul Sorgule, MS, AAC  
President, Harvest America Ventures
By Stacy Gammill

Paul Sorgule, MS, AAC, is the president of Harvest America Ventures, a 
consulting firm for restaurants and culinary arts programs. An avid competitor, 
Chef Sorgule was a member of the New England Culinary Olympic Team that 
earned an individual and overall team gold medal at the Culinary Olympics 
in Frankfurt, Germany, in 1988. He has been invited to cook at the James 
Beard House in New York City, served 26 years as the Dean of Culinary Arts 
and Hospitality Management at Paul Smith’s College and served as the 
Vice President of the New England Culinary Institute as well as time as the 
Executive Chef for the four-diamond Mirror Lake Inn Resort and Spa.

Chef Sorgule has dedicated his life to training and mentoring the next 
generation of culinary professionals. Because of his contributions to the 
industry, he is the recipient of the ACF Chef Educator of the Year award in 2001 
and is a member of the prestigious American Academy of Chefs, the honor 
society of ACF.

He writes regularly on professional development for the Culinary Cues Blog 
on his website as well as for ACF’s We Are Chefs blog, among other culinary 
websites and publications. 

Chef Sorgule recently published The Event that Changed Everything, a novel 
about “cooks, chefs, restaurant life, farming, relationships and environmental 
consciousness.” He shares his inspiration for the book, which is grounded in his 
life experiences, and his outlook on the future of our industry.
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https://harvestamericacues.com/2016/10/17/twenty-eight-years-ago-the-team-of-teams/
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What inspired you to write this novel?

ps: ,�KDYH�EHHQ�LQ�WKH�IRRG�EXVLQHVV�VLQFH�P\�ÞUVW�

job as a dishwasher in 1965. During that time I have 

ZRUNHG�ZLWK�WKH�ÞQHVW��PRVW�FDULQJ��WUDQVSDUHQW��

talented and real people that I have ever met.

My career was like many who work their way up from 

apprentice to chef. My time working in Vermont from 

2008 to 2012 truly changed my outlook on the state 

of our industry and the beliefs I always carried but did 

not always practice: the state of the food industry, 

the impact we have and the serious challenges 

before us.

7KLV�ERRN�UHßHFWV�ZKDW�,�NQRZ��ZKDW�,�KDYH�

witnessed, what I have been an active part of and 

how I transitioned late in my career.

How much of it reflects your personal experiences?

ps: 7KLV�LV�QRW�DQ�DXWRELRJUDSK\��EXW�WKH�VWRU\OLQH�

UHßHFWV�P\�ÞUVW�KDQG�H[SHULHQFHV�DQG�FRQQHFWLRQV�

ZLWK�RWKHUV�LQ�WKLV�EXVLQHVV��,W�ZRXOG�EH�GLIÞFXOW�

for me to write any other way. For those who are 

wondering, Jake, one of the main 

characters is not based on my life 

although many of his traits are.

One of your plot lines is about a 

foodborne illness outbreak. Why did you 

choose that angle?

ps: 7KH�JUHDWHVW�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�ZH�

have as chefs and cooks is to handle 

food properly and keep our customers 

KHDOWK\��7KH�JUHDWHVW�IHDU�WKDW�DQ\�FKHI�

has is being part of a foodborne illness 

outbreak. Any customer who becomes 

ill from improper food handling is a 

FUXVKLQJ�EORZ�WR�D�FKHI�DQG�RQH�WKDW�LV�YHU\�GLIÞFXOW�

to recover from professionally and emotionally.

Aside from the fact that an outbreak can result in the 

demise of a restaurant, it is a violation of the trust that 

the dining public places in our hands. I know chefs 

who have experienced this in their careers, never to 

recover from the feeling of guilt and shame. I knew this 

topic would strike a chord with every chef who has 

held the responsibility for the well-being of guests.

What are the professional and personal characteristics 

that lead to the success of your main characters?

ps: Without giving too much away, Carla and Jake 

both share admirable characteristics and some that 

are not so positive, but they adjust and overcome. 

7KH\�KDYH�D�SDVVLRQ�IRU�WKHLU�ZRUN�DQG�LW�LV�DQ�

extension of them.

Secondly, their work ethic is like many chefs with 

whom I have had the pleasure to align—a whatever-

it-takes motto.
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the ingredient and handle it properly. Buy from 

YHQGRUV��IDUPHUV��ÞVKPRQJHUV�DQG�PHDW�SXUYH\RUV�

who have this same respect and do not treat 

everything as a commodity that comes off the back of 

a truck. Whenever possible, visit the farms, processing 

plants, dairies, cheese makers, cattle ranchers and 

ÞVKHUPHQ�ZKR�SURYLGH�\RX�ZLWK�WKH�WRROV�WR�WUDQVIRUP�

LQJUHGLHQWV�LQWR�ÞQLVKHG��GHOLFLRXV�ZRUNV�RI�DUW�

,�DOZD\V�UHPHPEHU�D�TXRWH�IURP�:ROIJDQJ�

Puck when asked what his formula was for 

success: “I buy the best raw materials and 

try not to screw them up.”

