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Fresh Arctic Char from Fisherman Ted is prepared
on a bed of stewed eggplant, red pepper puree
and Panisse chickpea polenta cakes.

Article and photographs by Emily MacDuff

Steamers chef Mason has trained with some of the best

It’s not too often the opportunity
to eat a meal prepared by a young
man who has been trained in the
kitchens of two of the world’s best
chefs comes along in Muskoka. That
experience is available in Huntsville.

Since the start of the 2015 golf sea-
son, Steamers Steakhouse & Bar at
Deerhurst Resort has been employ-
ing one of Muskoka’s best-kept culi-
nary secrets — until now.

His name is Solomon Mason, and
at only 22 years old, Mason has al-
ready worked in the kitchens of two
of the best restaurants in the world
and has trained under some of the
most sought-after chefs in the restau-
rant industry.

And for the rest of the golf season,
he is sharing his own experiences on
plates he is serving up at Steamers

Steakhouse.

Originally from North Bay, Mason
knew from a young age that food was
his passion. He had a drive to pursue
a career in the industry “no matter
what it took,” he says.

Following high school, Mason
completed a two-year Culinary Man-
agement program at Canadore Col-
lege in North Bay. After completing
his college training, he immediately
started writing letters to chef Thom-
as Keller at The French Laundry in
Napa Valley, California — arguably
one of the hardest places to get a din-
ner reservation in the entire U.S. — in
hopes of landing a highly-coveted job
and the culinary training experience
of a lifetime.

Mason wrote letters asking for a
chance to go and work with Keller
and his team in Napa but was ini-
tially unsuccessful in his efforts.
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Despite this, Mason set his eyes on
another world-class restaurant that
was a little closer to home.

“I wanted to work with the rock
stars of the culinary world,” says Ma-
son. “After being initially rejected by
The French Laundry, I started writ-
ing letters to chef Grant (Achatz).”

Achatzs Alinea in Chicago is an-
other infamous dining mecca where
foodies from around the globe flock
to experience cutting edge cooking
techniques that produce flavours, tex-
tures and plates that are unmatched
by other restaurants in the world.

Mason started sending letters to
Achatz in Chicago, just as he had to
Thomas Keller, asking for a chance at
a job or an internship.

“I sent one letter every day,” says
Mason, smiling. “I figure I sent a to-
tal of around 83, including a mixed

tape with the song Why Can’t We Be
Friends? on it.”

Mason’s letters and tapes got the
attention of Achatz and his team at
Alinea in Chicago, and Mason was
given a 3.5-month unpaid internship
in the Windy City.

“It was a really great experience
working in Chicago,” says Mason.
“Working in a kitchen like Alinea
was incredible.”

Throughout this time, Mason
didn’t give up on his dream of work-
ing at The French Laundry.

“I went back to writing more let-
ters to Thomas Keller,” he explains.
“After a couple of weeks of the letter
writing, I was offered a chance at a
hands-on probationary period in the
restaurant in Napa and was given a
job.”

Mason was at The French Laundry



for two-and-a-half months working
with some of the best culinary minds
in the industry until he ran into is-
sues with his work visa and had to
return to Canadian soil, but he didn’t
let that get in his way of doing what
he loves to do.

While Mason was in Ontario, he
worked at a very well-known restau-
rant in Ottawa called Atelier, which
is operated by chef Marc Lepine, who
also worked for chef Grant Achatz in
Chicago at Alinea for a brief time.

“I was able to stage at Atelier on
several occasions throughout the
years,” Mason says. Staging is where
a cook goes to another restaurant and
works for free in order to gain experi-
ence, and it was very common years
ago for a chef to send their apprentice
to other restaurants to do this.

“His (Lepine’s) restaurant is a 22-
seat avant-garde restaurant utilizing
new techniques, and is said to be
Canada’s Alinea,” explains Mason.

Approximately eight months lat-
er, and only 21 years of age at this
point, Mason was back in the United
States working in yet another world-
renowned kitchen in New York City
— Thomas Keller’s east coast fine din-
ing mecca called Per Se.

