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To all restaurant operators and their incredible teams, you make us 

proud! You have pivoted in your approach to think creatively and 

collaboratively to serve the communities where you live and work. Thank 

you! We wish everyone continued health and safety throughout 2020.

WWW.DELICATO.COM

Frank Indelicato

WE’RE IN THIS TOGETHER
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1 Mike Raven: Brandon, how many 
concepts are currently under the Sage 
brand?

Brandon Wise: Sage Hospitality Group 
has an incredible portfolio of hotels, 
restaurants, bars and cafés. We operate 
more than 50 hotels around the country. 
Most of my focus is on the close to 40 
different food and beverage concepts 
under the Sage Restaurant Concepts 
umbrella of the company. The beautiful 
thing about Sage is that each property 
and each outlet is completely unique. 
Many of our properties are boutique 
luxury hotels; our restaurants range 
from modern Asian to Catalonian, 
to American comfort food, with 
everything in between. That gives us so 
many opportunities to create unique 
experiences, which for me is one of the 
most rewarding aspects of what we do.

2 MR: That’s a pretty diverse group. Are most 
of them currently open?

BW: That’s a bit of a moving target, but I 
believe currently about two-thirds of our 
properties are open and many of our 
other restaurants are moving in that same 
direction. Our teams have been working 
incredibly hard all year to make sure that 
we’re doing everything in our power to 
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keep our associates and our guests 
safe. Many locations have a great local 
draw and have been doing pretty robust 
business, including carryout and delivery, 
and some other locations are drawing 
leisure travelers and staycation guests. All 
in all, we’re ecstatic to see such strong 
demand out there and are optimistic 
about the potential for a strong finish to 
the year.

3 MR: With that many concepts, I would 
imagine you would travel a lot. How has 
the pandemic affected your routine?

BW: I’ve been working from home for a 
while now so the day-to-day routine for 
me hasn’t changed much. A lot more 
video conferencing these days, I guess, 
but it’s allowed me to innovate on how I 
perform certain aspects of the job. We’re 
working on perfecting things like virtual 
menu tastings, RFPs and staff trainings.
 I did make a trip to help launch 
a new restaurant concept at one of 
our hotels. That was an eye-opening 
experience — essentially teaching the 
staff to re-learn the basics of how to 
shake and stir with gloves and a mask on. 
It sounds easy enough, but for someone 
working service bar who now has to 
change gloves between each use while 
pumping out drinks for the dining room or 
patio, it’s a whole new ball game. It’s fair 
to say that everyone’s routine is markedly 
different these days, but we’re all learning 
to adapt and are mastering a whole new 
set of skills.

4 MR: Speaking of diversity, the Asian 
cuisine-inspired Departure has enough 
going on to keep you busy all by itself. 
You’ve really gone over the top on the 
selections of beverages. How many and 
what type of Sakes do you sell by the 
glass there?

BW: Departure is a concept we’re 
incredibly proud of. Our Director of 
Culinary Operations for Departure, Gregory 
Gourdet, sets a high bar as a James Beard 
and Top Chef finalist, and building a 
beverage program to match the culinary 
program has been great challenge over 
the years. I’ve been fortunate to curate 
the beverage experiences at the iconic 
James Beard House on multiple occasions 
with GG, that feature our Sake, wine and 
cocktails. We typically have anywhere 
from a dozen to two dozen Sake options by 
the glass, and the by-the-bottle collection 
is usually at least double that.

MR Follow up: Also, the many Asian 
Whiskies from Japan and Taiwan you carry 
— do they sell well and do you have a 
hard time finding them?

BW: Asian Whiskey is tough to keep on the 
shelf, but we have savvy buyers and we 
usually have at least 20 options available 
on any given day. There are always gems 
that we may get one bottle of, so if you 
find yourself sitting at the Departure bar, 
ask the bartender what else is available. 
You might just find we have something 
super rare for you hiding in plain sight.

5 MR: I wish we had a Hello Betty in our 
town; it looks so fun! Tell everyone a little 
bit more about the brand.

BW: Hello Betty is right off the beach in 
Oceanside, California, and embraces the 
SoCal surf culture. We do amazing tacos 
and margaritas, and have an awesome 
beer list. It’s definitely fun and experiential. 
We have an Airstream trailer on the rooftop 
deck that also serves food and drink, as 
well as a free-standing bar up there. It’s 
a perfect place to get a frosty blended 
drink but we also get a call for a fair 
amount of stirred Whiskey drinks. It’s easy 
to understand why they get such a great 
daytime crowd — who wouldn’t want to 
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take a surf break over a cold West Coast 
IPA or Mexican lager?

6 MR: Urban Farmer Steakhouse has four 
locations; I think that’s the most of any 
of the concepts. Tell us a little about the 
philosophy of the food sourcing and the 
high-end wine list there, how it’s created 
and if the locations all have the same list.