How can a chef navigate between quality 

of ingredients and price? Is it ever okay to 

sacrifice quality for price?

ps: 1HYHU�VDFULÞFH�TXDOLW\�IRU�SULFH��6HDUFK�

for the best deals and push your vendor 

WR�ZRUN�ZLWK�\RX�LQ�WKLV�UHJDUG��7KH�PLQXWH�

\RX�VDFULÞFH�WKH�TXDOLW\�WKDW�\RX�NQRZ�LV�

important is the minute that your restaurant 

begins the long road toward failure.

Americans spend the least amount of money on 

their personal food budgets as a percentage of their 

income than any other civilized nation in the world. 

One of the jobs of the chef is to help to convince 

people to eat a little bit less, pay the farmer or 

SURGXFHU�D�IDLU�SULFH�IRU�TXDOLW\�DQG�OHDUQ�WKDW�IRRG�LV�

the basis for our health—and maybe this deserves a 

higher percentage of their working dollar.

Another approach is for chefs to take a hard look 

at their menus. How many menus feature premier 

LQJUHGLHQWV�WKDW�FRVW�WKH�SURSHUW\�GHDUO\�DQG�UHTXLUH�

the least amount of talent on the part of the chef or 

cook? We tend to take the path of least resistance 

7KLUG��WKH\�UHIXVH�WR�DFFHSW�PHGLRFULW\�LQ�DQ\WKLQJ�

they do; they are all in on the excellence train.

Finally, they have vision, a plan and the ability to 

stick with that plan to the end. Ironically, some of 

these traits can also become liabilities if not kept in 

SHUVSHFWLYH�DQG�XQGHU�FRQWURO��7KLV�EHFRPHV�FOHDU�DW�

various times in the book.

You focus on the complex U.S. food system. What advice 

do you have for chefs with buying responsibilities—how 

can they buy smarter?

ps: My advice is simple: a chef is only as good as the 

LQJUHGLHQWV�KH�RU�VKH�ZRUNV�ZLWK��7R�WKLV�HQG��\RXU�

vendors are a critical part of your team. Communicate, 

listen and make them work hard for you just as you 

ZRXOG�DQ\�HPSOR\HH��7HDFK�WKHP�ZKHQ�QHFHVVDU\�DQG�

listen to their advice when appropriate. Learn about 

the source of the ingredients and make your vendors 

do the same—this is part of their job.

Instill in your cooks the understanding that the 

ingredient is sacred and part of their job is to respect 
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and offer items we know people will be attracted to 

rather than show our ability to make less expensive 

FXWV�DQG�OHVV�IDPLOLDU�ÞVK�WDVWH�MXVW�DV�H[WUDRUGLQDU\��

but with a lower price tag. A chef friend of mine once 

VDLG��q7KHUH�LV�IDU�OHVV�VNLOO�LQYROYHG�LQ�SUHSDULQJ�D�

lobster tail than a leg of chicken—the real talent of 

a cook is creating a lobster experience for the guest 

with that chicken leg.”

How do you see the hospitality industry changing in 

response to increased foodborne illnesses?

ps: We are changing, at least initially, because we 

DUH�DIUDLG�RI�WKH�FRQVHTXHQFHV��+RZHYHU��WKH�QHZ�

generation of cooks has had the opportunity to take 

the ServSafe Program, which from my perspective 

is the greatest contribution that the National 

Restaurant Association has made to the restaurant 

EXVLQHVV�LQ�P\�OLIHWLPH��7KLV�KDV�EHFRPH�WKH�JROG�

standard and one that is truly making a difference.

We need to get past the feeling that the health 

department, when they show up to our door, is 

somehow the enemy — they are in fact our greatest 

friends. We all know that most inspectors take their 

job seriously and truly want to help restaurants do 

things right; but there are others who appear to 

ßH[�WKHLU�SRZHU�PXVFOH�DV�D�ZD\�RI�ÞQGLQJ�D�ZD\�

WR�SXQFK�D�FKHI��7KLV�ZLOO�DOZD\V�H[LVW��EXW�LI�WKH�

UHVWDXUDQW�WDNHV�D�SURDFWLYH�UROH�UHTXLULQJ�VWDII�

PHPEHUV�WR�EHFRPH�6HUY6DIH�FHUWLÞHG�DQG�EXLOG�

food safety into their culinary program, then great 

things will happen.

