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We traveled the diaspora by featuring dishes from 
numerous countries, states, and territories.  We also 
explored this event by featuring recipes from notable 
black American cooks such as Sylvia Woods, Dora 
Charles, and Odessa Dorsey.

Steven Smith, a junior studying psychology, was a big 
contributor to this contributor to this event throughout the month.  He 
worked closely with Chef Middleton to create the story 
they wanted to tell through what recipes were served 
and the notable African Americans that were highlighted. 
Chef Middleton recalls their preliminary plans as, “I met 
Steven "Stevie" Smith a year ago when he approached me 
and requested a Soul Food meal in the WDC.  After 
sseveral conversations we came to a mutual conclusion: 
it's called Black History Month, so it should be shared that 
way... as a month long dining experience.  Not just a single 
meal, but as a story and journey of food through the 
history of a culture. Soul Food is a part, the African 
diaspora to thediaspora to the Americas is another part, West Africa, the 
West Indies, the Caribbean, through Cuba and Puerto 
Rico, and into the U.S. through Florida and then the 
Gulf Coast are all parts of an epic journey.”

Being able to find a wBeing able to find a way to raise awareness 
for Black History Month was important 
to Smith.  “For me, I feel like part of it 
is that my voice as a person of 
recent African descent is being 
heard.  Also, it’s about 
enjenjoying food.  Food is 
amazing, so many 
cultures have so 
many amazing 
foods, and 
often 

BLACK HISTORY MONTH
in the Wood Dining Commons

The African diaspora refers to the dispersion of people 
from Africa through history which has created the 
communities of African descent throughout the world.  It 
can also refer to those who have recently emigrated from 
Africa.

In February 2018, Chef Jon Middleton, director of 
culinaculinary operations, teamed up with Muhlenberg’s office of 
multicultural life to explore the African diaspora to the 
Americas throughout Black History Month in the Wood 
Dining Commons.  This year was the first of many to come.

times African food isn’t necessarily appreciated 
as much or included in what colleges have.”

This partnership has created a sense of community 
ffor many students on campus.  Smith stated, “For the black 
students on campus, it’s about feeling wanted and feeling 
that the college is being inclusive to black students.  For 
other cultures and ethnic backgrounds, it has allowed them 
to see a different culture that they might not see when 
they’re back at home.  I hope that students, faculty, and 
staff are learning about a new culture.”

Students enjoyed freshly made African tea.
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Being able to educate students 
through food is essential to 
what makes Muhlenberg’s 
dining experience so unique. 
Chef Middleton noted, “Our 
efforts are always to be 
authentic with the ethnic authentic with the ethnic foods 
we serve.  Communicate and 
partner with representative 
groups on campus to provide 
constant over-the-top 
experiences.  It is critical to 
include education, sociology, 
anthanthropology and history in 
our food service and presentation.”  Smith admitted that 
he also has learned a lot from this experience.  “I definitely 
learned more about cultures in the African diaspora that 
Chef has been researching and trying to find foods that fit 
in that.  I learned about cultures that aren’t entirely black, 
that are a mixture of other ethnic backgrounds as well.  I 
also learned about a difalso learned about a different kind of teamwork.  I was able 
to work, as a student, with a chef in a way that I haven’t 
before.”

The interaction between students, staff, faculty, and the 
dining staff here at Muhlenberg is really special.  Robin 
Riley-Casey, director of multicultural life, was also involved 
in the event throughout the month.  She stated, 
“Muhlenberg dining services has always been an amazing 
partner.  This year they collaborated with our students to 
celebrate Black History Month by preparing traditional 
African, Caribbean and Southern cuisine requested by our 
community.  Thank you Muhlenberg dining, and special 
shout out to Chef Middleton!”

Chef Middleton met with the office 
of multicultural life weekly to have a 
discussion about how our food can tell this 
story.  Smith was always a part of these meetings, 
and he played a big role in selecting menus.  “Chef
Jon has been really helpful; he has been a really strong 
and and good ally in trying to make this happen.  Also, he’s 
been really supportive and determined to get it done. 
I think so far, as a template [for next year], it’s going pretty 
well. I hope the years to come are even bigger and better, 
and even more awareness is raised.”

