
Today, The Naval Academy Club at the United 
States Naval Academy (USNA) in Annapolis, Md., 
is a thriving foodservice operation. Less than 

10 years ago, that didn’t even seem like a possibility. 
In the long history of the country’s military, on-base clubs 

have offered a place for on-base catering, as well as off-hours 
gathering places for base personnel, most often officers. 

In the early 1990s, military club operations stopped re-
ceiving appropriated funds — authorized by Congress with-
out regard to profit — and instead received nonappropriated 
funding — generated from the operation of base locations, 
like golf courses and the clubs themselves. 

With this change, a number of clubs began to close or 
considered closing. The Officer’s Club on base was one of 
those considered for closing. “The Naval Academy had an 
Officer’s Club here, and it was run by the Naval Station in the 
1998-2000 timeframe,” said Phillip Allison, deputy director of 
the Naval Academy Business Services Division. “They were 
going to close, and the superintendent of the Naval Academy 
at that time decided to realign them with the Academy.”

The Academy-operated club struggled until 2006, when 
Allison was brought in. “We didn’t have a focus,” he said. 
“We had a club, but it wasn’t really active as a part of the 
military university setting. I had a foodservice background, 
and there was a desire in the 2006 timeframe to close, and that 
is when we started the trajectory to refocus from an Officer’s 
Club to more of a University Club open to both the military 
and the academic faculty. Many of our faculty don’t have a 
military background. We called ourselves the Officer’s and 
Faculty Club, but very few of our members were from the 
faculty and our civilian faculty was not familiar with the club 
aspect of the military. We remarketed ourselves, not as the 
Officer’s and Faculty Club, but as the Naval Academy Club, 
invested in a renovation, invested in an executive chef and 
began to up our game to show the value that we could bring 
to a university setting.”

In addition to remarketing the club to encourage faculty 
to join, Allison and his team undertook many other steps in 
the transformation. A major change was to take a commercial 
approach to the operation: investing in an executive chef and 
the software systems that commercial restaurants use.

“We had to get away from paper contracts to actually using 
the industry automated software, such as Cheftec, Caterease 
and Digital Dining. We were manual prior to that, so it became 
very difficult to respond quickly to catering requests because 
of the amount of work that was required. Investing in those 
systems gave the catering team and the chef the tools they 
needed to develop proposals and have informed conversa-
tions vice try to do everything manually with paper records.” 

In 2008, Allison hired Eric Lindstrom as the Naval Acad-

emy Club’s executive chef. “We hired Eric in October of 2008 
because he had the industry experience and familiarity with 
the foodservice systems. He could champion them and bring 
the rest of the workforce along with the changes needed in 
the way we were doing our business,” he said. 

“The technology we brought in is able to scale all of the 
recipes once you enter them,” said Lindstrom. “It is able to 
do our inventory tracking, so we are able to do it shelf by 
shelf. It updates the most current prices that you have from 
your last purchase. This has helped us streamline the whole 
inventory process and end-of-month financials, so you can 
know what you actually are paying for the food.”

One of the first things that Allison and Lindstrom did was 
to create a manual with procedures for employees. “I drove 
ships for four years and then became a logistics officer in the 
Navy,” said Allison. “When you are a logistics officer, there 
is a manual that pretty much tells you how to do everything. 
There is a disbursing manual. There is a storekeeping manual. 
There is a foodservice manual. There is a comptroller manual. 
You really almost don’t have to memorize anything; you just 
have to know to read the manuals, interpret them and have 
a road map.”

He continued, “Prior to 2006, we had everyone doing stuff 
by memory, so there was no consistency in how we executed 
an event because nothing was written down. They would sit 
with the client, talk with them and take notes and execute 
the event, but there was no structure to the process, so if you 
had two weddings two weeks apart, and if you had two differ-
ent catering reps talking to them, you had two different cost 
structures, two different theories of execution, no control.”

The manual contains guides for many situations, and is 
constantly being updated. “We actually have one manual, but 
it is the size of War and Peace because there are so many dif-
ferent events,” said Allison. “The staff now has a reference to 
go back to, and that changed their game because they weren’t 
guessing or reacting, they were now pro-acting, and when 
changes need to occur, we update our manual. Eric updates 
his manual weekly now as new incidents occur. If he is not in 
the building, the staff doesn’t have to guess at how to do it, 
and they can go look, read, maybe make a quick phone call 
and execute that same standard consistent level of service.”

