THE NEW NORMAL
during the mandated restriction period, but
it did shut down both the bike side of the
business and the restaurant to outside traffic.
Like many businesses, it pivoted to a 100%
takeout model, and when things did begin to
reopen, it instituted strict safety measures in
order to keep both customers and employees safe. Masks are mandatory at Ranch
Camp, and Chismark’s team offers gloves
to visitors as they enter the Mountain Road
shops. Signage directs people throughout
the business, and arrows placed on the floor
help keep people socially distant.
“Most people have been very respectful,”
Chismark says. “They’ve gone out of their
way to thank me or thank the staff for taking
the safety precautions seriously, and that
they feel safe coming in. We’ve done as much
as we can to keep our consumers safe, and
they’re doing the same.”
The virus and ensuing shutdown came
with short notice last spring, leaving bartenders, servers, chefs, managers and entrepreneurs out of work for the foreseeable future.
Gov. Phil Scott closed the state’s restaurants
on St. Patrick’s Day, though they were able
to continue takeout, curbside pickup and
delivery services. With some quick, creative
thinking and a can-do spirit, many did just
that.
“We had to figure out really quickly if we
were going to shut down at the beginning
of this, or try to make it work,” says Dennis
Cappuccilli, bar manager at
Black Diamond Barbeque,
in Morrisville. “We decided we wanted to make

Employees at Ranch
Camp, in Stowe, help
keep the business
open during the
pandemic by making
sure customers and
co-workers are safe.
(Courtesy photos)

Mask Up, Open Up
Vermont bars and restaurants embrace
safety measures, welcome back guests

A

s COVID-19 reached Vermont last
spring, hospitality workers and
managers were forced to redefine,
re-imagine and execute entirely new business
models and procedures.
Yet for many restaurateurs and bar managers, the new safety requirements, however
challenging, enabled them to find a way to
safely serve customers, and to get back to a
sense of normalcy.
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With guest cooperation, it also ensured their
staff could get back to work safely.
“We’re actually requiring masks,” says Evan
Chismark, co-owner and general manager of
Ranch Camp — a unique bike shop/restaurant
in Stowe. “There’s a fine line between providing
the customer what they want and making sure
your employees are kept safe. Maybe it sounds
trite or cliché, but you do become a family —
especially when you go through something
tumultuous like this.”
Ranch Camp never ceased operations
Please drink responsibly.

it work, so we figured out a new business
plan really quickly.”
For Black Diamond, it was a matter of
switching from almost exclusively in-house
dining to 100% curbside and takeout.
“It changed the way our kitchen had
to operate, from plating food to how we
deliver takeout,” Cappuccilli says. “We refo-

Operating a restaurant
or bar is challenging
enough. Add a global
pandemic into the mix
and it becomes even
more so.
cused the whole thing, and suddenly face
masks and gloves and all of these things
had to be ordered and implemented really
quickly. There was no template for this.”
Black Diamond, which is still offering
curbside delivery exclusively (“We’re a really small place, so with the restrictions of
half-capacity, we can’t operate and make
money that way,” Cappuccilli says), is also
providing some of its renowned cocktails
to its to-go customers.
“We’ve always been known for having
a good cocktail program,” he says. “At first
we scaled that back to some easily served
classics, but with new folks coming for
takeout, we expanded that.”
The team invested in a frozen drink machine in the spring, and has added several
different frozen margaritas— some with
gold tequila, some with silver — and some
house exclusives.
“We make a really nice Old-Fashioned
with WhistlePig, maple syrup and some
house bitters we make here,” Cappuccilli
says. “It’s really unique in that it’s a local
spin using all Vermont products.”
Thankfully, things began to slowly turn
around. In late May, Vermont restaurants
were able to open for outdoor dining.
Nearly three months after the initial
shutdown, starting on June 26, entertainment venues, as well as restaurants, were
able to expand capacity to 50%. Then, an
expanded order was filed, effective August
1, that required all Vermonters to wear face
coverings if they are unable to maintain
a six-foot distance from others outside
their household. According to the order,
Always drink in moderation.
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businesses, including restaurants and bars,
would also be able to require customers to
wear masks.
In Burlington, Sarah Barry, general manager of El Cortijo Taqueria, says customers
have been cooperating with those safety
requirements.
“It’s gone really well, for the most part,”
Barry says. “Some folks aren’t yet aware of
the policy, but, by and large, guests have
been good about it.”
El Cortijo — and its alternate location
in Winooski and Farmhouse Group restaurants Pascolo Ristorante and the Farm
House Tap & Grill — have a strict "no mask,
no service" policy, according to a message
the group’s owner has posted on each
destination’s website.
“I understand it’s a huge change for
people,” Barry says. “And we try to understand where everyone is coming from. It’s
a big shift, and people aren’t used to that.
“Other times, it can be confusing. ‘We
require a mask when we’re eating food?’
We explain that no, it’s just when you’re
wandering around. It’s to protect staff, but
also other patrons so everyone feels as
safe and comfortable as possible. It’s a lot
of explaining.”
El Cortijo has also instituted a policy to
aid in contact tracing. Guests are asked to
sign in, making future communication, if it
should become necessary, easier.
“It’s all part of our due diligence,” Barry
says. “If we needed to be able to get a
hold of or notify anyone, we could take
appropriate steps to help in the effort to
slow the COVID spread. If a guest were to
contract COVID, we can let our staff know,
and anyone who was in the restaurant at
that time if the info came to light. We just
try to follow, as strictly as possible, what
the government is telling us and telling
the public. It seems to be going great in
Vermont, so far.”
El Cortijo had a robust takeout program
prior to the pandemic, so it was able to
continue operating, offering food and
cocktails to go.
“We offer our margaritas to go,” Barry
says. “They’re our staple. It’s the thing we
do most of, and we do incredibly well.”
El Cortijo uses silver tequila for the
classic (“It’s very solid,” Barry says), and
uses 100% organic agave, Patrón Citrónge
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for triple sec. Its margarita mix, made
fresh, is a secret proportion of orange and
lime juice. At times, customers find that a
margarita to go is just what’s needed to
keep the sometimes difficult, virus-related
restrictions at bay.
“We’re just doing everything we can do
to pitch-in and keep us open and getting
back to something that feels more normal,”
Barry says.
The Vermont Occupational Safety and
Health Agency (VOSHA) developed training and other materials to inform residents
on appropriate safety measures necessary
to return to work amid the pandemic. The
team at Ranch Camp ensured all of its
food service employees passed the VOSHA
training and that all kitchen staff passed
their ServSafe certification. ServSafe is a
food and beverage safety training and
certification program administered by the
U.S. National Restaurant Association.
Chismark says adhering to that training
helps everyone, and though it adds steps
to an already challenging job, getting it
right is just part of the tenacious character
found in most hospitality workers.
“I think there’s a scrappy mentality that
comes along with working in this business,”
Chismark says. “But there’s also a sense
of obligation to serving the community.
Again, there’s that fine line between not
doing something to unnecessarily spread
the coronavirus, but providing people with
an outlet — healthy food alternatives. We
recognize it’s our job to serve the community, and I think there’s a little nobility to
that.”
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