7KH�HACCP Program is one example of a great 

tool that too many restaurants are viewing as another 

EXUHDXFUDWLF�VWHS�PDNLQJ�LW�PRUH�GLIÞFXOW�WR�RSHUDWH��

yet chefs would agree that time and temperature are 

the greatest deterrent to a foodborne issue or the 

greatest contributor to problems.

What advice do you have to nurture relationships with 

farmers and food purveyors?

ps: 7KLV�SURFHVV�WDNHV�WLPH��/LNH�PDQ\�FKHIV��,�

accepted the attitude that vendors can’t be trusted. 

My attitude changed as I began to view them as 

partners. Sure, there were times when I was frustrated 

ZLWK�D�VDOHV�SHUVRQ��IDUPHU�RU�ÞVKPRQJHU��EXW�RQFH�,�

put on the hat of partner, then things began to change.

above: Sorgule with his culinary crew at the four-diamond 
Mirror Lake Inn, Lake Placid, New York. left: Cooking at the 
James Beard House in 2008.

https://www.servsafe.com/
http://www.restaurant.org/Home
http://www.restaurant.org/Home
https://www.fda.gov/Food/GuidanceRegulation/HACCP/
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7KH�IDUP�WR�WDEOH�PRYHPHQW�LV�JUHDW��EXW�LW�KDV�\HW�

to work on the challenges both sides face. Chefs 

QHHG�FRQVLVWHQF\�LQ�VL]H��FRORU��ßDYRU��DUULYDO�WLPHV�IRU�

RUGHUV��DQG�WKH�TXDQWLW\�WKDW�WKH�UHVWDXUDQW�EXVLQHVV�

demands. Many, if not most farmers, grass-fed beef 

SURGXFHUV�DQG�ÞVKHUPDQ�KDYH�\HW�WR�GHYHORS�D�

business model that can address these needs.

When those carrots or potatoes come in all random 

sizes, everything in the kitchen has to change. When 

organic chicken breasts are delivered in random 

sizes, the cooking times, methods and portions 

OHDGLQJ�WR�SURÞWDELOLW\�DUH�RXW�RI�ZKDFN��)LQDOO\��

most farmers don’t get the wholesale pricing model, 

which results in higher costs to the restaurant and 

OHVV�URRP�IRU�HIIHFWLYH�SULFLQJ�DQG�SURÞW��7KLV�ZLOO�

eventually get better, but right now it is a problem.

On the other end, chefs rarely take the time to 

XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�IDUPHUpV�SHUVSHFWLYH���7KHLU�IDUP��

the rotation of crops and the growing cycle may not 

allow them to produce those perfect carrots through 

a season or longer. Chefs need to adjust how they 

look at menu planning, how long a menu is kept and 

whether they can change those menus based on 

peak maturity of vegetables that may only be around 

IRU�D�IHZ�ZHHNV�LQ�D�F\FOH��7KHUHpV�ORWV�RI�URRP�

for improvement and understanding on both ends. 

Communication is key.

You mention in the book that the sign of a great restaurant 

is that it can thrive even during tough times. What are the 

tough times that restaurants currently deal with?

ps: 7KH�SUREOHPV�WKDW�WKH�UHVWDXUDQW�EXVLQHVV�LV�

IDFLQJ�WRGD\�DUH�PLQG�ERJJOLQJ��7R�EHJLQ�ZLWK��WKH�

greatest dilemma we face is a soft labor market. 

For a multitude of reasons there is a real shortage 

of cooks, servers and other key personnel in 

UHVWDXUDQWV��7KH�LQGXVWU\�DV�D�ZKROH�PXVW�VWUDWHJL]H�

on the cause and come up with a long-term solution. 

8QOHVV�ZH�DGGUHVV�ODERU�LVVXHV�OLNH�DWWUDFWLQJ�

HPSOR\HHV��WUDLQLQJ��UHWHQWLRQ��SD\�VFDOHV��EHQHÞWV��

ßH[LEOH�VFKHGXOLQJ�DQG�RWKHU�TXDOLW\�RI�OLIH�FRQFHUQV��

ZH�PD\�ÞQG�WKH�H[SRQHQWLDO�JURZWK�UDWH�RI�WKH���pV�

and 90’s come to a halt.

Secondly, the integrity of the food supply is coming 

LQWR�TXHVWLRQ��$UH�*02pV�VDIH"�(YHQ�LI�WKH\�DUH�VDIH��

why can’t we mandate that those products be labeled 

as such so chefs can make a choice? Is organic the 

VDPH�DV�FHUWLÞHG�RUJDQLF"�,I�QRW��ZK\�WKH�JUD\�DUHD�RI�

labeling? Do the advantages of centralized farming and 
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\HDU�URXQG�DYDLODELOLW\�RYHUULGH�WKH�TXDOLW\�WKDW�FRPHV�

from regional, indigenous products that are able to 

fully mature before distribution? Growth hormones, 

WKH�RYHUXVH�RI�DQWLELRWLFV��LQFRUSRUDWLQJ�DUWLÞFLDO�

LQJUHGLHQWV��JUDVV�IHG�YHUVXV�FRUQ�ÞQLVKHG�DQLPDOV��

free-range versus pen-raised chickens, high-fructose 

corn syrup, excessive use of sodium in products we 

EX\��HWF��7KHVH�WRXJK�TXHVWLRQV�QHHG�DQVZHUV�

Finally, rent gouging is putting incredible strain on 

restaurants that might otherwise be successful. 