The success of this The success of this year’s event has made us all excited to 
start planning for Black History Month 2019. Chef       
Middleton is determined to make next year even better to 
raise more awareness and educate more people through a 
dining experience.  He recalls his involvement as, “This was 
such a great experience for me personally. I learned so 
much, and I think we all did.  I think we're all looking     
forwaforward to the evolution in next year’s celebration.

Thanks for inviting me to be at your service.  
This was all you, Steven!"

my voice as a person of recent 
African descent is being heard.

Awa, a cashier and a student favorite, assisted with educating students on some of the dishes that were served.
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in the Wood Dining Commons
Debbie Klinger, Tom Dowd, and Pat Fligge hold their finished cookbook!

Tom Dowd felt that this cookbook was the perfect way 
for career services to bring a piece of Muhlenberg 
wherever the alumni may be.  “It feels very Muhlenberg, 
very personal, which is what this place is about. It’s nice 
to be able to do something that feels like ‘hey, we made 
this for you.’ instead of ‘hey, we bought this for you.’”

This cookbook was the This cookbook was the result of a collaboration with 
Chef Jon Middleton, director of culinary operations and 
John Pasquarello, general manager.  Tom Dowd met with 
them to discuss recipe ideas and to request assistance on 
language that can be used in the recipe directions.  “I 
can't say enough about how great they were to work 
with.  It’s been awesome.  Anything we would like to do, 
ththey are so supportive of.  They made it so easy; they 
were so into getting this out there and helping us thank 
our volunteers.  They’re always open to explore all these 
creative ideas that we are trying to do.” 

Another collaborator on this project was Debbie Klinger, 
events & volunteer coordinator,  alumni affairs.  She 
handled much of the detail work in proofing and design.

Pat Fligge also recalled his experience working with the 
dining team. “It was fantastic.  We were really grateful for 
the time and the effort, especially knowing how 
complicated it can be to readjust and scale recipes down 
to a consumer. Our volunteers were super excited when 
we told them about the cookbook and how they would 
be receiving one in the mail.”

The dining team has The dining team has worked with alumni before.  Chef 
Middleton also holds cooking classes for our alumni, as 
well as the wonderful opportunity to welcome back any 
visiting alumni for another meal in The Wood Dining 
Commons.

Every spring, the career center, along 
with several academic departments, holds
 Alumni Week, an event in which about 150 
alumni come back and speak in classes 
about their careers.  At the end of their 
time here, the career center has a “thank 
yyou” giveaway ready for these volunteers, 
which usually consists of a branded water 
bottle, umbrella, or tote bag.  This year, 
Tom Dowd, executive director of career 
services, wanted to do something more 
personal.  He brainstormed with Pat 
Fligge, director of alumni and parent 
engagementengagement. Tom Dowd stated, “What 
does everybody talk about when they 
come here?  Everyone is always saying 
that the dining hall is great, they have 
heard about the dining hall, or if they’re a 
more recent grad, they already know how 
ggreat it is.  It becomes a topic of conversation, and it’s 
something that everyone would use.” They came up with 
the idea of putting together a cookbook with recipes 
featured from the Wood Dining Commons.

The cookbookThe cookbook, Eat Like a Mule, features staples from the 
dining hall such as wokabilities and the muffuletta.  “We 
wanted it to be recipes that people talk about or say, 
‘man, I wish I could make that.’”  This is the first of what 
could be many editions for alumni volunteers.  Pat Fligge 
stated, “We don’t know the scope of what it will become, 
but we do want it to be something special for our 
vvolunteers every year.  This was the spring/summer 
edition, and we’re looking to do a fall/winter edition 
next semester.” Right now, the cookbook is exclusive to 
alumni volunteers, but there are plans to extend it to the 
community in the future. 
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Hydroponics is defined as the growing of plants without 
soil.  Although hydroponic gardening may seem like a 
modern form of gardening, the official practice has been 
around since the 17th century.  However, unofficially, it has 
been around for much longer.  Many believe the Hanging 
Gardens of the ancient city of Babylon, one of the Seven 
Wonders of the Ancient World, to be the first successful 
hhydroponic garden.

