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Mary and I enjoy eating out and we do it frequently. When I did a little research for this 
issue of Strictly Business I was surprised at a statistic from the digital news media Quartz, 
which reported that in 2016, for the first time in history, Americans spent more money 

at bars and restaurants ($54.857 billion) than they did on groceries ($52.503 billion). It looks like 
we are not the only people who enjoy having someone else cook dinner.

We kick off this issue of SB with a look at Smoke Signals in Lake Placid which offers great views 
of Mirror Lake and world-class barbecue. You don’t need to go to Texas or the Carolinas to satisfy 
your love of  ’cue. Jason and Layla Stoltz invite you to try their special barbecue varieties.

Closer to Plattsburgh, SB visited the Pizza Palace on the Tom Miller Road which is owned and 
operated by three friends whose specialty is their homemade Italian offerings.

Traveling north, just across the border to Hemmingford, SB writer Justine Parkinson visited Witsend, a place that attracts diners 
from both sides of the border. German immigrants running an Irish pub may seem a little strange, but it works well. 

And then there is our Insight feature, which introduces Plattsburgh YMCA’s new director, Justin Ihne. After a lifetime of work-
ing in a variety of Ys, Justin has come to the North Country and jumped right in to put his stamp on our community.

Not far from the Y is a new restaurant on Brinkerhoff Street in downtown Plattsburgh. Sip offers fresh, homemade, and simple 
foods that are attracting a crowd.

From a new downtown restaurant, SB moved on to one that has been feeding Plattsburgh residents since 1950. Campus Corner 
owner Sue Upton describes her clientele as “everyone from college students to seniors.” Open for breakfast and lunch, Campus 
Corner food is “just like eating at home.”

We couldn’t leave Saranac Lake out of this issue and so SB writer Julie Canepa visited The Left Bank Café with its genuine ties to 
France. Now run by Anne Sterling, who also teaches at Paul Smith’s College, the restaurant is as close as you can get to French 
cooking without leaving the Adirondacks.

To explain the new Paid Family Leave which goes into effect on January 1, 2018, attorney Jaci Kelleher offers part two of her tuto-
rial on this sweeping legislation.

Finally, Garry Douglas brings us up to date on the North Country Chamber of Commerce’s 2017–18 agenda.

Plattsburgh has many things that make it special. You just can’t beat its amazing variety of restaurants. Good food, pleasant ambi-
ance, and owners and staff devoted to providing you with a pleasurable experience. And that’s good for business.

Are you an experienced writer with an interest in local business?  
Strictly Business is looking for new talent to join our team of writers. Please send a brief bio and writing 
sample to kristin.cleveland@thenortheastgroup.com.

Publisher’s View

Herbert O. Carpenter, Publisher
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UP FRONT

on t he Water:

“I never dreamed it would be this big,” mused Jason Stoltz as he descended 
the stairs to the main floor of Smoke Signals. For starters, Stoltz, 30, 
is not your typical restaurant owner. I expected someone older to meet 

me late one morning at the empty restaurant. I also didn’t expect a story about 
a restaurant to be a romance about food. 

Four years ago, Stoltz and his wife Layla bought the old Alpine Meadows restau-
rant in the middle of Main Street in Lake Placid, and on a hunch that barbecue 
would fill a niche, started Smoke Signals. They were considered outsiders and 
upstarts too young to make it in the competitive resort town. But a love of food 
and a willingness to take risks overcame the odds against two 20-somethings 
succeeding at barbecue in the Adirondacks. And if imitation is a mark of suc-
cess, Lake Placid has become something of a barbecue haven with at least four 
more barbecue places popping up in the last few years. 

UPSCALE  
BARBECUE AT  
SMOKE SIGNALS 
IN LAKE PLACID
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By Carol Blakeslee-Collin  
Photos by Ty Kretser



SMOKE SIGNALS

According to Stoltz, he and Layla were foodies who loved food and fell in love over food. 
Instead of a date night out, they would cook in. And the idea of starting a restaurant was 
natural for Jason, who grew up in the shadow of his mother’s very successful wood-fired 
pizza restaurant—Pizza by Elizabeths in Greenville, Delaware. The idea for that restaurant 
began with his mother Betsy’s Friday night make-your-own pizzas. He remembers sitting 
in the family living room at age six, helping his mother refine her restaurant concept with 
her friend and business partner. 

After graduating from Georgetown and American Universities, Jason and Layla were travel-
ing in Europe and wondering what the future held for them when they came up with the idea 
of barbecue in Lake Placid—a place where they’d both spent time and that they thought of 
as special. When they returned to the States, they bought a smoker and proceeded to exper-
iment. “The first things we did in the smoker were awful,” Jason said. But they kept at it and 
now, four years after opening their restaurant, Smoke Signals is #1 on Trip Advisor among 
Lake Placid restaurants and has grown 20–35 percent a year. 

The restaurant has a great view of Mirror Lake and the mountains beyond. Its interior design 
feels more urban industrial than Adirondack rustic, with hi-tech lighting throughout and 
reclaimed wood and barrel staves in the ample bar area. A new deck beyond the large win-
dows overlooking the water helps take care of the summer overflow. On the second floor, 
which used to house a church, the Stoltzes have created a large, vaulted-ceiling space that 
is used for weddings and large parties, along with another smaller room for private func-
tions. Initially the large hall was intended as a concert venue, but the pair discovered that 
live music was both tough on the building and a difficult business in which to succeed. The 
Stoltzes now host smaller music groups downstairs in the bar area. 
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Owner Jason Stoltz Chef Bradford Young
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Faces you know…Service you trust.

Jason and Layla test recipes repeatedly at home 
before trying them in the restaurant, and the 
results show. Everything in this upscale bar-
becue is made from scratch, with smoke used 
in innovative ways. The star and core of their 
business is the thick, juicy brisket made from 
certified black angus beef. While the brisket 
has an intensely meaty flavor that melts in your 
mouth, the pulled pork runs a close second. 

On a tour of the kitchen, Jason explained, “We 
have a saying here. It’s ‘from smoker to table.’” 
It’s hard to pick favorites because all of the 
food is really good. Take the buttermilk corn-
bread for example. It’s from a recipe carefully 
developed by Layla and the result is scrump-
tious. Jason pointed out that everything they 
serve is fresh and the food certainly tastes that 
way. He said, “The kitchen doesn’t reheat any-
thing. Instead we repurpose leftovers, such as 
the brisket in the shepherd’s pie croquettes.” 
And at a time when every restaurant worth 
its salt says it uses local ingredients, Smoke 
Signals really does whenever it can—includ-
ing Fledging Crow vegetables and beef from 
Kilcoyne Farms and Donahue’s Livestock 
Farms. 

Besides the food, the bar serves a vari-
ety of craft beers on tap, a list of very good 
wines and whiskeys, plus an intriguing 
choice of inventive cocktails with names 
like Rhubarb Collins, Buffalo Manhattan, 
Blackberry Moonshine Margarita, and 
Pumpkin Russian. 

According to the Stoltzes, they could have 
a higher profit margin if they chose not to 
cook from scratch and cut corners on their 
ingredients. But for them, the quality of 
their product is part of the reason they’re in 

Thomas J. LaBombard, PE
Engineering • Planning • Environmental

Providing full service engineering services to serve our 
client's facility, environmental, and utility requirements.

Visit our website at www.tjlpe.com

 1778 Rte 22 Main Street
Keeseville, NY 12944 (next to Stewart's)

Phone (518) 834-7729
www.tjlpe.com
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business. The other is the art of cooking good 
barbecue. Their biggest challenge, especially 
early on, was the consistency of their barbe-
cue—an all-important trait in the restaurant 
business, but especially in barbecue. When 
they started in 2013, the Stoltzes had four 
small smokers with racks, which resulted in 
a lot of variability between the middle, top, 
and bottom racks. “The first two years were 
tough. I can’t say we were always consistent,” 
said Jason. The restaurant now houses two 
huge state-of-the-art, digitally controlled 
smokers with rotisseries. “Owning a high-
end French restaurant would be much easier,” 
Jason joked.