Mason learned more of the ins and
outs of different kitchen prep stations
and worked many long days and late
nights — sometimes 20-hour shifts —
before hitting yet another obstacle
with a work visa and having to return
to Canadian soil again.

“Coming back from all of these
setbacks made me know what I really
wanted,” explains Mason. “Having
these obstacles and facing challenges
and disappointments really solidified
my cooking dream, and committing
to moving to a foreign country really
is reassuring of what you want.”

“I'm not from a food-forward fam-
ily,” says Mason. “They are extremely
supportive, but they’re more meat-
and-potatoes type of people. They
don’t understand what places like
Alinea and The French Laundry are
all about.”

Upon returning late in 2014, Ma-
son looked for work in North Bay,
but none of the names of the restau-
rants on his resumé meant anything
to the restaurant owners there.

Fortunately, stayed in
touch with one of his teachers from

Mason

Chef Solomon Mason works on the line in the kitchen preparing to plate dishes for dinner service. He
has worked in the Napa Valley and Chicago and is at Steamers until the end of golf season.

college, Deerhurst’s sous-chef Kevin
Schmidtke, and was offered a job
running the kitchen at Steamers for
the 2015 golf season.

According to Deerhurst’s executive
chef David Bakker, since starting in
the spring, Mason has created an in-
spiring and evolving culinary identity

for Steamers and has spread his pas-
sion for food.

“His passion is truly contagious,”
explains Bakker. “The excitement
about honouring local food and lo-
cal ingredients has spread through-
out the Deerhurst community. We're
very happy about the legacy he’s cre-

ating for himself and for our culinary
identity here at Deerhurst.”
Following Thomas Keller’s mantra
of “ingredients and execution,” Ma-
son feels strongly about using qual-
ity, local ingredients on his menus
and is preparing 95 per cent of the
items on the menu this season in-
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house from scratch.

Mason explains that Deerhurst has
been able to source a huge portion of
the produce used in the food outlets
on the property, including Steamers,
from a Huntsville farmer named Jen-
ny Spring.

“We get first crack at her produce
each week before she goes to the farm-
er’s market,” says Mason. “Her veg-
etables are so fresh and beautiful and
we're so happy to be able to use what-
ever she has in season on our menus.”

Mason gushed about another local
Ontario food producer. Fisherman
Ted delivers fresh, live Arctic char to
Steamers once a week and processes
the ones Mason selects from a tank
in Fisherman Ted’s truck on-site. This
ensures the fish served is as fresh as
possible.

Foraging is another important part
of Mason’s practice, and he has trekked
into the woods of Muskoka with his
Steamers kitchen team. They pulled
out mushrooms, spruce tips, cat tails
and ramps that have all ended up on

_ \ his menus in some form or another.
by : “While I'm here, I want to ensure
. X we maintain the high quality of food
Chef Solomon Mason uses all fresh vegetables and meat bones to make his stock. He starts with 200 4 scrvice our customers are used to
litres and when it is all finished, he is left with less than 3 litres of rich, delicious jus. at Steamers and that the bar we have
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ALGONQUIN PARK

Killarney

Our fine country dlniﬁg taken to new heights.
Come by to experience the new menu selections.

Serving lunch and dinper in the 1930's log dining
roam surrounded by the Algonquin wilderness.

Drive the scenic Hwy 60 to Km 33
www.KillarneylLodge.com [-866-473-5551
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raised as a team from this season car-
ries on after I leave at the end of the
season,” says Mason.

“By having relationships with local
farmers and producers in place and by
passing on my knowledge to the peo-
ple in the kitchen who work with me,
I think Steamers can be a food destina-
tion in Muskoka for the future.”

Mason is extremely modest when
it comes to talking about his accom-
plishments at such a young age, but he
quickly lights up when asked what his
plans are after Steamers closes down
for the season.

“Im going back to The French
Laundry with a work visa that will en-
able me to be there for at least a year,”
he says.

So if you want an opportunity to ex-
perience passion on a plate from this
young chef before he sets off at the end
of the season, do so. You won't be dis-
appointed.

