Chef Steven Wilkinson talks about how he got started in the kitchen
By Melody Burri, staff writer 
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In the restaurant world the very best chefs are defined by their clean, complex flavors, intriguing ingredients, artistic plating and irresistible signature dishes. And at just 30 years old, Executive Chef Steven Wilkinson stands tall in more than one way.

With a culinary degree from Paul Smith’s College and 15 years of on-the-job experience — 11 of those at Woodcliff Hotel and Spa’s Horizons Restaurant — Wilkinson’s prowess in the kitchen may only be rivaled by his leadership skills.

His immaculate kitchens are gleaming beehives of busyness as each player moves about with purpose, precision and energy — and a refreshing measure of joy. It’s a reflection of Wilkinson’s work ethic and leadership style that the members of his team — from line chefs to dish washers — all have a ready smile that shows they love what they’re doing.

But even a fantastic staff culture won’t keep diners coming back — only great food will do that. And there’s no doubt about it, Wilkinson’s dishes get rave reviews across the board. Recently the chef took a few minutes to talk about his work, his life, and his passion for great food. 

	How would you describe your signature cooking style? 
	“New American cuisine — we take familiar foods and tweak them. We like to have fun with food and play with it. We also dabble in Asian flair — I think you need to have a little Asian flair in your cooking.”

	What makes your food unique? 
	“We always ask, ‘what’s that last element you need to make your dish that much better?’ I’ve been told I have an ability to blend my flavors well — to put different components together in unique combinations.”

	What dish are you best known for? 
	“I don’t think there’s any one dish. I try to encourage people to try something new, something different each time. We always try to do different kinds of sides and I try to go healthy. We just made a wild rice dish with toasted cashews and cranberries plumped with pomegranate juice.”
 

	What do you love most about being a chef? 
	“It’s a hard-working position. You always have some satisfaction at the end of the day from that. I lead over 30 employees, and I love that. It’s more ... helping making work a place where they want to be. And whenever you can bring some goodness into somebody’s life it’s a good thing.”
 

	When did you first know you wanted to be a chef? 
	“It was just something I built up to since I was about 15 — I love what the business is about.”

	How did you get started? 
	It was at a family restaurant called Macedon Hills. I always used to go in there with my family and my sister used to work there. She always used to go back in the kitchen and that was intriguing to me. I wondered ‘what’s  behind the door?’ When I finally started working there and could go back in the kitchen, I thought I was the man.”

“I started out doing dishwashing and prep work. Then I was the toast person — all I did was make toast and butter it. Then I worked the egg grill on Sunday mornings, and graduated to omelets. Eventually I was cooking dinners. That’s where I gained a lot of my speed — you need a lot of line skills to be a chef. You need to be quick.”

“I just kept doing my things and kept moving up through the ranks. I got to do an internship down at Naples, Florida. The culinary school sent a chef and 16 specially selected interns to run a restaurant for about eight to nine months. It was right on the Gulf Coast looking out on the beach. The skills I learned at my first restaurant really paid off there.”
 

	What other jobs have you had? 
	“None — this is the only job I’ve had. A lot of the people get out of the business, but I’m a lifer.”

	What are the biggest challenges you face as a chef? 
	“People always think that a chef is just there to cook the food. There’s so much more than that— helping others, not holding anything back and giving them everything I can give them.

	What are the greatest rewards of your profession? 
	”Being part of the executive committee here at Woodcliff, and being a part of the group that makes decisions. We’re launching a whole ‘Woodcliff lifestyle’ for guests, members and employees.’”
 

	Which foods inspire you? 
	“I love working with truffle oil — I put it on eggs, avocado, everything. I love any fun, new ingredients that spark interest — like smoked olive oil, or beets. It changes with seasons. I’m a huge fan of trying to please the vegetarian crowd — we always have a good time with vegetarian food.”
 

	What is your favorite New York State ingredient to work with? 
	“I’ve got to go with the apple. We’ve got a golden beet and apple tart appetizer that we serve with micro greens and cranberry chutney.”

	What was the best meal you ever had? 
	“Hands down it was the first meal my fiancé tried cooking for me. No one ever wants to cook for me, but she made steaks, asparagus, salt potatoes and a little caprese salad.”

	Where do you go out for a meal in town? 
	“That’s easy. It’s the Taka House in Webster. They’ve got the best sushi — I got engaged there.”

	What advice do you have for up-and-coming chefs? 
	“You’ve got to respect the product. Food is so expensive — you pay a lot of money for it. If you don’t respect it, that’s not a good thing. It’s all part of the chain.”
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