Whether running a French restaurant or a 
barbecue destination, a growing restaurant 
is a time-consuming commitment. Jason 
said that during the summer high season 
he works 60–70 hours a week, has 60 people 
on staff, and worries that they are reaching 
capacity in their smokers. He noted, “There 
are two briskets per cow and Smoke Signals 
is smoking as many as 22 briskets a day!” On 
a big day, they will serve as many as 800 cov-
ers, 300 at lunch and 500 at dinner. Added 
to that, they do 80–100 private events a year 
and cater off premise as far away as Albany. 

Jason sheepishly confessed, “I’m an owner 
who likes to cook.” That means he can often 
be found behind the scenes in the kitchen 
cooking beside his head chef, Brad Young. 
In the beginning, Jason and Layla did all the 
marketing, bookkeeping, and correspondence 
for their wedding and rehearsal dinner events, 
but they’ve now hired a person to work that 
end of the business. Their life has also been 
changed by the arrival of children. Their 
two-year-old daughter and the anticipation 
of another on the way have meant a big life-
style change for the Stoltzes, who thrived on 
building their business together and who still 
enjoy spending work time with each other. 

Besides figuring out how to spend more time 
(working) together and meeting the demands 
of their budding family, their main goal is 
simply to be the best barbecue in the country. 
Jason smiled and said, “I love it when peo-
ple come here from Texas and the Carolinas 
and think this is the best they’ve ever had.” 

Smoke Signals 
2489 Main Street 
Lake Placid, NY 12946 
(518) 523-2271 
www.smokesignalsq.com
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“We’re a Mom and Pop place that’s doing pretty big business,” said 
Scott Wright. “The three of us are extremely proud.” Sharing the 
ownership of Pizza Palace at 334 Tom Miller Road in Plattsburgh, 

Wright and his partners, Cindy and Mike Verville, have combined their com-
plementary skill sets and leveraged their long-standing friendship to create an 
impressive Italian pizzeria that offers delectable food made from scratch in a 
congenial atmosphere. 

Serving pasta dishes, wings, grinders, nachos, fried seafood, soups, and, of course, 
pizza, the business partnership they formed in 2011 has made Pizza Palace an inte-
gral part of the Plattsburgh restaurant scene. Catering to families, they offer an 
extensive menu with consistent quality in a welcoming atmosphere. Their work 
ethic, attention to detail, and collaborative relationship has resulted in steady 
growth for the business. It’s all good.

It Began as a Moonlighting Job
Always interested in the food service industry, Scott Wright—then and now a 
math teacher for grades 9 and 10 at AuSable Valley High School—began work-
ing at Zachary’s Pizza during the summer and weekends in 1990. Seven years 
later, and buoyed by the knowledge and experience he had gained, Wright leased 
a space in O’Brien Plaza and began the work to open Pizza Palace in 2000. In his 
original shop, he developed his own recipes and served great food for 11 years. “I 
built the business to a certain point, but then realized I could only go so far run-
ning it alone. Due to my teaching job, I really needed help during the day. That’s 
where Cindy and Mike came in,” said Wright.

Synergy at its Finest
“I ran a contracting business for 35 years,” said Mike Verville. “My crew and I 
were coming in every day for lunch because we loved the food. I loved contract-
ing, but you can only do it for so long. Your body needs a change. I was looking 
for a retirement business.”

“He kind of rolled into it,” laughed Wright. “He came in so often, we became 
friends, and started discussing how to combine forces.” 

WORTH A  
TRIP FROM

ANYWHERE
by Karen Bouvier 
Photos by Ty Kretser
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P IZZA PALACE

Serendipitously, the future business partners also became neighbors 
when Wright purchased a duplex Verville built. Their friendship grew, 
and that’s how Verville’s wife, Cindy, joined the partnership.

“I love cooking,” said Cindy, “but had never worked in a restau-
rant. Mike was over at Scott’s house every day after work, and we all 
became friends. My training is in bookkeeping, but since I’ve joined 
this business, I’ve enjoyed working in a restaurant and I’ve really 
learned to appreciate the hard work that goes into good restaurants.”

Once the Vervilles joined Wright at Pizza Palace in 2011, they bought 
land on Tom Miller Road, and Mike began building a restaurant. Today, 
Pizza Palace operates from a freestanding, modern building with clean 
lines on a busy thoroughfare. It seats 160 customers, includes a sepa-
rate pavilion for private parties, and employs 30 people. And its stone 
hearth ovens, fueled by natural gas, allow them to keep up with the 
volume of pizzas demanded by a hungry public. 

In the summer, IceBurgh, a separately owned creamery, sells ice cream 
and other cool treats from its location in the back. Pizza Palace’s spa-
cious surroundings and extensive parking lot mean groups of 20 to 25 
people can walk in without a reservation. School groups, sports teams, 
bus loads of tourists, and families celebrating a special occasion can 
book the special events room at no charge. Not surprisingly, Pizza 
Palace also does a thriving take-out and delivery business. 

When asked about how their skill sets integrate, Wright explained. 
“Cindy’s a people person and an excellent bookkeeper. In addition to 
doing the accounting, she does the scheduling, training, and mingles 
with the customers. Mike can fix things, and loves to cook. He spends 
three hours a day prepping dishes. I have the experience running a 
pizzeria, and, over the years, I’ve developed recipes for our marinara 
sauce, pizza dough, and nachos.”

Cindy Verville, Scott Wright, Mike Verville
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“I developed the French onion soup, and Scott 
and I just restructured our meatball recipe,” 
said Mike, who cooks as well as ensures the 
facility remains in good repair. 

“I love dealing with customers,” said Cindy, “I 
enjoy meeting local families as well as tour-
ists.” She added that a significant percentage 
of their customers are seniors who appreci-
ate consistency and a welcoming atmosphere. 
“They know the employees. It makes you 
feel good watching them interact,” she said.

Wright agreed. “They have spent their own 
lives eating, and know what they like. They 
also appreciate being a part of the restau-
rant family.”

The synergy of Wright and the Vervilles 
seems to be working. “We’ve basically doubled 
our business since we moved here,” confirmed 
Wright. “And our growth is holding steady. 
We’re up 20 percent over last year.”

Paying Attention to the Details
Scott, Mike, and Cindy agree that it is the 
attention to detail that makes their business 
successful and satisfying. “Our labor and 
food costs are above average, but it’s worth 
it,” said Mike. “It can’t always be about the 
bottom dollar.”

Although it is labor intensive to offer chili, 
French onion, and two other soups (one cream) 
every day, bake homemade croutons, make 
pizza dough from scratch, mix their own sau-
sage, chop salsa, and grate fresh cheese, the 
partners wouldn’t have it any other way. “We 
don’t want to stop making food from scratch,” 
said Wright. “It’s what sets us apart and makes 
running the restaurant fun.”
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From a personnel management standpoint, 
modeling a conscientious work ethic (“We 
never ask our employees to do anything we 
wouldn’t do,” said Cindy) and handling each 
employee like an appreciated individual are 
key. “It’s hard to get good people, and when 
we do, we don’t treat them like a number,” 
she said. Although they employ people of 
every age, they find those in their 50s to be 
especially skilled and reliable. Said Wright: 
“They bring a good work ethic. This is their 
livelihood. They enjoy the work and the 
customers.”

