Chef Talk

Ready, Set, Go!

To keep pace with Chef David Cuntz, get ready to cover some distance.

Even Chef Cuntz’s teenage years had a sense of motion. “My mom told me, ‘Get on your skateboard and find a job!’” he recalls. His career journey took him through impressively diverse restaurant work and professional training, and finally back to his home state of Colorado. Now he’s living his passion as Executive Chef and head of Food Operations at the Strater Hotel in Durango.

Step into the landmark Strater Hotel—built in 1887—and you’ll see respect for the past in every detail, from antique walnut furniture to period wallpaper. The dining options are diverse: Mahogany Grille, Diamond Belle Saloon, The Office Spiritorium and exquisite banquet services for up to 200. They all showcase fresh flavors and culinary innovation—Chef Cuntz makes sure of that.

Chef Cuntz’s success keeps him on the move with the biggest names in the business. He was invited to be part of the Food Network’s star-studded South Beach Wine & Food Festival in February. Along with Strater Hotel owner Rod Barker and Executive Sous Chef Jason Hayner, Cuntz brought the hotel’s perfected classic entree to the Sunshine State: Pepper Steak Herbert.

“There’s a history behind that steak,” says Cuntz of the beef fillet medallions paired with pepper-mango chutney. “It’s something locals recognize, and it really showcases the hotel.” The fact that Cuntz presented this piece of history to the who’s-who crowd of 25,000 demonstrates that he respects tradition as well as innovation. 

The seasonal menu and nightly specials at the Mahogany Grille allow Chef Cuntz to highlight the local harvest and to continually experiment. He is excited to partner with nearby vendors for everything from organic microgreens and succulent lamb to custom-baked breads. “Like many people today, I’m thinking of ways our community can grow through food,” says Cuntz.

Chef Cuntz’s goal is to wow with every dish. “You can’t be stagnant,” he explains. “You have to stay ahead of the times, always coming up with new recipes, new ideas—different ways of getting things done.” 

Creativity in the kitchen has kept Chef Cuntz excited about foodservice for almost 30 years. Take his new Alaskan Pan Seared Halibut with White Truffled Tomato Fondue

and Fresh Potato Cakes. In this dish, tender halibut sits atop a bed of crispy potato-and-onion cakes, and is finished with warm, tangy tomato fondue. (Recipe on page XX.)
Running food operations for a hotel is a huge undertaking. Cuntz’s duties begin at 6:30 a.m. He meets with the managers of each dining venue, coordinates with Executive Sous Chef Jason Hayner before the daily rush, manages banquets and develops upcoming menus. In everything he does, Chef Cuntz cross-trains his team and encourages them to excel. This guarantees that expectations are met, no matter what.

Chef Cuntz also continually evaluates every aspect of the guest experience. “It’s all about first impressions,” he says. “The minute customers walk through the door, what do they feel?” Like many national restaurant consultants, he recognizes the importance of that first impression, including such things as signage and the condition of the parking lot. 
With a single kitchen, two walk-in refrigerators and a freezer, “coordinating banquet menus with other menus is key,” says Cuntz. “That way you can utilize the same ingredients, plus you have more control over order volume and cost.”

Chef Cuntz depends on Shamrock Foods and rep Lynn Geist to stay current with his needs and quickly fulfill requests. “I’ve been in this business a long time, and Shamrock is by far the best company I’ve worked with,” he says. Chef Cuntz appreciates the response to his demand for consistency, and the willingness to fix anything that does not meet his expectations. He also sees a difference in Shamrock’s family-owned attitude: he’s treated as a valuable customer rather than another number.

While staying true to this landmark hotel’s history, Chef Cuntz keeps customers asking: what lengths will he go to next? Take an upcoming kids’ menu at the Mahogany Grille, for example. New items will combine the tried-and-true with the unexpected—peanut butter and jelly suchi served with edamame salad and chopsticks. 
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800-247-4431 for hotel reservations

(970) 375-7124 for catering
