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SPOTLIGHT ON EXECUTIVE CHEF BRANDON ENGEL

By Lisa Jo Barr

Behind the scenes at The Capital Grille, executive chef Brandon Engel is getting ready for Friday's dinner crowd. With surgeon-like gloves, and a cardboard box full of white plastic spoons, he goes from station to station, tasting all the sauces and butters, making sure all is perfect for the night ahead. Meticulously, Engel examines the produce, making sure the strawberries are vibrantly fresh and that no wilted greens are present. 

After checking each station, and making a tangerine vinaigrette for a salad special, Engel spends the calm before the rush joking with his crew--the busboys, managers, dishwashers, food runners, servers and line cooks--that help him make the magic of fine dining happen. You can hear the tone of integrity and respect, along with a family-spirited camaraderie.

  Graduating from the school of hard knocks, Engel, now 38, started working in the restaurant industry at age 15 to support his single mother. With no official training, Engel fell in love with the industry and learned the ropes from several mentors, including executive chef Anthony Hessel (current executive chef of Brasserie Ten Ten and The Mediterranean in Boulder), who he worked with years ago at Josephina's uptown Denver location.  Working with chefs who were impeccable in their cleanliness and organizational skills contributed to his own high standards, says Engel, who recently worked as executive chef at The Palomino, before coming over to The Capital Grille last fall.  


Executive chefs wear many hats, having a wide variety of tasks and skills. They often maintain and fix their own equipment, grow relationships with purveyors, as well as develop menu specials, which are driven by season, trends and the chef's passions. The chef first takes his creation to the palates of his team, then onto others for feedback, before offering it as a special. While creativity is important, Engel says it can sometimes be overrated. "Most restaurants in Denver already have a theme and need to stick with it, and do what they do well, instead of trying to broaden their horizons," says Engel, "If creating less means a better guest experience, I'd lean on that." 

As commander-in-chief of the kitchen, executive chefs must be good listeners, patient, humble, and committed to cleanliness, quality and continued education, says Engel.  


  Restaurants used to have the executive chef focus more on day-to-day operations and act as broiler cook, but are now seeing the importance of developing the crew. The executive chef not only orchestrates the line, but also works to cross-train and coach his crew members. This develops teamwork synergy that translates into seamless dining.  "Ultimately the job of the executive chef is to protect the guest's experience-- from a time, quality and execution standpoint," says Engel. 

The hectic pace behind-the-scenes is a sharp contrast against the upscale mahogany-paneled and polished tranquility of Capital Grille's dining floor. Meals are perfectly executed, the spacing between courses timed just right. The Pan-Fried Calamari with Hot Cherry Peppers ($11.95) is an addictive appetizer that's both spicy and refreshing. The Porcini Rub Delmonico with 8-Year Aged Balsamic ($35.95) is the BMW of steaks; the meat succulently melts in your mouth. Salad specials pair imported cheese with greens and other ingredients into a symphony for the taste buds. The night that I dined, the salad special combined greens, goat cheese, caramelized pine nuts, and dried cranberries with a tangerine vinaigrette. Every ingredient simultaneously stood out and complimented each other. 


Behind the scenes, Engel takes center stage at the line--clean white shiny plates are set down like blank canvas, as he checks the order slips, and calls out to his team to take action. He frequently turns his head to the clock on the wall, and writes down the time on the order slips. In this business, timing is everything. 


A server walks up with a complicated special request. Engel listens carefully and takes notes on the ticket. Every detail counts.


Seafood and steaks are done.  Engel dresses the plate, wipes off the edges for a clean presentation, then yells, "I need hands!" Servers and food runners line up, then grab plates, and off they go. 


"We're like a well-oiled machine, aren't we?" jokes one server. But it was no joke: the orchestration is truly an art form.


 The energy of Downtown Denver with its competition and networking of businesses is something Engel loves about the area, along with the sophistication of Capital Grille's clientele, which include lawyers, politicians and athletes.  Outside the kitchen, Engel, an avid San Francisco Giants fan and music lover, likes to spend time with his wife and 3-year-old son.  


  People often ask if chefs serve lavish meals to lucky family members every night of the week. The answer is no. "Even the chef has to take a break every once in awhile," Engel jokes. "You wouldn't think a chiropractor comes home after a long day at work to readjust all of his family members' backs; the same goes for the chef!"

The Capital Grille, 1450 Larimer Street, Denver  (303) 539-2500, is open for lunch: M-F 11:30-2:30 p.m., and dinner: Mon-Thurs 5-10 p.m., Fri-Sat: 5-11p.m., Sun: 4-9 p.m. Complimentary valet parking is available.  