Community Connections
As an integral member of the North Country 
business community, Pizza Palace also does as 
much as it can to support activities at all the 
area schools, including sponsoring a baseball 
team—the Adirondack Renegades—of the 
Adirondack Baseball Association. According 
to coach Zeke Perras, who has known the 
Vervilles and Wright personally and profes-
sionally for years, their sponsorship makes 
a big difference.

“Their generosity allows a number of young 
men to continue playing baseball once the 
Little League season is complete. Not only do 
they sponsor our team, but they have hosted 
numerous team meals for our players and 
their families. It’s business owners like them 
who know the true meaning of giving back 
to their community,” said Perras.

“When kids are involved, we try to help out,” 
confirmed Wright.

Making Things Work
Although July is their busiest month, things 
pick up in the fall and their business stays 
consistent.

Scott Wright, Cindy, and Mike Verville agree 
that open communication and mutual respect 
take work and are paramount in order to keep 
the business—and their friendship—vital. “I 
have a work husband and a real husband,” 
laughed Cindy. Mike confirmed, “Once the 
three of us got together, the place took off. 
You know you’re doing something right.” 

Pizza Palace
334 Tom Miller Road
Plattsburgh, NY 12901
(518) 561-0171
FB: Pizza Palace
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One of the tremendous things about 
living in the North Country is our 
proximity to a variety of things 
to do. Just north, in the Upper 

St. Lawrence Valley, you’ll find the town of 
Hemmingford, Quebec. If you stroll around town 
you’ll find a church, a café, a bank, some nice shops, 
and most importantly, an Irish pub. Although it 
seems unlikely in rural Quebec, area historians 
will tell you that Irish immigrants were drawn to 
Hemmingford in the first half of the 19th century 
because, unlike the seigneuries* in the rest of the St. 
Lawrence Valley, it was possible to own land.

ACROSS THE OCEAN
AND

DOWN THE  
STREET

Story and Photos by Justine Parkinson
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WITSEND PUB

The building that houses Witsend Pub is now one of the area’s heritage buildings. It started out 
as a hotel, later transitioning to a hardware store, and now serves as the area’s Irish pub. Witsend 
has been in operation for 15 years, and under current ownership for close to two years. Dina 
Khouzam, whose family purchased the pub, “grew up” just a block down the road. That is to say 
that the gas station her family owned and operated when they arrived in Canada from Germany 
seven years ago is just a block down the road—but it’s a world away from where Dina was born. 

Dina is the eldest child and only daughter of Issam and Claudia Khouzam. The couple met 
in Claudia’s native Germany, where Issam traveled from his home in the Middle East, and 
where he met the young woman with whom he knew he would spend the rest of his life. 
They married and had three children: Dina, Phillip, and John. 

When their children were young, the Khouzams visited extended family in the Covey Hill 
area of Quebec, just north of the Chateauguay Valley. They fell in love with the area’s beauty 
and were inspired to move. They packed up their treasures and moved across the ocean from 
Germany and made plans to settle just down the road in Hemmingford. The Khouzams 
bought and operated a gas station. Dina remembered when, as a girl, her father asked her 
to run the register and she recalled doing her best despite the fact that her only spoken lan-
guage at the time was her native German. 

As the family grew, the Khouzam children pursued their education, with Dina studying 
accounting, and her younger brothers going on to their respective post-secondary degrees. 
The challenges of obtaining Canadian citizenship took a bit of a toll on the family, resulting 
in Claudia and Issam leaving the area entirely for a time. But as luck would have it, Dina cre-
ated an opportunity for her parents’ return to Hemmingford with the Witsend Pub. “It was 
perfect,” Dina enthused, “right down the street, with a residence attached. We had operated 
restaurants in Germany.” The only problem was—initially—it didn’t appear to be for sale; 
it wasn’t listed. But that didn’t stop Dina. She knocked on the door and asked the previous 
owners if they would be willing to sell. The rest, as they say, is “herstory!” 

[*According to The Canadian Encyclopedia (www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/seigneurial-system/), “the sei-
gneurial system was an institutional form of land distribution established in New France in 1627 and officially abolished 
in 1854. In principle, the seigneur granted a piece of land to a family under a royalty system. The family would engage 
in subsistence farming to meet most of their food, heating, and shelter needs. ]

Dina, Issam, Claudia and John Khouzam
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At 25 years old, Dina Khouzam has been 
operating Witsend Pub since the fam-
ily bought it last year. “I’m starting to feel 
like I have my feet under me and I love this 
place,” she said as she looked around the pub. 
While her formal studies were in accounting, 
Khouzam has always gravitated toward public 
relations, and running Witsend is certainly in 
her wheelhouse. But it didn’t always feel that 
way. She made it clear that she couldn’t have 
done it without the service team at Witsend, 
whose members have stayed through the pub’s 
ownership transition. “This staff, the ones 
that are here, with me, are everything.” She 
wasn’t as fortunate with the kitchen staff—a 
series of unfortunate circumstances and the 
resulting injuries took both chefs out of the 
Witsend kitchen within weeks of one another. 
But you can’t keep a Khouzam down, and her 
siblings rallied to help the family business. 
John put his studies on hold to offer his ser-
vices in the kitchen, and while the transition 
hasn’t been seamless, the two siblings have 
settled into a successful rhythm and busi-
ness at the pub is booming. 

Dina wanted to establish the Khouzam own-
ership, but also recognized the long-standing 
reputation that Witsend enjoyed. The changes 
had to be impactful, but subtle—a deli-
cate dance for a young business operator. 
Prioritizing efficiency and customer service 
are among the strengths that Dina brings 
to the establishment. The menus (which by 
law have to be bilingual) have been revised, 
allowing for both languages to appear on the 
same hard copy and allowing for the kitchen 
to expedite food more quickly. 

Witsend Pub sits on the “Circuit du 
Paysan” which translates as “the 
Peasant” or “Countryman’s Route.”  
It runs along the U.S.-Canadian border 
between the Richelieu River and Lake 
St. Francis. It is recognized among the 
most gourmet circuits in the province. 
With local butchers, artisan cheese 
shops, wineries, cider mills, honey and 
mead, and a wide variety of U-pick 
fruit sites dotting the route, there is 
sure to be something for everyone. 

Montérégie is the area east, south, 
and west of Montreal extending from 
Ontario to the New York State border. 
Named after the Monteregian Hills in 
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the district, it is a bit of an enigma in 
that it is the second-most populous 
region in the province, ergo, urban. Yet 
the area’s economy is based on agri-
culture with tourism offering a healthy 
contribution as well. 

Hemmingford was named after 
Hemmingford in Huntingdonshire, 
England. Its first settlers, who arrived 
around 1800, were loyalists, and then 
came the British. Among the Brits 
was Colonel John Scrivner, whose 
house was built at 450 Frontier Road. 
Witsend Pub is number 488 along the 
same road. 

Acknowledging the lunch rush and the reality 
that an actual lunch hour is only 60 minutes 
or less, Witsend has introduced online order-
ing ahead of time, so that guests’ food will be 
ready when they arrive. Even with changes 
and technological updates, Witsend favor-
ites are still available—namely the fish and 
chips. This stalwart pub fare is incredible in 
presentation and in taste, and features a gen-
erous portion of house-made beer-battered 
fish, served atop fresh-cut French fries with a 
green salad dressed in house-made maple vin-
aigrette. I believe it’s best when washed down 
with one of the dozen beers offered on tap. 

Khouzam and her team are still serving up 
tried and true Celtic classics like the Ballymaloe 
(Irish lamb stew), Steak and Guinness Pie, as 
well as new twists on pub favorites like Irish 
Whiskey Ribs, which are marinated for three 
days before they are grilled and kissed with a 
whiskey BBQ sauce, along with other tradi-
tional pub fare such as burgers and wraps and 
some lighter fare. No matter what you’re up for, 
Witsend makes it worth the trip. 

