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Pvt. Krystal Austin, 3/58th Aviation (left) and Spec. Sammye Harney, a National Guardsman with 3637th Maintenance Company, prepare a meal from the short-order menu for Sgt. 1st Class Myron Truesdale, 7th Army Training Command Equal Opportunity noncommissioned officer, at the Camp Normandy Dining Facility. Photo by Kathy Jordan

New mess hall gets taste of sweet success

By Kathy Jordan

Training Times Staff

CAMP NORMANDY, Germany (June 6, 2005) — After two months in operation, the Camp Normandy Dining Facility at Grafenwoehr won the large-garrison category of the European-level Philip A. Connelly Awards, announced May 5. Unveiled as part of the new Noncommissioned Officers’ Academy at the end of March, it was named the Installation Management Agency–Europe’s representative for the Department of the Army-level competition in December.

“Teamwork helped us win,” said manager Gerhard Bessner. “We won because we worked as a team. They always do a great job. Our cooks cook great food. We get compliments from all the people that come to eat here. Every day, we give our customers our best.”   

Not all of them could be classified as regulars. Earlier this month for Exercise Torgau, the first U.S.-Russian coalition training event to be held in Germany, the staff fed 150 Russian troops, as well as    350 Americans. Added to their normal turnover, this meant that for one week, a facility that usually has 500 to 600 people per meal served 800 to 850. The staff received a certificate of appreciation from the 23rd Main Support Battalion for the role they played in Torgau, staying open long hours and preparing food for special events and daily training. 

To qualify as a large garrison for Connelly, a dining facility must have a capacity of 401 or more. Those of all sizes must be “focused on doing it right the first time and maintaining the highest standards in food preparation and service,” according to Michael Damico, manager of the IMA-E headquarters food-service program.

Bessner explained why he and his staff take the job of serving troops so seriously.

“We like to give the Soldiers a home atmosphere,” he said. “If the food is good, the morale of the Soldier is good. The Soldiers train hard. They need a good meal so they can go back to work and perform.” 

To add variety, the facility hosts a theme day every week, usually on Thursdays, to offer dishes that celebrate different cultures. 

“Last week we had an Italian meal, the week before we had a German-type meal, and next week we will have an African-American meal menu,” Bessner said. “We want everybody who eats here to get the feeling that they are back home.” 

He added that although recipes must be approved by the Department of the Army, and cards are used to prepare food according to regulations, the staff is encouraged to take initiative. 

“We are like a restaurant; we can create our own menus.”

They also make sandwiches to order with more than 15 kinds of cold cuts, compared to the military standard of 10. Norms are also exceeded in the food line, where everything is self-serve, except the meats, allowing diners to determine their own portion sizes. 

“We have three different meats on the main line; the military standard is two meats,” Bessner began. “We have four starches and three or four vegetables, and we have four salads. This is over the standards. …We go the extra mile for our customers.”

To set themselves further apart from other facilities in the area, the staff does a few extra things. They have discussions each week and hold monthly council meetings with unit representatives to find out how they can make meals better. 

Such dedication has earned this freshly opened facility a distinction that many mess halls are never able to attain. Now in its 38th year, the Connelly Awards were named after a former president of the International Food Service Executive Association. By making those in the field of Army food service more focused on education and career development, the program has improved the quality of meals for troops.

Food-service officer Sandra Kristiansen said that Bessner and his staff worked hard every day, and that winning was an honor they richly deserved. 

“They all take pride in what they do … ,” she said. “They give courteous service to every Soldier — quality food and quality service.” 

Hubert Niles, a cook, was one of many employees who said that their “secrets” were simply persistence and teamwork.

“It feels great to win something you worked so hard to achieve,” he said. “It shows that if you give your best, work hard and listen, and follow directions, then you will have a great team.” 
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