Chef Talk: Red Sky New American Cuisine & Catering

Say the words “red sky” and visions of lustrous sunsets and majestic swelling seas may come to mind. In the Rocky Mountain Southwest, where spectacular evening skies are often painted with the rich, red brushstrokes of the setting sun, red skies are a familiar, and awe-inspiring end to a vibrant and satisfying day in one of the country’s most dynamic regions. It seems fitting, then, that one of Tucson, Arizona’s, most respected restaurants would be called Red Sky, because as regular patrons will attest the operation regularly delivers a rich tapestry of inspiring foods influenced by the flavors of California, France and the Southwest. It is a treasured jewel in the Tucson culinary scene that offers a delightful compliment to the majestic landscape. But the name Red Sky was an afterthought.

“A friend of mine gave me the name Red Sky,” said owner and Chef Steve Schultz, “and it was better than anything else I could come up with, so that’s what we used.”  He opened the restaurant in February of 2000 and quickly established himself as a Chef with vision, taste and the training to pull it all together. Now he’s planning to open a sister Italian restaurant next door, and the city is buzzing in anticipation. 

Schultz is a Tucson native who got his start as a young boy helping out in his uncle’s coffee shop. From those humble beginnings he eventually went on to study at the famed Ecole de Cuisine Le Varenne of Paris and worked under accomplished chefs from France, Switzerland, Germany and Austria. His resume since that year abroad includes equally impressive credentials: the Palm Court and Moby Nick’s in Scottsdale, AZ; Vincent on Camelback in Phoenix; Carmel Valley Ranch in California; and the Ventana Room and the Lodge at Ventana Canyon in Tucson, AZ. 

Schultz describes the menu at Red Sky as an eclectic mix of California, French,  Southwestern and fusion cuisines. He’s quick to admit that while the restaurant’s following is intensely loyal, new customers aren’t always prepared for the experience. “Our menu is innovative,” Schultz said. “Some people may be scared off by it at first; it may be a little too innovative for them. My best customers are expatriates from California or New York, people who’ve traveled a lot and are accustomed to culinary diversity. They’re right at home here.” 

“One of the things that separates my food from that of other chefs is that, we don’t do things the easy way. There’s a lot of attention to detail here – the vegetable preparations, sauces . . . we serve different kinds of risotto every day. We have four specials for lunch and four specials for dinner. Sometimes we have six for dinner and people have come to expect it from us. Other restaurants just don’t do that. I have a lot of people who come to work for me and it turns out not to be a good fit for them because they’re just not used to putting that much effort into the food. Presentation is another feature that sets Red Sky apart from the rest. It’s innovative, too. We do things the way they’re supposed to be done, and we buy only the best ingredients.”  

Shamrock is our Red Sky’s main supplier, and Sales Representative Todd Miller is working closely with Chef Schultz to maintain those high standards as well as help make sure the fall opening of the Italian restaurant happens on schedule. It will be called Luna Bella – beautiful moon – and will focus on the cuisine of Northern Italy – pastas and fresh fish and steaks, complete with an extensive selection of wines from the same region.  

“Luna Bella will reach a broader audience (than Red Sky),” Schultz explained, emphasizing that the pastas and sauces associated with Italian cuisine are much more accessible to most people than some of the contemporary creations at Red Sky. And because the kitchen at Luna Bella is so much larger than the one at Red Sky, he plans to capitalize on that by incorporating a bakery and expanding his catering activities. 

Catering has been a key component of his success over the past eight years at Red Sky, accounting for as much as 10% of his business. And it’s all happened solely through word of mouth. But limited kitchen space has caused him to walk away from some of the larger catering jobs.

“A couple of times I’ve had to question: ‘Do I really want that business?’ because I just didn’t have the ovens to support it. Now we’ll be able to go after some of those large parties.”

Business is up at Red Sky this year, he said. He feels strongly about the future of the Tucson economy and the demand for quality food there, enough so that he isn’t afraid to open a new restaurant right next to door the one he already has. In a sense, he’ll be competing against himself. “The way it works, in my opinion, is that each spot draws  a certain amount of people. And if the restaurant cuisine is totally different, then it will draw its own crowd rather than pull from here. And that’s what we’re looking to do with Bella Luna; we want to broaden our audience and reach new people. 
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