BW: Urban Farmer is built on sustainable 
sourcing and partnerships. We work with 
local farmers and artisans, and do some 
urban farming of our own. We have an 
intricate aquaponics system in Portland 
where we are growing lettuce indoors. In 
Cleveland, we have a full-on greenhouse 
indoors where we grow all types of produce, 
and we harvest everything from mushrooms 
growing in the dining room in Denver, to 
honey from our bees on the rooftop in 
Philadelphia.
 The wine program is pretty eclectic 
and varies by location. Each location has 

been awarded Wine Spectator’s Award of 
Excellence, but the lists are quite different. 
In Portland, we have a deep selection of 
Oregon Pinot Noir, and in Cleveland we 
have an entire selection of Ohio wines. 
Philadelphia was an especially interesting 
program to put together. For one thing, 
we assumed the wine inventory from the 
Four Seasons that had been there for over 
35 years, which contained some amazing 
Bordeaux that you just can’t find these 
days, as well as hard to find vintages and 
obscure producers. Secondly, we offer 
some really amazing fortified wines. I think 
we have the largest selection of Château 
d’Yquem in the state. At the end of the 
day, we want each wine list, and overall 
beverage program for that matter, to 
reflect their respective market.

7 MR: I had no idea Sage Hotel 
Management managed so many hotels. 
Are they all expected to adhere to the 
Sage beverage program?

Departure at Nines
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BW: Yes. We build the Sage corporate 
beverage program to work in all of our 
hotels. If it’s a Sage-operated hotel they’re 
part of the program, but we also have 
environments in branded hotels that have 
brand standards to consider. We make a 
concerted effort so that they can work in 
tandem, which over the years has been 
very successful for us.

8 MR: Kachina Cantina and Poka Lola Social 
Club, both in the same hotel location, look 
like fun places with well put-together small 
libation menus. Are small menus sometimes 
the hardest, with trying to please everyone 
in a more compact list?

BW: I think it’s actually easier with a small 
menu. It really forces you to be on-brand, to 
make sure every offering fits the experience 
you’re trying to provide your guests. It’s 
a mistake far too many operators make, 
trying to be something for everyone, and it 
ends up watering down the brand. I think 
it’s okay to have a point of view, to stand 
behind the concept and allow guests to 
experience the best you have to offer. You 
end up finding true innovation that way, 
because you have to get creative for all of 
the pieces to fit.

9 MR: Mercat a la Planxa (currently closed 
at the time of this interview) is a masterfully 
put-together authentic Spanish restaurant 
in Chicago. And what a great wine list to 
accentuate the Spanish theme with a full 
Spanish wines-by-the-glass and wine list, 
as well as a great selection of Sherries 
by the glass and almost 20 offered in full 
bottles — you don’t see that every day. 
You create a true Catalonian experience. 
I was curious to see the “Create Your Own 
Gin and Tonic” section with a vast range of 
Gins and a surfeit of small batch tonics to 
go with it. Why the focus on the G&Ts?

BW: We’re huge Sherry geeks and the list 
at Mercat has been curated for over a 

decade to offer a very nuanced selection. 
The Gin & Tonic menu is similar. A Spanish-
style Gin tonic is a heavenly experience and 
we take that very seriously. We’ve found 
that in today’s marketplace, there are tons 
of amazing tonics out there, and only a few 
years back there were a stark few. We make 
our house G&T with Mahon Gin, Hum Liqueur, 
lemon and Fever Tree Mediterranean tonic; 
and though I may be biased towards my 
own recipe, it’s one of the best I’ve ever 
had. The beauty of the “create your own” 
option is that guests don’t have to take my 
word for it; they have hundreds of different 
combinations available to customize their 
own “perfect” GT.

10 MR: In closing, I want to point out that you 
have been very positive and progressive in 
taking on this implausible situation every 
restauranteur is in. How is your attitude 
today?

BW: Every day gets us a little closer to the 
other side; and while there is ambiguity 
everywhere you look, it’s nice to get back 
to doing what we do best. I feel more 
confident than ever in our teams — the 
leaders at each of our properties are caring 
for their guests and each other under 
some pretty unfavorable conditions. But 
that’s what makes the hospitality industry 
so special: the people. While it’s been 
incredibly challenging in so many ways, 
2020 has helped to galvanize our teams and 
our company culture in some very powerful 
ways. I’m fortunate to work with the team 
at Sage, and in awe of the fortitude of our 
industry in its ability to reinvent itself and 
adapt. A decade from now we will look 
back and this will undoubtedly be one of 
the most formative periods of our lifetime. 
How we choose to navigate through it, and 
the values by which we do so, will be the 
lasting result. For all of my peers out there 
in beverage industry, I say “Keep calm and 
mix on … tomorrow is a new day.”
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