As a lover of history and area culture, I find 
it absolutely fitting that a belt of land that 
was instrumental in settling the area on both 
sides of the U.S.-Canadian border would be 
the same land where a family from Europe 
could come and build its own success story—
right in the shadow of our area’s first settlers. 
It could be considered history repeating itself 
in a modern-day context. Same land, same 
story, 200 years later. Sounds delicious! 

Witsend 
488 Rue Frontière, Hemmingford, QC 
1 (450) 247-3597 
www.witsendpub.ca
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INSIGHT

The Plattsburgh YMCA has new leader-
ship following the milestone retirement of 
former director Kevin Killeen. Justin Ihne 
moved to Plattsburgh this winter to take 
the helm and begin the work of moving this 
pillar of the community forward. Ihne hails 
from Brooklyn, but also calls Kingston, 
New York, a second home. He grew up 
spending his summers at YMCA-affiliated 
camps in the Berkshires and Kingston, first 
as a camper and later as a professional. 
He discovered his passion for working with 
children through many years of positive 
experiences at the camps he frequented. 

With a degree in music focused in ethno-
musicology — simply explained as ‘world 
music’— it was no surprise to learn that 
Ihne has managed to weave music into his 
work. “Music has always been a part of 
my life,” he shared, “I introduced a lot of 
music programs to the summer camps that I 
worked at –- including some percussion and 
African games.” Ihne is also a collector of 
“funky” instruments from around the globe.

One thing led to another, and Ihne was 
promoted up through the ranks in the 
world of summer camps. He has worked 
for the YMCA throughout his career. 
Before moving to Plattsburgh with his 
family, Ihne was executive director of a 
YMCA branch in northern New Jersey.

On one of the rare hot, sweltering days this 
summer, Ihne pushed aside floor plans, 
paint swatches, and tile samples from his 
desk to spend time sharing his insights 
with Strictly Business.

SB: You’ve been here about six months. What are your first impressions?

JI: During my first week here, my predecessor, Kevin Killeen, brought me to a meeting of 
the Rotary Club. I was so impressed. I was a Rotarian in a couple of other areas that I worked 
in and a Kiwanian as well. So far it feels very comfortable. Everybody feels very connected. 
I’ve been trying to work with the library and The Strand. We have this great trifecta right 
here at the cross roads. All three of us are focused on kids and families so I think there’s 
some good opportunity there. 

SB: Tell us about one of your most influential mentors.

JI: I was that kind of kid when I was young – the one that was always getting into trouble, 
with a really foul mouth, getting into fights and those kinds of things. The summer camp 
that I went to was a big part of what got me back on track. It was the counselors and the 
camp director, Lloyd Griffith, in particular. He was a great guy. He was the kind of camp 
director who would go out of his way to call me throughout the year and check on me. He 
would check in on my mom, who was a single mom, and on me and my brother. I felt like 
he took the time to connect with me. That’s the kind of leader that I always aspired to be; 
making sure that you take time to really connect with kids that are having a tough time and 
give them a chance. That was an important thing he did for me, giving me a chance to make 
mistakes and then learn from them and bring me along the way. 

JUSTIN  
IHNE
PROMOTING YOUTH DEVELOPMENT,  
HEALTHY LIVING, AND SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

Occupation: CEO, Plattsburgh YMCA
Hometown: Brooklyn, NY 
Education: B.A. in Music from Hunter College in New York City
Family: Sophie, wife of 19 years; daughter Marley (age 13), twin boys Ethan 
and Rowan (age 8); and Lyla, the family dog.    
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SB: What important lessons did you learn early in your career?

JI: Be okay with making a mistake. Learning from mistakes was a 
big thing for me, but I learned that out of mistakes come something 
else and you learn from that too. Coming up through the different 
positions I have had, it was important for me to ask my supervisor 
about many things so that I could learn more aspects of the busi-
ness — things like trying to get a handle on finances by reviewing 
the budgets and learning how you go out and ask people for money 
and get donations. I learned how important it was to get in front of 
the supervisor. I wish I had done that earlier. It’s an important part 
of getting to the next step.

SB: What inspires you?

JI: Creativity. Getting in a room with a group of people and a blank 
dry erase board and just going to town on something creative. 
Taking an idea and coming up with a plan or program. When I was 
a counselor it was coming up with a skit that we would do in front 
of the kids. It was just laughing and having fun, being in that cre-
ative moment. Then one idea inspires the next, and it’s being in that 
mode that I love.

SB: Tell us about your approach to management and 
leadership.

JI: I’m very much about round table discussions. I’d rather get every-
body around the table and say, ‘Here’s our challenge, what do you 
think?’, so we can all raise our ideas. Sure, a decision has to end 
with me, but being able to get everybody’s buy-in and understand-
ing is key. Sometimes everyone won’t like the answer, but at least 
they understand how we got there. When a staff member comes in 
and asks what they should do about a situation, my first response is 
to ask them what they think they should do. It is helpful to see what 
they are thinking and empower them to make that choice. More often 
than not they are going to have a great idea that is in line with what 
we want to do. That’s how I try to manage and provide leadership.

SB: What qualities do you believe are necessary for 
success?

JI: Creativity, really being honest with yourself and your capabili-
ties, and seeking out those around you who can help you get to those 
places. Don’t just think you are out there on your own. You have to 
have fun doing what you are doing and have a sense of humor about 
it as well. Be okay with setbacks, and be okay with mistakes as long 
as you can learn from them. Make sure you can delegate. Everybody 
falls into that trap of thinking that if they don’t do it, it’s not really 
going to be done the way they want it. Well, that’s okay. You’ve got to 
be able to let some of that stuff go. Otherwise, you’re going to drown. 
Community involvement is another key thing. Try to make sure that 
you’re seen in the community as a partner, as a player and as some-
body people can go to and count on. 

SB: What are you most proud of professionally to date?

JI: I found out very quickly after I took a position at a YMCA that 
wasn’t a very good model. I was there for about four years. They 

always had challenges. That was what everybody expected, that there 
would always be challenges. I don’t like to expect that, and I don’t 
want that to be a constant. There was an opportunity for me to put 
myself out of a job and start the process where that YMCA merged 
with another one. I started the ground work on that with the board, 
and then moved on to another job. I was proud and scared at the 
same time because you don’t know how that’s going to look. In the 
end, it was better for both those YMCAs to really be sustainable. I 
was proud of that.

SB: What do you do in your free time?

JI: I spend a lot of time with my kids. Playing with them gets me juiced 
up. We enjoy bike riding. The last few months of transition have cer-
tainly been challenging. With moving you lose a lot of family time.

SB: What is something no one would guess about you?

JI: I was in an opera when I was five years old. Somebody heard me 
screaming at my brother at a local food co-op. We were there paint-
ing a mural, and somebody must have heard my loud voice because 
they approached me and asked if I would like to be in an opera. I 
sang a song in La Boheme.

SB: How would you like to be remembered?

JI: The biggest thing for me is that I want to be remembered as a 
good father. After that, I would hope that the community felt that I 
helped us get stronger in some way. 

SB: What do you believe the nonprofit sector in the com-
munity can do to strengthen and grow?

JI: I think there’s a lot of duplication of services. While some of it 
may be needed, there’s probably a lot more opportunity for partner-
ships and for people to collaborate. This will be a key focus for the 
YMCA because that is what we should be all about. YMCA organi-
zations create a hub in a lot of ways for community services. There 
are always organizations that do things really well — and that’s fine 
— but there’s probably a lot of overlap and some opportunities there. 
That’s what I’ve been doing so far — just meeting people and asking 
how the YMCA can be a part of what is happening. Is there a place 
for that? And if not, that’s fine. But what I have found is that there 
are people calling us with opportunities to work together.