Employees bought into the new structure. “When the em-
ployees saw the benefit of consistency, they became more 
proactive,” he said. “They were empowered to take chances. 
Almost 80 percent of our employees were here in ’04, ’05 
and ’06, and the morale was terrible because there was no 
structure. The structure of the manual enabled the morale to 
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the last five years.”
The change to scratch cooking was very important for Al-

lison, especially in terms of the club’s reputation. “Here we 
are, thinking that we are an Ivy League–caliber university, with 
the premier engineering school in the country, entertaining 
many foreign counterparts, and we didn’t feel we had a din-
ing experience that was fitting of our academic and political 
reputation. We wanted to have a club that was comparable 
with the Yale Club or the Harvard Club, so when dignitaries 
brought VIPs here and they needed a place to eat, they were 
proud to come to the Naval Academy Club, and not go out in 
town,” he said. “In my opinion, prior to 2006, they were going 
into town with every visitor because we weren’t providing a 
meal that was worthy of the academic or political reputation 
of our institution.” 

As a military institution, the club has a restricted patronage 

policy for membership. “We are permitted to offer membership 
to all Naval Academy graduates, whether they served a 20-year 
career or not,” said Allison. “All retired or active military can 
join and Department of Defense (DoD) employees can join. 
We market to those audiences, and if they receive one of our 
applications, it lists the 12 categories of eligible membership. 
Faculty are authorized to be members and E7 and above in 
the military. But because we didn’t want to alienate the fac-
ulty and staff who may not want to be members, at lunch we 
welcome all faculty and staff regardless of rank or paygrade. 
We wanted to provide a nice option for the entire workforce 
to enjoy should they want to eat out for lunch.”

The club has a two-tiered pricing system at lunch. “A 
faculty or staff member doesn’t have to join, but he can come 
have lunch here and pay a dollar more for his burger than a 
member will,” he said. “But dinner, and all our special events, 
which are built around the academic schedule, one person 
at that table has to be a member. We are members only for 
dinner and happy hours, but at lunch, the sailor, the yeoman, 
the E6 supporting the superintendent can come and eat lunch 
in the club.” 

One of the changes that Allison is most proud of is the 
development of a four-tiered catering pricing structure. “It 
gives us the flexibility to respond to a military university 
environment,” he said. “Our profits go to support the Brigade 

slowly improve.”
In addition to a new way to manage the operation, the 

facility completed a $1.74 million restoration to bring it into 
the 21st century, according to Allison. “What we knew at 
the time was that the club was important to the base and we 
didn’t want it to be closed. The thought process in executing 
the renovation was to return the building to what we believe 
it looked like in 1919 when it was built. The director at the 
time of the renovation did historical research and renovated 
the rooms and the restaurant to try to bring back what the 
historians told him it would have looked like when it opened 
in the early 1900s. The thought was to bring some of the his-
tory and tradition back.”

The club’s main restaurant is called The Alley. “When 
it was renovated in the 1940s, it was turned into a manual 
bowling alley,” he said. “It went from restaurant to bowling 
alley back to restaurant. You can actually 
see the foul line in our restaurant today.” 

All of the furniture in The Alley was 
replaced. The contract was awarded to Brown 
Contracting of Annapolis. Jay’s Furniture 
Products of Buffalo, N.Y. manufactured the 
furniture, and the mill work was done locally 
by Chesapeake Mill Works. The renovation 
won a national award using guidelines from 
the National Trust for Historic Preservation. 

With the restaurant located in a historic 
building, changes to the kitchen, which was 
on two levels, were limited. “Our efforts 
focused on making both kitchens functional, 
as the upstairs kitchen had really only been 
used to plate up prior to the renovation,” 
said Allison. “In the lower kitchen, which 
is our primary kitchen, we purchased two 
double-stack convection ovens, a 10-burner 
Garland range and two Frymaster Fryers, 
all gas-fired. Additionally we purchased a 
new cold prep table, two mixers and a five-well steam table.”

All of the old cooking equipment from the upstairs kitchen 
that hadn’t been used in years was removed and replaced with 
usable equipment relocated from the downstairs kitchen, which 
included a double stack convection oven, and a six-burner 
range with flat-top and a tilt kettle. 