The hydroponic garden located behind Croutons in the 
Wood Dining Commons has been used for the past several 
years to grow fresh basil.  However, this year we 
experimented with something new.  Chef Jon Middleton 
aapproached Ryan Ehst, of Butter Valley Harvest Farm in Bally, 
PA, to see what experiments we could conduct that may 
help with his own growing practices.  Ehst stated, “I wanted 
to figure out why my red lettuce was red at certain times 
and not others. Last year, I eliminated 80% of the problem. 
But then the issue still exists and you’re left wondering, ‘what 
else can I do?’” Ehst donated the infrastructure, prescribed 
nutrient nutrient formula, ideal pH level, water temperature and flow 
rate of the water through the channels.  Chef Jon Middleton 
started working with our Sustainable Purchases & 
Hydroponic Herb Garden Managing Intern, Elan Zebrowitz 
’18. “Elan was excited to lead an experiment to help Ryan 
isolate the ideal nutrient composition, and growing 
conditions, for improved pigmentation in red leaf lettuces.”

Chef Middleton describes the experimental process, “When 
we checked our system, we discovered that one channel was 
at a perfect flow as requested but the second was only at 4 
ounces per minute. We decided to leave it that way. 

Farmer Ryan Ehst of Butter Valley Harvest Farm holds his red-pigmented lettuce. In the weeks that followed, we made some exciting 
discdiscoveries.  Among them, while the channel at 8 oz per 
minute grew more quickly and with better yield, the 4 oz 
per minute side developed a superior red pigmentation.” 
After several trials and experiments, they concluded that 
cutting the leaves while leaving the roots in the channel 
was causing the leaves to grow back as a more vibrant and 
red color.  Each time the lettuce was harvested, it would 
grgrow back with more red pigmentation.  “When it came 
time to harvest our lettuce for service, we decided to 
leave the cut-rootstock in the channels; excited to see 
what would happen.  This is not a normal practice for 
farmer Ehst who sells his "living lettuce” roots attached, 
to local grocers and markets throughout the Lehigh 
Valley.”  After the lettuce was harvested at Croutons, it 
was sewas served for lunch in the Wood Dining Commons for 
those wanting a fresh salad.  The findings were relayed 
back to Ehst. “I never thought of cutting it, but it is 
definitely economical.  It helps with the color and it also 
helps with saving labor as well as seeds.”

Ryan Ehst grew up on Butter Valley Harvest Farm.  It was 
once a dairy farm, among other things, but it eventually 
evolved into a Hydroponic Greenhouse about 10 years 
ago.  The relationship with Ryan Ehst and Muhlenberg 
College spans about 6 years, with this year being the first 
that Muhlenberg has made a direct impact on Ryan’s 
techniques in hydroponics.  “I’ve immediately started 
cutting the lecutting the leaves and leaving the roots in the channels. 
We’re about a week in, and the results are pretty nice.” 
Ehst says he will be using this natural technique in his 
growing practices to make his lettuce leaves more 
aappealing to the eye.  Chef Middleton was happy with the 
results of the experiment as well. He stated, “This was a 
great experience for all of us.  To be able to directly 
impact the success of one of our local farmers was truly 
rewarding for all involved.”

This collaboration was educational to Ehst, and the 
experiments will contiexperiments will continue to evolve and grow as our new 
intern, Morgan Kelly ’19 begins working with the garden. 

Ehst Ehst recalled his experience, “It was valuable without 
having any expectations.  It is an experimental process. 
Seeing what regrows is intriguing. It will continue, just 
having a couple more trials to verify things and eliminate 
variables.” Ehst also conducts tours of his hydroponic 
greenhouse for students interested in learning more 
about how hydroponics works.
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Global Chef is an event in which we invite a guest chef 
from another country for a themed dinner based on the 
country they come from.  This year, we hosted Chef Sergei 
Annaev from Russia on March 15 and 16, 2018.  We 
served Russian dishes for lunch and dinner on each day 
including beef stroganoff, “Ukha” Russian fish soup, 
cabbage ragucabbage ragu, Russian pancakes, Russian pierogies, chicken 
kiev, Russian tea, and more.  Chef Annaev was a 
collaborator in naming these dishes as well as preparing 
the recipes.

Not only is experiencing food from another country a big 
learning opportunity for students to engage in another 
culture, but we also collaborated with the languages 
depadepartment on campus to expand this learning 
experience.  Dr. Lubov Iskold, head of the Russian 
program, generously donated an assortment of Russian 
candy and Russian decorations which created an authentic 
Russian setting for students.  Iskold stated, “I was excited 
to hear that a chef from Russia was visiting Muhlenberg as 
part of the Global Chef program, because this event 
pprovided a unique opportunity for authentic Russian food 
tasting and interaction with speakers of Russian delivered 
right to our campus.”