SB: What is something the North Country can do today to 
ensure a prosperous future?

JI: Stop acting surprised when new people choose to relocate here. 
Everybody always asks me, ‘Why did you come to Plattsburgh?’ Why 
Plattsburgh? The real question is why not this area? It has a lot to 
offer. It’s a growing community. Business seems to be on the up, and 
it’s in a cool part of the country. Since I’ve been here, everybody has 
been very welcoming. I think people in other places have this per-
ception that Plattsburgh is the tundra in a wasteland and there is 
nothing there. You know, it’s not ‘too far’ and it’s not ‘too cold.’ I tell 
my friends in Connecticut that their winters are just as bad as ours. 
Yeah, we might get an extra snow storm, but it’s gorgeous. I love the 
area, and I love the feeling of community here. 
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Dean Jolly and Kyle Dyer
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It’s true: Nothing ever tasted better than a cold beer on a beau-
tiful afternoon with nothing to look forward to but more of the 
same. I didn’t make that up; Canadian essayist and professor 

Hugh Hood did. But I like it and thought I’d share it. 

At Sip, the small and hip (but not in a hipster way) restaurant on 
Brinkerhoff Street in Plattsburgh, sharing is what they do best. 

“We like the idea that when people come to Sip for food or drinks, 
what they are really looking for is a social experience,” said Kyle Dyer, 
co-owner of the new restaurant, which opened in February 2017. The 
menu is full of what he and his best friend and co-owner Dean Jolly 
call “social food.” Their intention is for guests to order a couple of items 
from the menu and share them while they enjoy each other’s company. 

Indeed, on my first visit to Sip, I came with three friends and shar-
ing is exactly what we did. We each ordered a different tray of tacos, 
tried one, and then passed the tray to the right. I can’t remember the 
four different types we sampled, but I do remember playfully argu-
ing over which were the best. All of them were unique and delicious. 

My favorite part of any meal is the appetizers; I’ll often order two or 
three and call it dinner. On my second visit to Sip, I started off with what 
I can only describe as my momma’s homemade red pepper jelly with 
Vermont cheese and crackers, along with a tray of roasted red pepper 
hummus and crostini made fresh that day, and mussels. Dyer came to 
the table to talk with me about the food at Sip, and we munched on the 
cheese and crackers while he shared some insights about his business.

“After high school, I traveled around the country and found myself 
working in the restaurant industry. I worked as an account execu-
tive for Yelp for a while,” explained Dyer. His interests and what he 
said was a need for a lifestyle change brought him back to the East 
Coast where he and Jolly eventually teamed up to open Sip. 

“I had gastric bypass surgery in Saranac Lake, and it totally changed 
my life,” said Dyer. “I began to see food in a new way and I knew 
that whatever we did here at Sip would be fresh, homemade, simple, 
and clean.” The young business owners have applied that approach 
to their business model in general.

Dean Jolly came out of the kitchen to talk about the business of the 
cooking and explained, “The key is to keep the ingredients uncompli-
cated and fresh. The sauce for these mussels has about five ingredients. 
That’s it,” he said. 

I asked Jolly and Dyer about the Farm-to-Fork concept. They had a 
shared response: “Everyone likes the idea of Farm-to-Table cuisine, 
and it’s great when it makes sense,” said Dyer. “But the truth is, in 
order for a business model to really work in northern New York 
without pricing 90 percent of the local demographic out of your res-
taurant, you can’t really live and die on that sword.” 

Jolly explained that they purchase fresh ingredients from local grow-
ers when they can (often buying from Dyer’s uncle, who owns Shield’s 
Vegetables and Dyer Farms dairy), but if local spinach is, for example, 
$9 a pound, they simply refuse to pass that cost on to their customers. 
“We’re just trying to be realistic and honest,” he said. Dyer laughed 
and added, “You know—it’s just really hard to get fresh ocean fish to 
Plattsburgh on the same day. Ours is caught on Wednesday, packed 
and shipped on Thursday, and arrives here on Friday. We feel pretty 
good about that!” The business partners offered a tour of their small 
kitchen, promising there wouldn’t be frozen meat or packages of pre-
cooked frozen fish used in their fish tacos. 

I was naturally curious about their experience choosing Sip’s location. 
The Brinkerhoff Street pub is located off the beaten path, and I had the 
assumption that its proximity to the First Presbyterian Church might 
have been a challenge. The New York State Liquor Authority’s Alcoholic 
Beverage Control (ABC) Law prohibits certain licenses from being issued 
if the location of the establishment is on the same street and within 200 
feet of a building that is used exclusively as a school, church, synagogue 
or other place of worship. Commonly known as the “200 foot rule,” it 
applies to any retail establishment where liquor will be sold for on-prem-
ises consumption and any retail establishment where liquor or wine will 
be sold for consumption off the premises.* Dyer explained that the 200 
foot rule would have been an issue if Sip had tried to get a full liquor 
license, but serving wine and beer as they do is allowed. 

* https://www.sla.ny.gov/system/files/200-500-foot-rules-050213.pdf

Story and Photos  
by Amy Kretser

SIP
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“Like any business, ours required some 
workarounds,” said Dyer. “We want to 
be able to serve cocktails, but without 
the liquor license, we had to get creative.” 
Dyer laughed recalling the 2017 Super 
Bowl. “My wife spent the day creating 
variations of drinks using wine, fresh 
herbs, and other mixers. She served them 
to my mom—who is probably the least 

venturous drinker I know—until she found ones that my mom could enjoy.” Dyer said that 
in general, Brinkerhoff Street is a great location, and he and Jolly look forward to the energy 
being brought to what is becoming known as Plattsburgh’s “Arts Corridor.” He said, “We are 
hopeful The Strand will bring more people this way.”

By this point in my visit to Sip, I’d managed to sample an oatmeal stout, a couple of haddock 
tacos, and a yummy slider made on a homemade roll. The food was delicious, the company 
delightful. I wondered aloud as I contemplated my full stomach, “It must be so much fun 
to be a chef—to be able to be this creative and have people truly appreciate your talents.”

“Listen,” Jolly said. “I’m not a chef. Those people go to school and truly study food inside 
and out. I have a lot of respect for them and the time they put in to their work.” He flashed 
a sly smile at me. “I own a restaurant and I can cook.” 

Indeed he can. 

Sip
22 Brinkerhoff Street
Plattsburgh, NY 12901
518-566-4500
www.facebook.com/Sipplattsburgh



SEPTEMBER 2017     STRICTLY BUSINESS  |  23

Contact Caitlin at 518.523.8100
caherne@burnhambenefitadvisors.com

Shop 
Health Insurance

Smarter



It’s Like  
Eating  
at Home

by Karen Bouvier 
Photos by Ty Kretser

24 | sbmonthly.com SEPTEMBER 2017



SEPTEMBER 2017 STRICTLY BUSINESS | 25

CAMPUS CORNER

In 1872, Walter Scott sold food out of a horse-pulled wagon to 
employees of the Providence Journal in Providence, RI, effectively 
introducing the diner. Since then, quintessentially American din-

ers, with their distinct exteriors and casual atmosphere, have been 
offering patrons a wide range of food at affordable prices. Although 
many diners have been replaced by fast-food chains, many have 
remained and are beloved institutions in their communities. 

Campus Corner is no exception.

Situated in a beautiful locale in the oldest part of Plattsburgh, Campus 
Corner has been beckoning residents, students, and tourists alike with 
its nostalgic neon sign and soul-enriching comfort food since Henry 
Ratta began welcoming diners in 1950. At 92 Bridge Street, Campus 
Corner sits downtown across from the train station and within walk-
ing distance of both SUNY Plattsburgh and the Plattsburgh City 
Marina. Current owner Sue Upton continues the diner’s tradition 
with her culinary skills and care for the community. Upon enter-
ing the diner, customers are immediately greeted and encouraged 
to choose a vintage bar stool at the M-shaped counter. A sign on the 
wall saying, “Welcome to Susan’s Kitchen” sets the tone. 

