
sociation.
A new tradition was added 

to the Hennessy program in 
2006. To celebrate the pro-
gram’s 50th anniversary, 50 
Air Force culinary specialists 
from all over the world were 
selected to be sent to the Culi-
nary Institute of America (CIA) 
for training and to earn a cer-
tificate that would be useful 
for a future in the hospitality 
industry.

“We sent the airmen out 
there for one week,” Vacale-
bre said. “We felt that was a 
fabulous experience.”

The CIA training event has 
been an annual event since the 
Hennessy’s 50th anniversary. 
Each year, 25 culinary special-

As a restaurateur, Carmen Vacalebre 
has the expertise to recognize a good 

foodservice operation, and can appreci-
ate the good work being done in military 
food service when doing evaluations as a 
traveler for the Hennessy program.

Vacalebre considers dining facilities 
on military bases to be great training 
facilities, emphasizing the balance be-
tween eating the right food and exercise. 
“I think the energy is there, the commit-
ment to improve food service is there,” 
he said. “They are improving and headed 
in the right direction.”

He believes the Hennessy program is 
valuable to improve military food service, 
and insists that better training is critical 
to prepare culinary specialists to become 
professional chefs.

It is a culture shock, he said, 
explaining that the commer-
cial world stresses flavor pro-
file and profitability more than 
military food service does.

Vacalebre was director on 
the board of the National Res-
taurant  Association (NRA) in 
2003 when first asked to travel 
to evaluate Air Force foodser-
vice programs for the Hen-
nessy awards.

The evaluation involved 
foodservice programs at six 
bases: Lackland AFB, Texas; 
Vandenberg AFB, Calif.; Tra-
vis AFB, Calif.; Osan AB, Ko-
rea; Hurlburt Field, Fla.; and 
Ramstein AB, Germany.

“I just really, really enjoyed 
it,” Vacalebre said. “I just 
found a new passion for the 
military.”

Driven by that enthusiasm, 
Vacalebre remained involved 
and rose to become president 
of the Hennessy Travelers As-

Staff Sergeant Kelly Bartholic and 
Airman First Class Mark Douglass 
prepare the lemon pepper tilapia 
entrée as Disney evaluators Dick 

Hynes and Jara Allen look on.  
(PHOTO COURTESY: U.S. AIR FORCE)

The Hennessy awards evaluate military 
foodservice programs across all aspects of 
operations. (PHOTO COURTESY: U.S. AIR FORCE)
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Savor the Moment
Hennessy Travelers Are Pleased to Continue the Tradition



“It drives attention, 
positive attention,” he said.

As a traveler evaluating 
teams in each of the last 
four Hennessy awards, 
Crawford is impressed by 
the dedication of culinary 
specialists working in the 
dining facilities, as well as 
how eager they are to learn.

“The first thing that re-
ally pops out at you is the 
work ethic,” he said. “The 
second thing is their hun-
ger for training.”

Culinary specialists are 
eager to learn elegant culi-
nary tricks that help them 
take what they have and 
present a meal in a pleasant 

and satisfying manner, while also moving to a higher 
skill level.

Evaluations made through the Hennessy awards, 
Crawford maintains, bring sharing and “up-skilling.” 
Culinary specialists in the Air Force already are at the 
highest level of standard, but that is not where they, 
or the Hennessy evaluators, want them to be.

“Once they get out of the school house, there is no 
training,” he said, adding that the Hennessy program 
provides training not available in the Air Force. “If 
you’ve never been to the Ritz Carlton, you don’t know 
what high-quality service is.”

Crawford, an industry consultant and retired Mc-
Donalds corporate officer, has been an evaluator travel-
ing in the Hennessy program since 2010, and has also 
participated in the Disney and Hill programs.

Mostly, he is motivated by a passion 
for food and to give back by developing 
people, as well as the opportunity to 
work with the military. “It was just this 
happy combination of two passions,” 
he said.

Since the Hennessy awards evaluate 
military foodservice programs across 
all aspects of operations, travelers tend 
to focus on areas of interest or exper-
tise. For Crawford, those areas are food 
safety, personnel files related to training 
and certification, and senior leadership 
engagement on base.

Food safety protects the health and 
wellness of personnel by minimizing 
the threat of food-borne illness. Another 
step is checking training and certifica-

ists are selected, and par-
ticipation expanded five 
years ago with the addition 
of Marines to the training 
event.

Having the opportunity 
for 25 service members to 
train at the CIA each year 
teaches them about flavor 
and technique that con-
tributes to improving mili-
tary food service, as well as 
building a stronger foun-
dation for a professional 
career.

Vacalebre is a restaura-
teur who started the Car-
men Anthony Vacalebre 
Restaurant group in Con-
necticut. While he applies 
his business experience when evaluating for the Hen-
nessy, Vacalebre recognizes that military food service 
is different. Still the common goal is to improve food 
service and make it better than institutional.