Dr. Iskold’s Russian language class had the opportunity to 
speak with Chef Annaev in his native language. Iskold 
recalled, “The event motivated students to review food 
rrelated vocabulary and proverbs and to prepare discussion 
questions for the chef in Russian.” Chef Sergei Annaev preparing Russian Pancakes.
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Sharing Russian Culture with Students

Global Chef 2018
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This interaction with the chef was a great way for students to further their language speaking skills. 
Additionally, being able to interact with a native Russian speaker provides an even larger learning opportunity aside 
from perfecting their speaking skills.  When it comes to learning a language, there is more to learn than just a new 
word or two. “Students’ conversations with Chef Sergei Annaev provided a valuable insight into how food 
provision and consumption are related to historical, social, and geographical factors, as well as the cultural 
practices in Russiapractices in Russia.  Students were excited to learn that Sergei works at a gold mine in the Chukotka region of 
Russia, north of the arctic circle, and oversees food preparation at a location where food and supplies need to be 
flown in.”

Global Chef 2018 was a success in moGlobal Chef 2018 was a success in more ways than one.  Students got something out of it that they can apply to 
their classes, knowledge, and language skills.  Additionally, Chef Annaev enjoyed his time at Muhlenberg. “I was 
pleased to hear that Sergei named the dining services at Muhlenberg as the best among all the campuses he visited 
throughout his month-long Global Chef residency in the U.S.”  We are thankful for Chef Annaev’s time spent at 
Muhlenberg, and we are excited to host our next Global Chef.

This event is a part of an overall effort to create learning experiences through international cuisine.  During the 
semestesemester, we hold other events that celebrate diverse cultures such as Lunar New Year, Holi, Black History Month, 
Diwali, and International Week Dinner.



Our plane touched down at 9:30 PM in sunny, humid 
Houston.  We were eager to get settled and begin a week that 
would leave a lasting impact on our outlook on service, 
comcommunity, and lifestyles other than our own.  During spring 
break 2018, twelve Muhlenberg College students embarked 
on a trip to Houston, Texas in an effort to help with clean-up 
and rebuilding as a result of Hurricane Harvey last August.  
Eva Nelson ‘20, Julia Termine ’20, and I developed the idea to 
visit Houston after seeing images of the destruction and loss 
in our public health course.  Watching the montage of photos 
prprompted us to act, rather than stay idle while part of our 
country was struggling.  Though the members of our group 
were involved in a diverse array of school activities and fields 
of study, one thing united us all: our passionate desire to help. 
To do what we could to lend a hand to the folks in Houston.

We made it a goal of ours to approach this trip understanding 
that we were going to be flexible and truly focus on the work 
we were completing, rather than spending all of our time, 
money, and energy on only ourselves.  We agreed that we had 
a goal.  One that was bigger than ourselves as individuals and 
bigger than our own trivial wants and desires.

The StThe St. Bernard’s Project was our first adventure.  Here, we 
were inspired by the story of Ms. Shirley Green, who had her 
home severely damaged from flooding, heaving rain, and high 
winds.  Not to mention, Ms. Shirley had increased 
difficulty in her situation due to living alone and being legally 
blind.

Our group worked on sanding, mudding, and cleaning Ms. Shirley’s home and heard the stories of many other home 
owners on her street.  The devastation was unfathomable, yet the community stood together to support each 
other during this difficult time.  This was an impactful first experience in Houston.  It was valuable to hear real 
stories and talk to members ofstories and talk to members of AmeriCorp who have decided to dedicate a portion of their year to nothing but 
service across the country.  We had the opportunity of meeting many more inspirational people from different sites 
we visited. In fact, employees from Houston Food Bank were extremely friendly and opened our eyes to the issue 
of food deserts.  Houston’s food bank is the largest in the country and serves thousands every single day.  As a 
public health and sustainability studies student, I was particularly interested in this aspect of the community.  What 
was the role of agriculture?  Was there sufficient access to whole, natural foods for people in the community?  This 
was a prime example of the was a prime example of the food insecurities that impact people across the world and impact their quality of life 
and role in society.  Talking to our new friends at the Houston Food Bank allowed us to learn about the diversity of 
the surrounding areas and variance in food availability in these areas.
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In addition to hearing the stories of community members on Pardi Street, we also had the pleasure of speaking 
with a Muhlenberg alumnus, Elias Saratovsky, who now lives in Houston.  This was quite an informative and 
empowering experience because he discussed the series of events that happened following the huge storm, in 
addition to the many service efforts he participated in, in order to help his own community members and loved 
ones. This was an important interaction because of the fact that we could relate to him through Muhlenberg Col-
lege. Often times, it can be difficult to empathize and understand someone when you come from very different 
backgrounds and educational institutions.  One thing that many of us held onto out of his talk was the empowering 
quote:

“Do what you can, with what you have, where you are, right now.”