“I have enjoyed cooking since I was a kid,” said Upton. “I grew up 
in Beekmantown with a mom who raised five children as a single 
parent. We grew and canned our own vegetables, and learned early 
how to be self sufficient.” Attending BOCES (now CV-TEC) while 
in high school, Upton honed her culinary skills, and upon gradu-
ation began working at Meadowbrook Nursing Home. There she 
learned how cook meals that nourished the seniors she both fed and 
befriended. Continuing her career at Evergreen Nursing Home, she 
became proficient in her art—perfecting recipes and expanding her 
outreach. Over the years, Upton not only worked at nursing homes, 
but also gained experience at area restaurants such as Anthony’s 
and Dominic’s.

A Leap of Faith
In 2004, Upton and her friend Kathy Nephew found out Campus 
Corner was up for sale and decided to embark on their own jour-
ney as business owners. They purchased the business, leasing the 
space it had occupied for decades, and eagerly opened the doors and 
waited for customers.

“I’ve always wanted to own my own business,” said Upton. “Kathy 
and I both left full-time jobs, and things were slow at first. But over 
time, business picked up and we did very well. Due to personal rea-
sons, Kathy had to leave the business in 2006. I continued on my 
own and every year this business has gotten better.”

Open for breakfast and lunch Monday through Saturday, Upton 
begins serving at 6 a.m. No stranger to hard work, she handles every 
aspect of the business. There is food to be ordered, prepped, and 
prepared; employees to hire, train, and supervise; dishes to wash; a 

facility to clean, decorate, and maintain; bookkeeping; decorating 
for each holiday; menu planning; and, most importantly, custom-
ers to greet and socialize with. She manages to take Tuesdays off.

“It’s like you’re married to it,” said Upton of the restaurant business. 
“We prep all day so we can open at 6 a.m. I tried doing dinners, but I 
wouldn’t get home until late at night, and breakfast and lunch seem 
to be our niche anyway.”

The Menu 
Campus Corner’s extensive menu offers a full range of breakfast 
dishes—from eggs every style to pancakes, waffles, omelets, and 
breakfast sandwiches. Lunch consists of burgers, hot sandwiches, 
poutine, Michigans, fried fish, soups, wraps, and salads. So custom-
ers can have maximum options, the diner’s menu offers an extensive 
list of side dishes for both breakfast and lunch. Upton posts daily 
specials on a signboard, and on Campus Corner’s Facebook page. 
She refreshes the entire menu every two years.

“I recently updated the omelets; they’re a big thing. Customers can 
build their own, and on Thursdays they’re $1 off,” said Upton.

Always looking for the personal touch, Upton brings fresh vegeta-
bles, in season, from the family garden.

The Clientele
Like many restaurants, Campus Corner has a core group of reg-
ulars augmented by clientele who change with the season. In the 
summer, boaters stroll up from the two nearby marinas and have 
the option of eating outdoors under three awning-covered booths. 
In the fall, college students arrive. In the winter, local custom-
ers provide a steady demand for deliveries. The diner’s regulars 
include local families and seniors who come every day. In addition 
to getting their meals just the way they like them, the regulars are 
welcome to linger and talk. 

“I would love to open a restaurant just for seniors. I enjoy them so 
much,” said Upton. “We have one customer who drives here, but 
who has trouble parallel parking. She just beeps the horn, and we 
go out and park the car for her.” Upton’s care for her older custom-
ers is evident in the portraits she has hanging on the walls. Some are 
of special customers who have passed on. Upton displays their por-
traits to showing they are still cared for and present.

Connection to SUNY Plattsburgh
Upton’s embrace and support of college students is just as strong, as 
evidenced by the sign out front that reads, “Campus Corner accepts 
Cardinal Points,” and photos of a jubilant hockey team showing off 
its championship trophy inside. In fact, the SUNY Plattsburgh wom-
en’s hockey team attributes its multi-year winning streak to eating 
at Campus Corner before each game.
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Warmth of the Season

“I support the college quite a bit,” said Upton. “They’re all good kids. It’s a good thing to 
have fun with them. And some of them sure can eat. They love the Lumberjack breakfast.” 
Upton attends games, especially hockey and baseball, whenever possible.

A Good Word Works Wonders
With a philosophy of not asking any employee to do anything she wouldn’t do herself, it 
isn’t surprising that Upton runs an efficient and congenial staff. Her cooks, Windy Holmes 
and Sherry Reiblein, have been managing the grill since 2007 and 2015, respectively. Upton’s 
other seven employees are college students. She pays special attention to them.

“It’s like taking a kid under your wing,” she said. “For some of them, it’s their first time away 
from home. They have many adjustments to make, and sometimes they run into problems. I 
listen, but unless it’s related to something here, I advise them not to allow it to interfere with 
their work. It’s a good life lesson.”

When asked to describe her idea of a successful workday, Upton replied: “Having a busy day 
with lots of customers (on the weekend this place is packed), and having fun with no disas-
ters! At the end of every day, I remember to tell my employees that they’ve done a good job. 
A good word doesn’t hurt, and does a lot to reassure them. If they have a problem here, I 
encourage them to communicate so we can solve it and move on.”

With specials like beef stroganoff, beer-battered haddock, goulash, and steak sandwiches; 
and with brownies and strawberry cream roll for dessert, who wouldn’t agree that eating at 
Campus Corner is like eating at home? 

Campus Corner
92 Bridge Street
Plattsburgh, NY 12901
(518) 324-3355
FB: Campus Corner
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By Julie Canepa 
Photos by Ty Kretser

On a sunny afternoon in late August, the long side porch of The Left Bank Café in 
Saranac Lake, is reminiscent of the most charming cafés in France. Bistro chairs 
and tables overlook the sparkling Saranac River, while red geraniums hang over-

head. This gem of a French bistro has a suitably charming tale, one that involves an American 
entrepreneur, two cities, and a woman with an enduring passion for food. 

Part One: Jack Weissberg et Fils
Jack Weissberg could have been a romantic character out of a period novel. As a young enlisted 
man, he was stationed with the U.S. Air Force in France during WWII. He came back to the 
United States post war to “take the cure” in Saranac Lake, which had become well known 
for its sanatoriums, or “cure cottages,” some founded years earlier by Dr. Edward Livingston 
Trudeau. Weissberg fell head over heels for the beauty and charm of the Adirondacks. He 
returned to France and ran a successful American surplus business, dabbled in antiques, and 
raised a family in the tiny village of Entrains-sur-Nohain. In the mid-60s, then-president 
Charles de Gaulle entered a period of strained relations with the United States, prompting 
Weissberg, his second wife Jane, and Jack’s son Kenneth to head back to the States—to the 
Adirondacks and the equally tiny village of Saranac Lake. 

In 1971, Jack and Jane—who had owned a chain of bakeries in her native Scotland—saw 
potential in one of Broadway’s oldest buildings, which once had housed a notions shop in 
the early 1900s. The Weissbergs bought the building and opened a bakery. Jane was soon 
turning out as many as 500 loaves of bread a day. For Jack’s son Kenneth, Saranac Lake in 
the 1970s was a sweet place to come of age. “There were hotels, a movie theater; the Water 

A Taste of France
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Hole had rock and roll bands weekly and there were other spots for 
dancing,” recalled Weissberg. 

The bakery flourished for many years, but later, as the nation and 
subsequently Saranac Lake became affected by the recession, it closed 
and Jack and Jane Weissberg retired. That time solidified Kenneth’s 
love for his American home, and his respect for the history of the 
building his family owned. Although he returned to Entrains, he and 
his wife Noella returned often to visit Saranac Lake. 