MORE THAN A TROPHY
Air Force foodservice programs competing in the 

Hennessy have more to gain than simply winning a 
trophy, there is the recognition and support that comes 
with participation.

Dick Crawford considers military food service to 
be under appreciated, under valued and taken for 
granted. Competing in the Hennessy program, he 
believes, boosts a program’s profile on base and better 
positions it to receive new equipment or be considered 
for renovation.

Staff Sergeant Jason Dolan answers food-
service questions by the Disney evaluators. 

(PHOTO COURTESY: U.S. AIR FORCE)

Airmen at Stewart AnG prepare a meal 
during an evaluation for the Disney 

Award. (PHOTO COURTESY: U.S. AIR FORCE)
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tion in ServSafe and Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention. “To some degree, the devil is in the details, 
are you taking care of people,” he said.

Hennessy is moving toward a future with an em-
phasis on training. But Crawford is concerned about 
whether the Air Force will continue its support for the 
Hennessy program in the tight fiscal environment.

No longer having the Hennessy’s training compo-
nent would be a “great loss” for the Air Force and its 
culinarians, he said.

CLOSE CALL
Cancellation of the Hennessy program evaluations 

came close to reality this year. Significant budget re-
ductions left the Air Force unable to provide funding 
that covers half of the cost for civilian and military 
evaluators, explained Art Myers, chairman, National 
Restaurant Association Military Foundation (NRAMF).

“Agreement was reached to allow the NRAMF to 
fund the full cost of the NRA civilian travelers this 
year,” Myers said. “Since, for the first time in its award 
history, there would not be military evaluators, we 
solicited for experienced prior-Hennessy Travelers to 
accomplish the evaluations. We had numerous  vol-
unteers, and were able to complete the evaluations.”

The evaluators saw many dedicated airmen and 
civilians doing great work, regardless of the significant 
budget reductions faced this year.

“They were also inspired and thankful since they 
were advised earlier that this year’s evaluations were 
cancelled,” Myers said. “We also saw a further need 
for these evaluations and additional training since 
oversight and assistance has been eliminated from the 
various major command staffs.”

The Hennessy award is the oldest military food-
service industry award in the United States, having 
been established in 1956. It and other awards were 
presented for the 57th consecutive year at the 2013 
NRA Restaurant, Hotel-Motel Show in Chicago.

An NRAMF subcommittee responded this past year 
by: agreeing to pay all future costs for the NRA civil-
ian evaluation travelers; creating a working group to 
focus on an NRA certification program, concentrat-
ing on industry certifications for military personnel, 
veterans and civilians, as well as suppliers; hosting an 
awards banquet on Friday evening beginning in 2014, 
leaving Saturday open as a training day for all military 
attendees (the primary focus of attendance by military 
will be for training, with the awards event included.); 
and gaining some traction on development of a central 
hospitality industry jobs Web site as a valuable resource 
for separating military members, as well as veterans 
and military spouses.

 “Due to continued reductions in funding, the 

NRAMF support for both areas, evaluation and train-
ing, is more critical than ever,” Myers said.

PRESERVING TRADITION
Preserving the more than half-century Hennessy 

tradition is welcomed by the travelers who evaluate 
the foodservice teams and share their expertise.

“We are all grateful for the National Restaurant 
Association Military Foundation’s foresight and gen-
erosity in funding civilian evaluators so these valuable 
awards programs were not cancelled in 2013,” said Jara 
Allen, executive director, International Military Com-
munity Executives Association (IMCEA). “Competing 
for such awards keeps our military food professionals 
motivated and performing at their best. When they 
compete, we all win.”

Working with the culinary specialists is rewarding 
for the opportunity to interact and see the dedication, 
even under challenging conditions that sometimes 
demand improvising.

“I really enjoyed interacting with the troops in 
the kitchen and talking to them about their aspira-
tions,” Allen said. “At each installation I was once 
again impressed by the teamwork among military and 
contractors, the level of professionalism, outstanding 
leadership support and the overall dedication to creat-
ing the healthiest, most enjoyable experience for the 
customer. Constant innovation in the face of adversity 
was the norm, and it all came with a positive attitude 
and a can-do spirit.”

CHANGES
Although Hennessy evaluations went on despite the 

economic challenges, experienced travelers noticed 
some differences compared with past years.

Most evaluation teams, for example, visited only a 
single base. “Consequently, we had to rely upon our 
past traveling experience to guide us and comparisons 
between bases was impossible,” said Bob Ansara, a Las 
Vegas restaurateur. “Regardless, we saw a great group 
of young men and women who were ’up’ for the in-
spection/evaluation. Seeing these high-quality young 
men and women engaged in the mission gives much 
needed hope for our future.”

