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Good club managers are always prepared to go to great 
lengths for their membership—and sometimes heights 
as well. That’s why Michael Zusack, CCM, General 

Manager/COO of Manasquan River Golf Club (MRGC) in 
Brielle, N.J., found himself asking his club President to come 
with him to an upstairs clubhouse window, so they could both 
climb through it and step out on the roof. 

“You should see this view,” Zusack said, in explaining what 
they were doing. And once out on the roof, the President 
agreed it was worth the trip. 

The MRGC clubhouse actually sits on one of the higher 
points of the Atlantic Seaboard, overlooking the farmland, 
rolling hills and 1,800 feet of Manasquan River waterfront 
that was part of a 150-acre purchase by the club’s founders in 
1922. And while the property is just a mile or so from the At-
lantic Ocean, golf course architect Robert White then shaped 
an 18-hole layout from the terrain that is of a distinctly differ-
ent character—and offers unusually lush vistas—compared to 
most of the sandy tracks to be found along the Jersey Shore.

Problem was, no existing dining venues at MRGC offered 
much in the way of even a decent ground-level view of the  
picturesque course, let alone one from a higher vantage point 
that could also take in the river flowing gently on the other 
side of the road—called, ironically, Riverview Drive—from 
which the club takes its address. 

Taking in what could be seen from the roof, though, opened 
up a whole new world of possibilities. 

Dishing Up the Future
Zusack’s quest to search high and low for new ways to show 

off what the MRGC property has to offer was motivated by 
several factors. The 657-member club already had a strong din-
ing program, generating $2 million in annual a la carte business 
from an established and loyal following for the popular cuisine 
of long-time Executive Chef Dan Palsi and his staff. 

Confining this activity to the clubhouse’s limited existing 
space, however, was presenting the usual challenges of trying 
to handle an excess of reservations in high-demand periods. 
This was compounded by the fact that most of MRGC’s regu-
lar diners tended to come from the older segment of its mem-
bership, who shared common routines and would descend on 
the dining rooms all at once.

At the same time, Zusack was well aware of the trends tak-
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Stronger After 
the Storm

Even Hurricane Sandy couldn’t stop 
Manasquan River Golf Club from  

serving up exciting new settings for its 
already “wildly” popular culinary scene.

By Joe Barks, Editor
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The addition to MRGC’s clubhouse took its dining programs to many 
new levels, including up to the Terrace (top photo, left) and down to 
the Patio (below), in addition to inside to the RiverView Grille (above). 



ing hold throughout the restaurant scene in general, and on 
club properties in particular, to develop more socially oriented 
casual and grill concepts, many emphasizing outdoor venues, 
that now offer greater appeal to all groups, and to younger din-
ers in particular. And he had a special interest in finding new 
ways to enhance MRGC’s appeal so that its current group of 
younger members would increase their use of the club, while 
also keeping it front-of-mind with the next generation of pro-
spective members.   

“We’re a golf club, and we’re fortunate enough to still have 
a six-year waiting list,” Zusack explains. “But if we don’t stay 

current and at the top of our game, we can’t stay competitive 
and keep the pipeline full. Our average age has been coming 
down, and that’s good—but that’s also made it more important 
to come up with different dining concepts that will appeal to 
the 30-through-55-year-olds, and keep them from going to 
local restaurants.”

The best solution to address all of these objectives, Zusack 
felt—and the one that would also maximize the appeal of the 
MRGC property—would be a clubhouse addition that in-
cluded more outdoor dining space, at multiple levels.  

And now that the secret about the view from the roof had 
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been discovered and “brought into the open,” it served as one 
of the strongest selling points to help gather momentum in 
support of a $2.3 million expansion project, funded through a 
six-year monthly assessment plan, that would bring these new 
dining features to the club:

• A new indoor RiverView Grille on the first floor of a 
3,550-sq. ft. addition built onto the existing clubhouse.

• A semi-enclosed bar of slightly more than 900 sq. ft. on the 
addition’s second floor, above the Grille, covered with a roof 
structure designed to mirror the colonial style of the existing 
clubhouses’s lounge area. 

•  A rooftop terrace, featuring an open trellis and measuring 
just over 1,600 sq. ft., with an additional 700 sq. ft. of existing 
clubhouse rooftop enhanced to provide a total exterior area 
of over 2,300 sq. ft. This venue would be used to develop a 
separate dining concept, the RiverView Terrace. And like the 
bar, the terrace would be accessible by an elevator installed in 
the addition. 

• Finally, an exterior patio area would be extended from the 
western end of the new Grill Room, with a stairway leading to 
the new rooftop terrace.