This quote reminded us that service projects are not meant to be self-serving nor entirely predictable.  It’s the 
urgency, reactivity, and hard work on the site that make the difference and could save something or someone 
before it’s too late.

Hearing Elias speak about his experiences and connection within this Hearing Elias speak about his experiences and connection within this resilient community, our group was able to 
form a greater connection with the work being done and the people from the community.  However, the work did 
not end here.  In this moment we decided to make this an ongoing project in order to continue using our energy 
and resources to give Houston what they need.  We were not going to “fix” problems that were not ours to fix. 
Rather, we were going to open our hearts and do what we could to show support and make a difference.
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in the Wood Dining Commons

Question:  What impact does the dining program have on 
the campus experience?_____________
Courtney Stephens:  The dining program at any 
college can be one of the cocollege can be one of the core differences between a 
campus feeling like a temporary place to live versus a 
home away from home.  It is the difference between 
meals feeling like a standard cafeteria experience versus 
feeling like students are at home in their kitchen...that 
just happens to be on campus.  In addition to the cuisine, 
the staff that prepares and provides fresh delicious food 
with a with a welcoming and kind demeanor is a critical detail of 
what makes Muhlenberg truly feel like home.

Q:  What was your first impression of the Wood Dining 
Commons? Does it remind you of Hogwarts or a ski lodge?_____________
CS:  That I should have had my wedding reception there! 
The gorgeous tall ceilings, fire place, wood furniture, and 
beautiful open space don't remind me of a typical dining 
hall that is portrayed in the movies...or in real life! I'd 
have to go more with Hogwarts - the tall ceilings and 
delicious delicious food seem to be more fitting! Although...in full 
transparency...I have never skied so I may be biased in my 
response!

Q:  If you were stranded on a deserted Island, what one food 
could you not do without? What one food would you not want 
on the island?_____________
CSCS:  Food I couldn't do without: Cheese. I love cheese.
Not want:  Bananas.  They are delicious and good for you, 
but I am allergic.

Q:  What is the most bizarre or adventurous 
food you have tried?_____________
CS:CS:  Goat. I didn't know it was goat until after I had it, 
but it was delicious.

Q:  What is your favorite meal to prepare at home?_____________
CSCS:  Does it count if it's what my husband makes and 
not me? He uses our smoker to prepare different meats. 
He made a roasted duck with a blueberry ginger        
gastrique and a red wine risotto with peas, mushrooms, 
and parmesan that changed my life it was so good. Okay, 
maybe not my life, but certainly my day!

Q:  Being new to the area, what do you think of Allentown, 
the local community, and what it offers in terms of culture?____________
CS:  I fell in love with Allentown the week before I 
started working at Muhlenberg when my husband and 
I were moving into town. There are a ton of places to 
eat, festivals to attend, and beautiful paths to run along. 
It It felt like home instantly.

Q:  In terms of customer service, what can transform a good 
experience into a great or unforgettable one?_____________
CS:  Hands down: compassion. Eye contact, head 
nodding, and an assurance that "I will do everything I 
can to macan to make this right...and if I can't, will find someone 
who can" is a game changer.

Q+A 
[ with Courtney Stephens ]

Muhlenberg’s Assistant Dean of Students & 
Director of Residential Services

10 11



dining.muhlenberg.edu       muhlenberg dining      @bergdining       @bergdining

#17 Best Campus Food 2016

#73 Best College Food 2016

The 14 Best College Dining Halls in America 2014

The Princeton Review

#48 Best College for Food in America 2015

The Daily Meal

Niche
#1 Best College Food in PA 2017

#19 Best College Food 2014
Cappex

The Huffington Post

#75 Best College for Food in America 2014

The Daily Meal

Niche