Sister City
The Weissbergs saw a kinship between Entrains, the city they called 
home in France, and their adopted city of Saranac Lake. They cul-
tivated a relationship between the two and that relation culminated 
in a momentous event in October 1989. 

That year, a charter was established and Entrains, in the départe-
ment (similar to a province or county) of Nievre in central France, 
was “twinned” with the American city of Saranac Lake. 

As France celebrated the anniversary of its independence, the 
Weissberg family, having forged a connection on both sides of the 
Atlantic, watched as Entrains’ deputy mayor Jean Louis Allen and 
Saranac Lake’s mayor Bill Madden III exchanged keys to each other’s 

municipalities. Visits were organized for those on the twinning com-
mittees from the two regions, an exchange program was formed, 
and “strong bonds of friendship developed between the families.”

In 2004, Anne Sterling, then an adjunct professor at Paul Smith’s 
College and a lifelong culinarian, acted as a translator and guide to 
students on a trip to France. That trip to the Burgundy Region included 
a visit to the sister city of Entrains and the Maison Des Adirondacks, 
a stone building in the village which had become a training ground 
for aspiring chefs studying culinary arts at Paul Smith’s. “Maison Des 
Adirondacks” is spelled out on the exterior of the stone structure in 
homage to the rustic Adirondack style and to accentuate the con-
nection between Entrains and its sister city, Saranac Lake. During 
that trip, Sterling met Kenneth and Noella Weissberg, and a friend-
ship—based on mutual respect for each other’s native homes and a 
love of food and wine—was born. 

Part 2: The Left Bank Café Est Ne
The Weissbergs returned often to their adopted home of Saranac Lake. 
Space in the building on Broadway was leased to various businesses 
and life went on. Anne Sterling had always wanted her own busi-
ness, and had looked at storefronts in the village as possible spaces 
for a one-woman creperie. 

THE LEFT BANK CAFÉ
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Sterling remembered a cryptic conversation 
with Noella Weissberg. “She said, ‘Just wait 
a couple of years and your dreams will all 
come true,’” recalled Sterling. Around the 
same time, a course of study that was too 
good to pass up appeared on Sterling’s radar. 
“It was the course I had wanted to take all 
my life,” she recalled. Thirty students from 
all over the world met for an online pro-
gram offered by the University of Adelaide in 
Australia: a Master’s of Gastronomy Degree 
from Le Cordon Bleu. She completed the 
course in 2010.

Meanwhile, the photography shop in the 
space where Jack and Jane Weissberg’s bak-
ery had once operated closed its doors. The 
younger Weissbergs knew they had to take 
over the space. They hired Sterling to consult 
on a menu and recruit Paul Smith’s students 
to work at the café that seemed destined to 
bring a little bit of France to their beloved 
town. And so, the Left Bank Café was born. 
It was to be a simple operation, one that Anne 
could oversee while continuing her full-time 
teaching job at Paul Smith’s. 
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The Left Bank Café was a hit from day one. Black and white subway tiles evoking the Paris 
metro, green leather banquettes under warm tongue-and-groove wooden ceilings, and 
vintage Air France posters welcomed diners to the relaxed French café. The owners soon 
realized they would need to expand the menu to include heartier fare, obtain the requisite 
liquor license (because wine was a must), and offer live jazz from the gleaming grand piano. 
Bit by bit they have apportioned more of the building’s main floor, evolving from a gas stove 
that just recently heaved its final breath, to a “real” kitchen with a “real” chef—turning The 
Left Bank Café into a “real” restaurant, according to Sterling. 

“We have grown from one storefront into another, consulting experts at each phase,” said 
Sterling. “It’s been fun!” The adjacent storefront is home to the Left Bank Patisserie, which 
serves French macarons (the Key Lime is an American twist), baguettes, lemon-scented 
madeleines, and rich molasses cookies. Sterling’s husband, John Alsina, supports the cause 
using his mechanical skills on everything from piano repair to plumbing. On any given day, 
French conversation can be overheard, not just among the culinary interns in the kitchen, 
who are here being mentored by Sterling on summer exchange programs in conjunction 
with the Maison, but also from customers who have found their way to the charming French 
hospitality the restaurant has to offer. 

As the restaurant evolved, so has the menu. “I had an old-fashioned idea of what the menu 
should be; authenticity means a lot,” said Sterling “But what is authentic?” Was it the nostalgic 
cuisine of Julia Child and the French restaurants that had sparked her early love of gastron-
omie? Or was it the cuisine—both haute and humble—that is ever evolving in Paris today? 

“French cuisine is known for being innovative. So if you’re not innovative, you’re not being 
French!” explained Sterling. With input from its French owners and a very talented chef, 
the café’s menu is indeed innovative. “Noella loves deep flavors,” said Sterling. “She sug-
gested the Poulet Basquaise as the first dish for the menu back in 2011 and made the first 
batch herself. With its light, zesty combination of smoked paprika and tarragon, it has been 
on the menu every summer. The Escargots with Pernod Cream is an appetizer that our chef 
Tom Ruff made when he was at the Interlaken in Lake Placid. The anise flavored liqueur 
and snails combine two quintessential French ingredients.” Sterling explained that because 
France borders other countries, those neighbors have influenced a region’s cuisine.” The 
“hexagon” borders Spain’s Basque region to the southeast, and Italy to the southwest, where 
the Salade Nicoise of Provence is a signature dish. Choucroute has its roots in the Alsace 
region, which borders Germany,” explained Sterling. “Each fall we organize a ‘Tour de 
France’—a series of regional suppers that are paired with wines of the regions, like Fondue 
from Savoie, which borders Switzerland, served with a Cabernet Franc.”

Today
“Our team has made good decisions along the way,” said Sterling. She is now the full-time 
manager and part owner with the Weissbergs, who live primarily in France but visit often. 
She communicates with Kenneth two to three times per week, making decisions on the cou-
ple’s behalf. “I am a steward of their intent and values. Decisions are made with their concept 
in mind at all times,” explained Sterling. “We know the locals and the summer people take 
part in Art Walk and support the carousel because art is important to them. It’s fun being 
part of the community, part of the town.” 

The partners’ mutual respect is evident. “I have never met anyone with the level of profes-
sionalism and dedication to food that Anne has,” said Kenneth Weissberg. For a woman with 
a culinary resume four pages long, the Left Bank Café is a dream come true. Of her patrons, 
Sterling said, “The Weissbergs have a love for this place. I’m proud to be a part of this.” 

The Left Bank Café
36 Broadway
Saranac Lake NY 12983
518-354-8166
www.leftbankcafe36.com
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In last month’s article, the basic rules for New York’s new Paid 
Family Leave law (PFL) were outlined. In this article, some of the 
considerations for implementing PFL are discussed. With legisla-

tion this sweeping, it is impossible to describe all of the repercussions, 
but some of the most important steps to consider are highlighted below.

Look at Existing Policies 
Existing Time Off
Most companies provide some time off, including sick leave, vacation 
leave or paid time off. Some also offer unpaid leave policies, paren-
tal leave, or similar benefits. Unless the company is large enough to 
be subject to the federal Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA), the 
employee cannot be required to use existing leave concurrently with 
PFL. Therefore, now is a good time to look at existing leave policies and 
consider whether adding up to eight weeks of additional leave for each 
employee is manageable and, if not, what changes need to be made.

Notice
Both employers and employees have new notice obligations under 
PFL. Employers have two specific notice obligations: to post the 
state-prescribed notice prominently and to provide written notice to 
employees of their rights and responsibilities, either in the employee 
handbook, or in other written form if there is no handbook.