:KHQ�D�FRPPXQLW\�JRHV�WKURXJK�JHQWULÞFDWLRQ��

usually a restaurant starts the process. Once the 

community evolves, there is a new breed of landlord 

perfectly willing to price the restaurant’s rent out of 

WKH�UHDOP�RI�UHDVRQ��/RRN�DW�8QLRQ�6TXDUH�&DIÆ�LQ�

NYC and talk with Danny Meyer about this. One of 

America’s greatest, highly successful restaurants 

closed its doors to look for another location because 

of rent gouging.

I could go on and on, but the bottom line is that it 

LV�LQFUHDVLQJO\�GLIÞFXOW�IRU�UHVWDXUDWHXUV�WR�UHPDLQ�

successful in today’s market.

What resources do you trust for education and advocacy with 

regard to food safety education and sustainable agriculture?

ps: 5HJDUGLQJ�IRRG�VDIHW\��,�JLYH�D�QRG�WR�WKH�

1DWLRQDO�5HVWDXUDQW�$VVRFLDWLRQ�DQG�WKHLU�6HUY6DIH�

Program. Additionally, the emphasis ACF places on 

sanitation for its FHUWLÞFDWLRQ and accreditation 

programs has played a major role in improving 

awareness and advocacy. 

6XVWDLQDEOH�DJULFXOWXUH�LV�VWLOO�ÞQGLQJ�LWV�IRRWLQJ��

but farmers can take advice from groups like The 

Monterey Bay Aquarium�RQ�VXVWDLQDEOH�ÞVK��1RW�DOO�

farmers are sold on sustainable practices, moving to 

a non-GMO, organic approach that emphasizes less 

dependence on chemical fertilizers and pesticides. 

Farmers have been pushed into a model that is 

geared toward the yield necessary to feed a growing 

SRSXODWLRQ�DQG�WKH�VPDOO�SURÞW�PDUJLQV�WKDW�H[LVW�LQ�

DJULFXOWXUH��5HVRXUFHV�IRU�WKHP�DUH�QRW�PDLQVWUHDP��

but organizations like Chef’s Collaborative and 

Slow Food USA are a good start. I am pleased to 

see far greater involvement on the part of the ACF. 

5HFHQW�LVVXHV�RI�National Culinary Review are a 

breath of fresh air in this area.

In the end, it is still up to the chef to establish 

standards of excellence and operation and 

communicate his or her needs with farmers, producers 

and vendors. Hopefully, The Event That Changed 

Everything will wake people up to the challenges 

ahead. I truly believe that this is a book that every 

FXOLQDULDQ�ZLOO�ÞQG�HQOLJKWHQLQJ�DQG�XVHIXO��7KH�(YHQW�

7KDW�&KDQJHG�(YHU\WKLQJ could very well become 

a great resource for a number of classes in culinary 

arts programs or a personal resource for young cooks 

working their way through a kitchen apprenticeship.

You can order a copy of 7KH�(YHQW�7KDW�&KDQJHG�

(YHU\WKLQJ through amazon.com, barnesandnoble.com 

or through the publisher at: www.iuniverse.com. �

opposite left: Receiving the four-diamond award for Mirror 
Lake Inn. opposite right: Sorgule with the 1988 New England 
Culinary Olympic Team.

http://www.acfchefs.org/ACF/Certify/ACF/Certify/
http://www.acfchefs.org/ACF/Education/Accreditation/ACF/Education/Accreditation/
http://www.montereybayaquarium.org/
http://www.montereybayaquarium.org/
http://www.chefscollaborative.org/hello/
https://www.slowfoodusa.org/
http://www.acfchefs.org/ACF/About/Media/Publications/ACF/About/Media/Publications/
http://www.harvestamericaventures.com/theeventthatchangedeverything.html
http://www.harvestamericaventures.com/theeventthatchangedeverything.html
http://www.acfchefs.org/ACF/Education/Apprenticeship/ACF/Education/Apprenticeship/
https://www.amazon.com/Event-That-Changed-Everything-Relationships/dp/1491755105/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1513372325&sr=8-1&keywords=the+event+that+changed+everything
https://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/the-event-that-changed-everything-paul-sorgule/1121071040?ean=9781491755105
https://www.iuniverse.com/Bookstore/BookDetail.aspx?BookId=SKU-000962222

