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CHEF	NICHOLAS	GOELLNER

To	take	a	simple	ordinary	ingredient	and	transform	it	from	what	it	is,	into	the	potential	it	has,
is	an	art	form.	From	plate	to	palate,	these	chefs	are	transforming	what	we	think	we	know

about	proteins	and	produce	and	flipping	it	on	its	head.	What	makes	a	good	dish,	anyway?	Is
it	always	about	comfort	and	familiarity	or	is	it	when	your	eyebrows	raise,	you	do	the	classic
head	nod	and	lick	your	lips	as	you	dig	in	for	another	bite	before	stating	aloud	that	you	are	
a	fan.		
		
Chef	Nick	Goellner	(who	at	the	time	of	this	publication	has	been	nominated	for	a	James

Beard	Award	for	Best	Chef	in	the	Midwest)	and	his	equally	talented	wife,	Leslie	Newsam
Goellner,	are	evolving	the	food	scene	in	Kansas	City	one	small	plate	at	a	time.	After	their
meet	cute	at	another	local	favorite,	The	Riegar	in	2010,	the	duo	moved	to	San	Francisco
together	where	they	began	an	adventure	which	eventually	led	them	to	Copenhagen.	

It’s	clear	upon	walking	into	The	Antler	Room	that	they	have	their	concept	and	the
personality	behind	it,	nailed	down.	They	have	taken	their	love	for	California	dining	culture
and	their	preferences	and	have	created	a	space	that	is	refined	in	its	simplicity	yet	makes	you
want	to	shout,	Norm!	Because	it’s	a	warm	and	welcoming	space	in	the	neighborhood.	I	could
not	pass	up	the	chance	to	sit	down	for	an	in	depth	conversation	about	their	passion	for	food,

and	their	desire	to	evolve	the	food	scene	in	KCMO.	
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What	aAracted	you	to	the	chef	life	and	what

brought	on	your	love	of	cooking?	
		

Chef	Nick	Goellner:	The	standard	story	is

that	people	who	love	to	cook	get	into	the
industry	and	I	jumped	into	the	industry
without	knowing	how	to	cook.	My	favorite
thing	is	the	culture	and	the	meritocracy	in
restaurant	kitchens	and	the	way	a	restaurant
kitchen	works.	I’ve	always	loved	working	in

commercial	kitchens	and	it’s	where	I	feel
most	comfortable.	

		

How	are	you	bringing	your	experience	in

other	cities	to	the	way	you	do	things	here	in

Kansas	City?	
		

NG:	We	got	a	lot	of	influence	of	places	we
love	to	eat.	Not	super	formal	and	not	super

casual,	places	that	are	riding	that	line	and
that’s	the	most	fun	for	us.	

Leslie	Newsam	Goellner:	We	definitely
bring	in	a	lot	of	influences	everywhere	we
go.	Every	time	we	go	out	of	town,	I	have	a

notebook	with	me.	The	set-up	of	the	menu
and	the	space	was	influenced	a	lot	by	San
Francisco	dining.	California	dining	is	simple,

but	they	use	a	lot	of	influences	and	not
every	restaurant	has	to	have	the	starch,	veg,
meat	plate	and	we	really	liked	that.	We

found	that	we	just	ordered	off	the	appetizer
portion	of	the	menu	because	that’s	where
the	food	was	more	interesting.	

NG:	I	think	it’s	easy	to	get	palate	fatigue
when	you’re	eating	a	large	portion	of
something.	Even	if	it’s	delicious,	you’re	tired

of	it	already,	or	that’s	been	my	experience.
So,	we	wanted	to	open	a	restaurant	–	more
than	anything	else	–	the	main	thing	that	we
kept	saying	was	that	we	want	to	open	a
restaurant	we	like.	

We	tried	hard	not	to	care	what	anyone	else
would	think	which	is	hard	because	that’s
scary	–	what	if	nobody	comes?	We	constantly
say	we	want	to	open	what	we	want	and	what

we	wish	was	here	and	if	people	aren’t	happy
with	it,	we’ll	find	our	people	who	do	want
this.	In	a	metro	area	of	2	million	people
there	are	enough	diners.	

We	kept	saying,	we’ll	just	open	a

neighborhood	bistro	like	the	ones	we	liked
on	the	east	and	west	coast.	We’re	not	trying
to	make	a	splash,	never	our	intention,	just	a
cool	restaurant	we	want	to	eat	at.	We	got	a

lot	of	influence	of	places	we	love	to	eat,	not
super	formal	and	not	super	casual,	they’re
riding	that	line	and	that’s	the	most	fun	for

us.	