Panisse Recipe (pictured on plate
with Arctic char)

Ingredients:
250 g chick pea flour
20 g olive oil
1 garlic clove

12gsalt
1 litre vegetable stock

Directions:
Combine all ingredients in a
blender (in batches if you need)
and spin until all the lumps are
dissolved. Pour into a wide pot and
over medium-high heat, whisk
constantly until mixture starts to
thicken. Once it reaches a boil,
continue to whisk for 3 minutes.
When finished, pour into sprayed
mold (a cake pan works great) and
refrigerate until fully cooled and
set (approx. 4 hours). Unmold the
panisse and portion into cakes and
either deep fry or pan fry in olive oil
until crispy.

Pair panisse with roasted summer
vegetables, fish, tomatoes or olives.

YOUR GUIDE TO FINE DINING
IN MUSKOKA

Muskoka Natural Food Market
Eating healthy never tasted so good!
A deli-styled restaurant, the Deli
Lama Vegetarian Café offers made-
from-scratch, wholesome hearty dish-
es - healthy salads, rice bowls, pasta

dishes, sandwiches, loaves and soups
on hand. Many gluten free options

available daily. Catering for all occa-
sions. 705-645-5471

Muskoka Steamships

There is no better way to celebrate
a special occasion than with a lunch
or sunset dinner cruise on board the
RMS Seguwun or Wenonah II. Our staff
will pamper and indulge your every
whim as you ply the gorgeous waters
of Lake Muskoka.

Unforgettable evenings are created
aboard as you admire the gleaming
polished brass and varnished gum-
wood interior of the ship’s dining sa-
lon and take in the wondrous scenery
of Lake Muskoka. For information
call 1-866-687-6667 or visit www.

realmuskoka.com

Killarney Lodge, Algonquin Park
Since 1935, Killarney Lodge has
earned a reputation for fine country
dining and friendly attentive service.
Slowly simmered soups, fresh salads
and vegetables, delicately seasoned
fish, traditional roasts and tender
poultry dishes are followed by deli-
cious homemade desserts. In the his-
toric log dining lodge, the original

stone fireplace casts a warm glow over
diners, creating a relaxed and rustic
atmosphere. Join us in the heart of
Algonquin Park for lunch and dinner.

Please call 705-633-5511 for dinner

reservations. Bring your own wine and

join us!

Edible nasturtiums grow out-
side near the restaurant and are
used in many of Mason’s dishes
as garnish.

AROWHON A

PINES in ALGONQUIN

¢

gonquin Cookout

A quiet bay, a crackling fire beside
you, a majestic moose in the
distance. Friendly faces, hand-hewn
logs and a meal you won't forget.

What’s the connection? You've
arrived at Arowhon Pines in
Algonquin, unplugged and tucked in
to a cookout, Arowhon style. Bring
your own wine and raise a toast
while we uncork it no charge.
Explore the resort, linger on the
verandah, wonder what a week of
inner peace (outdoors) might be like.

CALL OR EMAIL TO BOOK YOUR RESERVATION.
Dinner : Lunch : Breakfast : Escape

(705) 633-5661

resort@arowhonpines.ca
www.arowhonpines.ca

Natural Food Market

“Deu LAMA” VEGETARIAN CAFE
Take-Our

Nutrimious PROTEIN SMOOTHIES

& FRESH VEGETABLE JUICE BLENDS
(MADE TO ORDER)

FresH Locat OrRGANIC PRODUCE

GLUTEN FREE SPECIALIST
(BREADS, BUNS & BAKED GOODS MADE IN HOUSE DAILY)

FuLL Service HEALTH Foob Store
WITH FRIENDLY KNOWLEDGABLE STAFF

NATURAL VITAMIN SUPPLEMENTS

STATE OF THE ART Buik Foobp SEecTioN
VEGETARIAN CATERING AVAILABLE

BRACEBRIDGE SHOPPING CENTRE
MEeTrRO Plaza HWY 118 WEst

705-645-5471

MoON TO THURSDAY 9-6
FRi 9-7 ® SAT 9-6 @ SuN 11-4

@ED www.muskokanaturalfoods. wordpress.com (@)
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