“The end result is that we made both kitchens functional, 
and transitioned the kitchens from warm-and-serve operations 
to being able to prepare everything from scratch,” he said. 
“The added convection ovens tripled the amount of food we 
could cook at one time and provided us the ability to prepare 
food when needed vice hours in advance due to limited space.”

The preparation of food from scratch was a change that 
Chef Lindstrom brought to the operation. “I updated the menu, 
got rid of the ‘open a box, pull out a bag and boil it’ and began 
writing my own recipes and training the staff to execute these 
recipes,” he said. “When I came in, they were using frozen 
lasagna. They were using pre-cut steaks. They weren’t making 
sauces from scratch. They weren’t making soups from scratch.” 

He continued, “The kitchen was overstaffed when I first 
got there and people were standing around. That gave me 
the opportunity to train them in scratch cooking. I think in 
the first year of implementing ChefTec and going to scratch 
cooking, we lowered our food costs from 42 percent to close 
to 25 percent of revenue. We have been maintaining that for 
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competitive pricing possible, while ensuring we cover our 
costs because our profits are going back to them, so we want 
to make it a win for them while they are negotiating with us 
and a win for them with our profits,” said Allison.

All of the changes made have led to success at the club. 
“For The Alley, before the renovation, we were doing 30-50 for 
lunch,” he said. “Today, 100 is a slow lunch. We have doubled 
if not quadrupled our standard lunch service since supporting 
the faculty and staff with lunch. Weddings have gone from 
10 a year, to I think this year we did 32. We have tripled the 
number of weddings we did. The vision in 2006 was to focus 
on the military aspect of the club and the rules of access.”

Due to the evolving military financial climate, the source 
of revenue has changed over the years. “In 2006, when we 
renovated the spaces, we were doing roughly $3.5 - $4 mil-
lion a year in food service,” said Allison. “We committed to 
renovating our spaces to up our game, but budget cuts in ad-
dition to various economic factors posted new and unexpected 
challenges. We found a way around those challenges, and 
while our revenue was flat, the business process improvement 
and the commitment to the a la carte restaurant, The Alley, 
improved our overall financial performance.”

He continued, “We then became offsite central for many 
DoD commands in the D.C. area, and then DoD budget chal-
lenges limited government travel overnight. We lost significant 
revenue from these offsites, but we made it up in other areas. 
The fiscal year that just finished, we had $4.6 million in revenue, 
so we were $400,000 greater than our $4.2 million average 
of the last three years. But that $4.6 million is an amazing 
number, because we were able to adapt to the rapidly changing 
business environment and remain viable. The combination 
of DoD travel restrictions and base access challenges really 
hampered some of our growth but we have found a way to 
replace those customers and continually compensate for the 
changing environment.”  —OCH

of Midshipmen, and they are our primary customer. We would 
much rather they do their dining at the club, than at a hotel in 
D.C. or Annapolis, because we can provide them a close and 
safe environment that doesn’t require transportation. We also 
give them price breaks so that they will be able to afford the 
formal dinner with all of the bells and whistles.”

He continued, “We have a pricing structure where a mid-
shipmen event would be priced different from my daughter’s 
wedding. That has given us the ability to flex to respond to 
all aspects of the university, whether it be an event run by the 
students like the Naval Academy Foreign Affairs Conference, 
or the Academic Dean wanting to host the Patriot League 
English Symposium here. With our four-tier pricing structure, 
we are able to keep everyone happy to show them the benefit 
of doing their event on campus.”

The structure was developed using the metrics of the Club 
Managers Association of America. “There is a service benefit 
that the United States Naval Academy receives hosting an 
event on the yard,” said Allison. “I think taking metrics that 
show food service more as a service vice a revenue generator, 
and then developing a structure that enables us to cover our 
costs — but maybe not be the cash cow of the 16 businesses 
that I manage — pays dividends significantly greater than 
making $100 on a dinner party.” 

Non-members pay the highest rates, but can only use the 
space if they are sponsored by a member. “For example, you 
could be so impressed with us that you would want to have 
a dinner party, and I can sponsor you and you can have your 
party, but you would pay the room fee and a 20 percent service 
charge and the posted prices in our catering guide,” he said. 
“If you joined as a member, you would now get that catering 
guide, but you would get a 15 percent service charge instead 
of 20, five percent off the food prices and no room fee.”

The fourth category is Midshipmen pricing, for students 
at the academy. “We want to give the Midshipmen the most 

MARCH 2015 ON-CAMPUS HOSPITALITY

Catering