We	always	try	to	run	our	place	like	we’re	on

an	island	and	we	try	not	to	compare
ourselves	to	anyone	and	always	literally
focus	on	what	we	think	is	important	and

ignore	trends	and	the	restaurant	scene.		We
don’t	put	a	lot	of	stock	on	what’s	happening
in	the	city.	

		

LN:	We	do	what	we	want	and	what	we	like,
and	it’s	worked	so	far.	Our	families	were	very

skeptical	in	the	beginning,	mine	specifically,
both	now,	both	of	our	parents	eat	here	once
a	week	at	least.	

		

Well,	it’s	your	world,	you	keep	on	the	pulse,

but	it	doesn’t	drive	it	–	

NG:	Exactly!	
		

LN:	Sometimes	restaurants	change	their

concepts	based	on	what	guests	say	–	they
haven’t	found	it	yet	–	and	that	can	be	a
struggle.	
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NG:	There’s	a	quote	from	one	of	my	favorite
TV	shows	of	all	time	Seinfeld,	and	there’s	a
quote	from	Larry	David	and	Jerry	where
when	they	were	first	trying	to	launch	their

show	and	they	were	constantly	met	with
criticism,	“This	is	too	smart,	people	aren’t
going	to	like	this.”		And	what	they	kept	on
saying	is	if	you	treat	people	stupid,	you’re
going	to	get	a	stupid	audience.	If	we	tried	to
maybe	make	everything	more	approachable

it	would	dictate	who	came	in	here	and	we
would	be	stuck,	and	we	would	be	unable	to
be	creative	because	we	would	be	relying	on
people	who	wouldn’t	want	us	to	be.	That’s	a

trap	that	can	happen.	We	want	a	dialogue
with	our	guests,	so	we	can	adjust,	but	we
don’t	want	them	to	dictate	what	we	do	or

don’t.	

		

LN:	We’re	the	ones	that	are	in	here	all	the

time	and	if	we	are	unhappy	with	what	we’re
doing,	then	what’s	the	point?	
		

Their	experience	didn’t	just	come

domestically.	Chef	humbly	told	me	the	story

of	how	he	interned	at	the	legendary	NOMA

in	Denmark,	an	experience	that	he	said,

inspires	how	he	goes	about	the	creative

process	in	his	kitchen.	

NG:	I	wanted	to	see	something	that	was	out

of	my	world	view	and	work	in	a	kitchen	that
had	a	strict	philosophy	I	had	never	seen
before	and	I	loved	every	second	of	it.	It	was
an	important	experience	to	me	and	I	was
inspired	by	how	everyone	was	pushing	for
the	same	vision.	I	learned	a	lot	about	work
ethic.	I	had	never	not	worked	in	a	kitchen

where	people	weren’t	working	extremely
hard,	but	Noma	was	on	a	different	level	and
it	kind	of	showed	me	what	is	possible	if	you
really	never	stop	pushing.	I	met	a	lot	of

people	who	were	doing	really	interesting
things	all	over	the	world.	It	didn’t	really
influence	me	here	because	what	they	do	is
so	singular.	

And	what	I	took	from	it,	more	than	anything
else	was	just	trying	to	be	really	free	with
ideas	and	not	be	afraid	of	failing.	That	was,
I’d	say,	the	number	one	lesson,	never	to	fear
making	a	mistake	in	the	creative	process

because	that’s	an	important	part	of	it.	Before
that,	I	had	been	afraid	of	failing	like	I	think
everyone	is	and	at	that	place,	you	don’t	fail
during	the	execution	but	when	it	comes	to

the	creative	process,	their	job	is	to	fail	over
and	over	again	and	I	was	inspired	by	that.	It
also	allowed	me	to	feel	more	comfortable

doing	things	the	way	we	wanted	to	do	them.	

How	long	were	you	there?	

		

LN:	We	were	there	about	four	and	a	half
months.	We	were	watching	an	episode	of

Anthony	Bourdain’s	Parts	Unknown	and
Nick	asked	if	that	was	something	he	should
consider,	and	I	said,	yeah,	absolutely	and	I’m

going	with	you!	

		

When	you	are	coming	up	with	a	new	dish,

what	is	your	creative	process?	Do	you	start

with	an	ingredient	you	love,	and	do	you

build	from	that	or	do	you	just	try	things	and

see	what	sticks?	

		

NG:	At	first,	we	were	just	doing	whatever
worked.	I’ve	never	been	the	Chef	du	Cuisine
at	any	restaurant.	The	highest	I	had	ever
been	was	Sous	Chef,	so	the	creative	process

wasn’t	really	something	I	was	really	a	part	of,
so	we	were	honestly	throwing	things	against
the	wall	to	see	what	would	stick.	