Ansara, and his evaluation team, visited Nellis AFB, 
where he was impressed with a highly motivated group 
of airmen who are dedicated to the foodservice mis-
sion, just as he had been on past travels.

“During my past travels,” Ansara said, “I was always 
impressed by: the ability of the airmen to execute 
the worldwide menu with a team of people, some of 
whom have very little food experience; the concept 
of readiness as it relates to deployment and the task of 
feeding the Air Force all over the world; and the sac-
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rifice that the military and 
their families make for our 
country and its defense.”

ENTHUSIASM 
CONTINUES

A 10-time veteran who 
has traveled over 300,000 
miles to evaluate foodser-
vice teams in all branches 
of the services is as enthu-
siastic today about the Hen-
nessy program as his first 
time.

“My heart pumps, and 
the adrenalin kicks up with 
all the excitement like it is 
my first time to do one of 
these evaluations,” said Art 
Ritt, chairman of the CIA 
training event in California. 
“When I see the excitement 
of the young troops wait-
ing for us at the airport, 
the senior officers waiting 
to greet us, and everyone involved 
so pumped up and proud, it is hard 
not to feel pride for these winners and wish they all 
can be the final winners.”

Ritt enjoys the enthusiastic young service members 
working individually, as well as together, and showing 
competitive spirit as they try to win.

“One of the best parts of our evaluation, is picking 
some of the people that stood out during our visit, do-
ing excellent work, so we can recognize them with a 
certificate, he said. “We see some creativity sometimes 
in a recipe; sometimes we see them not following a 
recipe like they should.”

Then there is the educational 
opportunity to interact with the cu-
linary specialists and share his profes-
sional expertise. “I enjoy when I can 
show them ways to become better 
at what they do, timesaving, cost-
saving ideas, ‘tricks of the trade,’” 
he said. “When they get enthusi-
astic after learning something, it is 
fun watching them put things into 
practice.”

Most difficult for Ritt when evalu-
ating the teams is selecting an out-
standing leader from among the 
talented culinary specialists to win 
the special week-long training at the 

CIA in Greystone, Calif.
“The units I evaluated 

this year had outstanding 
leaders in the kitchen. We 
observed them training, 
checking all details of the 
menus, storeroom and ser-
vice,” he said. “My greatest 
pleasure has been chairing 
the event at the CIA these 
past couple of years. We 
provide an exceptional 
week, all expenses paid by 
our supporters, of training, 
mentoring, eating, sightsee-
ing.”

The training week at the 
CIA brings together the in-
dividual Marine and Air 
Force culinary specialists, 
organizes them into teams 
that compete create meals 
and learn. “It is refresh-
ing seeing them cook with 
items and menus they never 

heard of, and putting out great buf-
fets shows their skill level and that 

we picked great cooks and leaders,” he said. “They go 
back to their rooms and study for the next day.”

Evaluators become mentors, having time to spend 
time with the service members, engage in roundtable 
discussions and even socialize in the evenings, and 
communicate what a career in the culinary industry 
can be for them, Ritt added.

At the end of the training week in Greystone, each 
of the 25 culinary specialists received a gift from spon-
sors of the event. This year it was a set of Swiss knives. 
“Most of these students don’t own any of their own 

knives,” he said. “The look in their eyes when 
they realized what was just given to them was 
priceless.”

As a seasoned veteran, Ritt also was conscious 
of the changes compared with past years, which 
he attributes to the budget conditions that threat-
ened to sideline the Hennessy program this year.

Last-minute changes resulted in several teams 
visiting multiple locations and some units work-
ing without civilian contracts in place.

But with the NRA’s support now, Ritt is confi-
dent about the Hennessy’s future. “We are look-
ing forward to larger participation of students 
and to grow this program,” he said. “I look for-
ward to my next travels, whenever they call me.” 

—GFS

The 2013 The 2013 The 2013 
Hennessy Hennessy Hennessy 
TravelersTravelersTravelers

Russ AdamsRuss AdamsRuss Adams
Jara AllenJara AllenJara Allen

Bob AnsaraBob AnsaraBob Ansara
Nydia EkstromNydia EkstromNydia Ekstrom

Dick HynesDick HynesDick Hynes
Jack KelecknerJack KelecknerJack Keleckner
Pete MihailovPete MihailovPete Mihailov

Art MyersArt MyersArt Myers
Bob RiceBob RiceBob Rice

Arthur RittArthur RittArthur Ritt
Steve WatsonSteve WatsonSteve Watson

working with the culinary specialists is an 
opportunity to interact and see the 

dedication. (PHOTO COURTESY: USAF)

Government Food Service • JULY 2013

HEnnESSY/DISnEY AwARDS