Employees have obligations that go with exercising the right to PFL. 
An employee must provide the employer with at least 30 days advance 
notice before PFL is to begin if the qualifying event is foreseeable. If 30 
days advance notice is not practicable for reasons such as a lack of knowl-
edge of when leave will be required to begin, a change in circumstances, 
or a medical emergency, notice must be given as soon as practicable. 
However, if the need for PFL is foreseeable and an employee fails to give 
30 days advance notice, the carrier may file a partial denial of the family 
leave claim for a period of up to 30 days from the date notice is provided.

It generally should be practicable for the employee to provide 
notice of unforeseeable leave within the time prescribed by the 
employer’s usual and customary notice requirements applicable 
to such leave. Furthermore, for intermittent leave, the employer 
may require the employee to provide notice as soon as is practi-
cable before each day of intermittent leave. If an employee does 
not comply with the employer’s usual notice requirements, PFL 
may be delayed or denied.

Larger companies subject to FMLA may be more prepared to deal 
with this new benefit. However, those responsible for managing 
leaves will need to be trained to recognize when each distinct enti-
tlement of the various applicable leave laws is in play. There are 
different rules including at what point employees may become eli-
gible for each benefit, how leave can be taken, covered individuals 
(employees cannot take PFL for their own serious health conditions, 
and PFL expands the number of eligible family members), leave 
durations, required forms, calculating the leave year and available 
sources of income replacement. PFL can only be taken in one-day 
increments. Partial-day increments are not allowed. Companies sub-
ject to FMLA can designate PFL to run concurrently with FMLA 
leave, permitting the company to apply its FMLA policies requiring 
the use of available paid time off and FMLA concurrently. 

Before PFL leave will count as leave under the FMLA, the employer 
must notify the employee and provide the employee with the notice 
required under the FMLA. If an employer does not provide the FMLA 
notice, the employer cannot charge FMLA leave concurrently. On 
the other hand, if an employer designates a period of covered FMLA 
leave for a reason also covered under PFL, informs the employee of 
their eligibility for PFL benefits and the employee does not apply 
for payment under PFL, the employer and its insurance carrier may 
still count the leave against the employee’s maximum duration of 
PFL in a 52-week period.

IN NEW YORK STATE

BEGINS JANUARY 1

By Jacqueline M. Kelleher, Esq.
PART II: TIPS TO PREPARE FOR PFL
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Leave it to the insurer
Unless an employer opts to self-insure by October 1, PFL will be added to the employer’s 
existing New York Statutory short-term disability insurance policy. As an insurance ben-
efit, the employer will not have to pay PFL benefits directly to employees, nor will they 
have to determine if the employee is eligible. The employee will send claim information 
directly to the carrier for review. In this way, this benefit is more closely aligned with 
Workers Comp and Short Term Disability, rather than more traditional paid leave policies. 

There is a state form for the employee to make a Request for Paid Family Leave to the 
insurer. Once an employee requests PFL, the employer or insurance carrier must com-
plete the employer information and return it to the employee within three business days. 
The employee must submit the request for PFL together with the information supplied 
by the employer, with any necessary certifications or proof of claim documentation, to 
the carrier. No benefits are required to be paid until the completed request for paid fam-
ily leave, together with any necessary certifications or proof of claim documentation, has 
been submitted.

Once the carrier receives a completed request, the carrier must approve or deny the claim 
within 18 days. If the request is received more than 18 days before a qualifying event, 
the carrier must send payment to the employee within five days following the quali-
fying event. If the request for PFL was unscheduled, payment must be made within 30 
days. The carrier may deny the claim because of an incomplete claim package, or insuf-
ficient certification or proof of eligibility. If the claim is denied due to an incomplete 
claim package, the carrier must notify the employee within five business days of each 
piece of required information that is missing from the employee’s request for paid fam-
ily leave. If the claim is not refiled within 30 days from when leave was first taken, the 
claim may be denied.

Conclusion
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Maison Heritage Business Station
43 Durkee Street, Plattsburgh

 • 1400 SF, Suite, 6 Rms
  – Waiting / Reception
  – Conference Room
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  – Fiber Optics
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Health Arts Center
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To prepare for this significant change, 
plan now. Existing policies will need 
updating, employees will need to be 
notified of their new rights and responsi-
bilities, and existing leave policies may no 
longer fit well with the new requirements. 
Employers will have their hands full deal-
ing with the increased amount of leave 
time employees may use. Fortunately, the 
burden of administrative paperwork and 
timely decision-making will largely be 
borne by the insurers who are responsible 
for administering the benefit. That, how-
ever, will be small comfort to the small 
businesses impacted by this big change.

Jacqueline Kelleher is a partner at the 
Stafford Owens law firm, she regularly 
advises businesses regarding employment 
matters, including policies, legal updates, 
representation before administrative 
agencies and personnel management.
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CHAMBERWISE

Garry Douglas is the president of the North Country Chamber of Commerce.

By Garry Douglas

With autumn upon us, everyone at the Chamber will be 
focused for the next few months on one of the most impor-
tant agendas we have enjoyed for years, with a number of 

projects and opportunities in active motion.

On the Norsk Titanium front, we should see finalization of the state’s 
new signature project at the old airport site, representing both a per-
manent footprint in the North Country by SUNY Polytechnic as well 
as a world class headquarters, R&D center and production facility 
for Norsk. We are also working actively with Clinton County, the 
Town of Plattsburgh and the Development Corp. on the needed pur-
suit of infrastructure plans for the old Clinton County Airport, not 
only for Norsk, but also for the future development opportunities 
that will flow from this venture if the property is to accommodate 
future development.

At Plattsburgh International Airport, the county is moving forward 
on plans for several new facilities that will be built or rehabilitated 
with the $38 million in airport funds awarded this year by Governor 
Andrew Cuomo. The agreed-upon aim is completion of all elements 
by next fall.

September saw the completion and opening of the new Institute 
for Advanced Manufacturing at Clinton Community College, with 
Chamber engagement in concerted efforts to help maximize the 
Institute’s value to area companies and to our economic development 
ambitions, while rebuilding future enrollment at CCC.

On the Quebec-New York front, we are carefully monitoring cur-
rent negotiations between the United States and Canada as part of 
the reopening of NAFTA, engaging in all possible ways to oppose 
any harmful outcomes while supporting opportunities for shared 
enhancement. This includes the development of a strong relation-
ship with the new U.S. Ambassador to Canada, Kelly Knight Craft, 
facilitated, in part, by Congresswoman Elise Stefanik.

Our North American Center of Excellence for Transportation 
Equipment (NAmTrans) is moving forward strongly, with resources 
secured through the USDA and State Senator Betty Little and our 
recent appointment of the initiative’s first director, Danielle Johnson.

Fall also brings the annual culmination of the Regional Economic 
Development Council competition for investments in the North 
Country. As in the past, the Chamber’s staff is playing a strong role 
in compiling the required annual submissions, and I and my fellow 
co-chair, Tony Collins, will soon be making a full presentation to 
the State Assessment Team. Once again we have a number of excel-
lent projects of all kinds across the region and we have every reason 
to expect to do well as we have each of the last six years.

With regard to Government Affairs, we are already working with 
our partners at the Business Council and in the Unshackle Upstate 
Coalition on our legislative agenda for Albany in 2018, looking to 
present our needs and priorities to the Governor and Legislative 
leaders later this year.

We are also organizing for our Annual Strategic Planning Retreat 
in November which will once again engage our Board and manage-
ment staff in a number of presentations and discussions regarding 
the North Country economy and the Chamber’s plans and priori-
ties going forward. 

Add all of our continual member services from annual open season 
in November/December on health insurance options to an active 
program of small business and other workshops around the region, 
and fall is definitely in “forward” mode.

ONWARD AND UPWARD!

FORWARD FOR FALL!
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