We	don’t	necessarily	start	with	an	ingredient
or	a	concept,	it’s	always	kind	of	a	mix	of	the
two.	We	might	have	an	idea	for	a	cool	sauce
and	white	asparagus	is	in	season,	so	we

might	see	If	those	two	things	pair	well	and	if
they	don’t	we	might	hold	off	on	one	and	use
another.	So,	the	creative	process	isn’t	always
starting	with	a	concept	or	ingredient,	it’s	a
mixture	of	those	two	things.	

LN:	And	you	and	the	two	sous	chefs,	you	all
come	from	different	backgrounds	so	it’s	a
collaboration	of	those	things.	
		

NG:	Yes,	another	things	I	took	away	from	
my	time	at	NOMA	which	I	had	never	seen
anywhere	else,	was	it	was	the	first	place

where	the	creative	process	wasn’t	one
person	that	was	coming	up	with	everything
and	it	wasn’t	one	person	dictating

everything,	it	was	a	team	whose	only	job	
was	to	be	creative	and	I	tried	to	bring	some
of	that	back	here.	Sometimes	I	say	yes,	I	like

it	or	no,	I	don’t	or	sometimes	I’m	just	the
editor.	There	are	also	things	I	come	up	with
100%	and	things	I	maybe	collaborate	on

with	the	two	sous	chefs	separately	so	it’s	a
hectic	situation.
		

One	of	my	favorite	dishes		at	The	Antler

Room	is	the	Shokupan	with	Foie	Gras.	It’s

visually	stunning	and	I’m	not	the	only	one

who	thinks	so.	It’s	been	photographed	for

publications	local	to	Kansas	City,	and	by	me

every	time	I	order	it	!	What	had	to	happen

for	that	dish	to	become	a	part	of	the	menu?	
		

NG:	That	was	one	of	our	sous	chefs.	He	had

been	reading	–	we	read	a	ton	of	cookbooks
here,	legit	around	70	or	more	and	we’re

constantly	searching	for	things	we	haven’t
seen	before	and	always	want	to	try
techniques	that	are	complicated	and	strange
and	the	shokupan	was	a	type	of	bread	none

of	us	had	ever	made,	we’d	seen	it	but	never
made	it.	

He	kind	of	tackled	that	and	made	the	bread
and	the	foie	gras	we	already	had	on	the
menu	and	the	rumtopf	(German	fruit

preserved	in	rum)	that	was	on	it	-	That	was
something	we	always	make	every	year	with
fruit	that	comes	in	season.	

The	charred	lemon	gel	is	a	technique	that
we	took	from	L’Astrance	in	Paris,	and	the
rest	of	it	comes	together	with	trial	and	error.

We	wanted	crunchy	and	we	landed	on	the
pepitas	–	once	we	figured	out	the	bread,	and
that	was	the	most	important	part	of	that

dish,	the	rest	we	tried	to	see	what	worked.	

So,	I	think	that	we	try	and	make	sure	we

don’t	force	things	that	don’t	work	just
because	we	had	that	idea	and	Leslie	is	the
same	way	with	the	cocktails	and	the	wine.	

LN:	I’m	inpatient	with	that,	with	a	lot	of
things	I	get	bored	easily.	If	I	see	something

for	too	long	I	either	start	hounding	them	to
come	up	with	a	new	dish	or	I	take	the	wine
off	the	menu	if	I’m	tired	of	it.	

		
NG:	That’s	a	good	point	about	the	creative
process.	It’s	not	seasonality,	that’s	a
component,	that	dictates	what’s	available	to
us,	but	we	don’t	think	seasonally.	We	think
what	are	we	bored	with	and	how	can	we
change	it?		Once	you	start	to	be	bored	with

something	you’re	not	putting	in	enough
effort	to	make	it	perfect	anymore	because
you’re	tired	of	seeing	it.	
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With	that	in	mind,	what	is	your	method	for

selecting	the	wines	and	coming	up	with	the

cocktails?	

		

LN:	It’s	just,	would	I	drink	this?	(laughter)
Well,	in	one	of	my	first	meetings	with	a
distributor	they	had	this	whole	catalog	and
it	was,	here’s	your	10	by	the	glass	options.
Which	chardonnay,	which	Riesling	do	you
want?	It	made	me	sit	back	and	think,	I	didn’t

want	to	have	the	typical,	this	is	what	is
expected	list	–	I	felt	like	our	experience	as	a
whole	would	put	people	outside	of	their
comfort	zone	so	why	not	do	that	with	the

wine	list	as	well?	

You	can	tell	me	you	love	Cabernet,	maybe	I

don’t	have	one,	but	I	have	something	that’s
similar	and	now	you’ve	been	introduced	to
something	different.	It	ultimately,	with	the

exception	of	maybe	5%	of	our	list	now	it	is
natural,	well	not	everything	is	biodynamic,
some	wines	are	organic	or	sustainable,	that

happened	because	to	me,	a	lot	of	wines	seem
stagnant	but	these	have	varying	degrees	of

flaws	so	and	I	just	–	I	felt	like	since	we	were
doing	and	creating	the	complete	experience
of	having	unfamiliar	things,	it	made	sense.	

		

NG:	I’m	thinking	about	it	and	what	dictates
what	we	put	on	and	don’t	really	comes	down
to	that	we’re	not	masters	of	our	craft	yet.

We’re	interested	in	stuff	we	don’t	know
about,	so	we	focus	on	bringing	that	here	

That’s	what	we	enjoy;	discovering	new
things	so	basically	the	guests	are	along	for
that	ride	because	if	we	were	masters	of	a

specific	wine	or	cuisine,	that	would	be	our
lane.	

LN:		I’ve	put	stuff	on	before	and	taken	a	loss
and	give	it	as	kitchen	wine	because	nope	–
that	was	an	experiment,	or	I	end	up	putting
it	in	a	cocktail.	But	we	don’t	feel	like	we’re,

and	I	don’t	ever	want	to	be	great,	but	I	don’t
think	that	we	would	ever	feel	like	we	were,
so	that	drives	us	even	more.	

NG:		We	are	trying	to	have,	and	it’s	a	cliché
now,	but	a	work	life	balance	in	this	industry.

We	work	a	lot	of	hours	and	work	hard	but
we’re	not	trying	to	sacrifice	our	happiness
for	anything.	That’s	also	a	big	part	of	our
creative	process.	There’s	a	limit	to	how	much

we’re	going	to	make	ourselves	miserable	for
this	place.	
		

LN:	We	want	to	have	time	to	travel	and	we
have	cats	now	and	a	house	and	it,	it	has
gotten	more	motivating	to	have	a	reason	to

go	home.	Last	night	we	made	dinner	which
we	never	do	and	had	a	bottle	of	wine,
watched	tv	and	played	with	the	cats.	

		

NG:	I	can’t	stand	cooking	in	home	kitchens.	
		

LN:		He	didn’t	learn	to	cook	that	way	and
he’s	not	very	good	at	it	–	especially	when	he

gets	roped	into	family	gatherings	to	cook
and	when	something	has	gone	wrong	he
gets	pulled	into	the	process.	(Laughter).	

That’s	usually	the	standard	process.

Someone	loves	to	cook	and	starts	at	home

and	then	moves	onto	commercial	kitchens.	
		
NG:	Yeah,	I	think	a	standard	story	is	that
people	loved	to	cook	and	then	they	got	into
the	industry	and	I	jumped	into	the	industry

without	knowing	how	to	cook	so	my	favorite
thing	is	the	culture	and	the	meritocracy	of
restaurant	kitchens	and	the	actual	way	a	
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restaurant	kitchen	works.	It	has	a	lot	of	flaws
which	people	are	starting	to	address.
Sometimes	kitchens	can	be	abusive	work
environments	but	in	general	I’ve	always

loved	working	in	commercial	kitchens	and
that’s	where	I	feel	most	comfortable.	

Where	do	you	like	to	dine	in	California?	
		

NG:	Well,	Michelin	guide	left	LA	because	it

said	there	were	no	restaurants	worthy	of	3
Michelin	stars.	But	what	I	would	say	is	the
amount	of	interesting	innovative	restaurants
that	aren’t	worried	about	the	fuss	and	frills

of	fine	dining	is	what	makes	it	such	an
important	dining	scene.	CA	makes	it	easy	
on	the	chefs	there	because	produce	is

incredible	and	is	available	year-round.	Chefs
have	taken	it	and	ran	with	it.	They	are	very
innovative	and	the	cuisine	in	CA	now,	the

mash	up	is	really	exciting	to	me.	There	is	not
a	formula.	When	we	were	in	San	Francisco
which	we	also	love	as	a	dining	scene	–	one

thing	I	will	say,	a	lot	of	restaurants	in	SF	
use	the	same	thing	which	is	because	the
champion	seasonality	so	that’s	why	it’s	that

way	–	but	in	LA	it	seems	to	be	more	of	the
wild	west	in	terms	of	innovation.	

Kansas	City,	up	until	recently,	and	maybe

even	a	liAle	bit	still,	has	a	reputation	of

being	a	flyover	city’,	what	do	you	make	of

that	and	what	do	you	think	of	the	industry

here?	
		

NG:	We	feel	personally	there	is	a	ton	more
space	for	restaurants	to	grow	here.	So,	there
is	some	feeling	among	restaurateurs,	that

there	are	too	many	and	not	enough	people
to	support	them	and	we	absolutely	disagree.
I	think	there	is	a	lot	of	space	for	new
concepts	and	things.	This	winter	was
		

		

horrible	for	business,	but	I	don’t	think	it’s
an	indication	that	we	don’t	have	enough
people	but	just	that	people	were	hiber-
nating.	People	in	this	area	don’t	eat	out	as

much	but	because	that’s	the	way	it	has	
been,	doesn’t	mean	it’s	the	way	it	will	
be,	that	is	very	short	sighted.

I	think	that	the	restaurant	scene	is	evolving,
and	the	diners	are	too	and	they’re	doing	it	at

the	same	rate.

I’m	a	cookbook	collector,	do	you	have	any

favorites	or	ones	that	you	find	you

continuously	reference?	
		

LN:		The	Book	of	New	Israeli	Food	–	we

cooked	out	of	that	a	lot.	By	Janna	Gur	–
she’s	awesome.	
		

NG:	It’s	hard	to	say	a	favorite	book	though,
but	one	that	I’m	always	looking	at	is	Sugar
Shack	Au	Pied	de	Cochon	Cookbook.	It’s

not	a	book	I	have	ever	used	for	any	of	the
recipes	or	maybe	cooked	out	of,	but	maybe

that’s	why	I	like	it.	

It’s	a	completely	different	world	and	a

unique	concept.	The	book	from	those
restaurants	are	always	so	great,	it’s	so	well
done.	You’re	able	to	visit	the	restaurant
without	ever	going	there.	

LN:	There	is	another	one	you	like	that	you
do	use	recipes	out	of.	You	always	say	are	–	
		

NG:	Oh,	yes!	When	we	first	started	cooking
at	home,	when	I	was	younger,	I	would	use

the	Balthazar	cookbook.	The	recipes	are	iron
clad.	If	you	want	to	make	steak	frites	or
something,	those	recipes	will	always	work.
They’re	very	good.	
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What,	in	your	opinion,	is	the	most

underrated	spice?	
		

NG:	Fenugreek.	I	absolutely	have	fallen	in

love	with	it.	I	find	myself	putting	it	in	things
where	it	doesn’t	belong	all	the	time	just
because,	it	works	so	often	to	make
something	simple	complex.	If	you	get	good
stuff,	Fenugreek	and	the	leaves	are
fascinating.	We	also	use	a	lot	of	bee	pollen

here	and	it	adds	a	different	kind	of
savoryness.	
		

What	does	happiness	mean	to	you	both?	

		

NG:	Happiness	and	what	really	makes	us
happy	here,	is	when	we	work	hard	at

something	and	then	we	watch	it	come	to
fruition.	
		

LN:	When	the	energy	is	really	good	we’re
lively,	guests	are	happy,	I’m	very	sensitive	to
the	energies	here	and	when	it’s	good	I’m

just,	like,	“yes”	and	he	(laughs)	always	laughs
and	says,	“oh	you’re	doing	your	dance.”	

You’re	in	your	flow.	
		

LN:	Yes!	
		

NG:	So,	happiness	really	for	us,	as	far	as	our
business	selves,	happiness	is	watching

people	enjoy	something	that	is	really	really
personal	for	us.	Like	we	were	saying	before,
we	made	this	for	ourselves	and	to	see	other
people	enjoy	it	is	very	fantastic.	

Nick	Goellner	andand

	Leslie	Newsam	Goellner

	are	special	people	indeed.	The

happiness	they	get	from	what

they	do	is	palpable.	Even	before	I

got	to	know	them	as	individuals,

dining	at	The	Antler	Room	has

always	been	a	welcoming	and

special	experience.	The

innovation	and	joy	come	through

on	the	plate	every	time.	It’s	their

home	away	from	home	and	it	also

feels	like	mine,	too.		That’s	what

makes	it	to	so	unique	and	special

because	I	know	I’m	not	the	only

one	in	the	city	that	feels	this	way.

They	have	the	ability	to	make

each	guest	feel	comfortable	in	a

concept	that’s	new	for	most	here

in	the	Midwest.	I	plan	on	dining

at	their	quaint	space	for	years	to

come	and	I	hope	you	can	make	it

there	one	day,	too.	

THE	ANTLER	ROOM
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