Cracklin’ Calamari Salad

F&B Profile 
Manasquan River Golf Club
Location: Brielle, N.J.
Opened: 1922
No. of members: 657
Annual golf rounds: 22,000
Annual F&B revenue: 
$2.3 million
(a la carte $2 million; 
catering $300,000)
Food costs: 
Under 40%
Food minimums: 
$700 Jan.-May; 
$175/mo. remainder of year



32   Club & Resort Business   SEPTEMBER 2013 www.clubandresortbusiness.com

Storming Ahead
After the clubhouse addition was approved, construction 

was scheduled to begin in October 2012. That timing, unfortu-
nately, coincided with when Hurricane Sandy decided to come 
ashore in northern New Jersey. But although MRGC lost all 
power for over a week, and suffered extensive damage to its 
golf course, ground was still broken for the addition in the first 
week of November.

Nine months later, all of the new venues opened for business 
on schedule this summer and were put to an immediate test 
with the club’s member-guest tournament, which saw each of 
the dining rooms handle close to 300 guests per day. 

Chef Palsi’s team was well-prepared for the challenge, 

though, even while having to lose a key member, Sous Chef 
Jennifer Monaco (“A Place in the Kitchen,” C&RB, May 
2011), to maternity leave right around the same time that the 
openings took place.

The keys to the smooth start were the buttoned-down plan-
ning and training documents created by Palsi for all facets of 
the new operation, including “concept statements” that helped 
explain the distinctions between the various venues, as well as 
detailed master prep lists and standard operating procedures 
for each station and duty associated with each location. (Ex-
amples of the documents can be found with the online version 
of this article at www.clubandresortbusiness.com.)

The concept statement for the RiverView Terrace, for ex-
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Executive Chef Dan 
Palsi returns from 
hunting trips that 
he often takes with 
MRGC members to 
serve special “forest 
to table” delicacies 
at the club. Through 
a special network 
of purveyors, dishes 
with wild game (see 
photos throughout 
article) are featured 
as regular, and 
popular, parts of the 
club’s menus.

Beer-Battered Chilean Sea BassBraised Rabbit Fricassee Elk Dumplings



ample, includes a description of operating philosophy (“The 
RiverView Terrace will have the flexibility to provide both buffet 
and a la carte dining service, with a bar/lounge area featuring 
spectacular views of the golf course”), service goals (“Simple, effi-
cient, and fast, yet with a touch of style, which is our standard in all 
dining areas”) and food standards (“The quality of food is impor-
tant, with the use of fresh, in-season products. Plate presentations 
and menu concepts will be equivalent to existing menu specifica-
tions for casual, unique and creative dining”). 

The concept statement for the RiverView Terrace also ad-
dresses how equipment would be set up in the open-air venue 
for food preparation. “There was some reluctance [during the 
design discussions] to having a kitchen on the terrace,” Zusack 
says. But, as many clubs have done while trying to fully capital-
ize on the popularity of outdoor settings (see “Cooking With 
Fire” in this issue, pg. 22), MRGC found innovative and effec-
tive solutions to be able to efficiently prepare a variety of both 
hot and cold items, with the added bonus of providing culinary 
theater for Terrace patrons.

“The a la carte dining concept is that of a small, decorative open- 
air kitchen,” the concept statement for the Terrace reads. “[The 
kitchen will be] simple and elegant in design, featuring custom out-
door hardwood modular cooking stations with granite buffet tops 
and waitress pickup area to include a cold bar. A canopy top with 
adjustable drop-down sides, lighting and ceiling fans will provide 
cover and air circulation.”

The statement goes on to describe how “two camouflaged ser-
vice stations will be designed and built into the opposite side of the 
cooking area, to provide for service and busing needs,” and also 
details the specific requirements for the space between the cold 
kitchen island and the hot kitchen (60 inches), the height of 
work stations (36 inches), and specifications for the grill sta-
tion, fryer station, freezer, cold kitchen, and ware washing. (Full 
specifications for all of the kitchen equipment on the Terrace 
can also be found with the online version of this article.)

The first new menu that Palsi created for the Terrace (also 
online, along with the RiverView Grille menu) features a Wa-
termelon Summer Salad and Cracklin’ Calamari Salad (see 
photo, pg. 31), as well as an Asian Fusion Ahi Tuna Sandwich 
and a Beer-Battered Chilean Sea Bass Sandwich (see photo, 
pg. 32; recipe available online).   

“Outdoor dining is very moment-to-moment, so flexiblity 
and responsiveness are key,” Palsi says. “And those are a lot 
easier to have when everything is well-thought-out in advance, 

and then kept in place and operated as it was planned.”
The RiverView Terrace menu also features fresh-fruit cock-

tails including Orange Crush, Ruby Red Crush and the “Riv-
erView Rita” (Milagro Silver Tequila, housemade Margarita 
mix and lime). There’s also a RiverView Fizz, with Hendrick’s 
Gin, St. Germain Elderflower Liqueur, soda water and a lem-
on twist. “The vision was for an outside, upscale ‘tiki bar’ at-
mosphere, like you’d find at a Ritz-Carlton or Four Seasons 
resort,” says Zusack. 

And now that the vision has become reality, it’s apparent 
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The new RiverView Grille was branded with its own identity that included a sepa-
rate logo and new server uniforms (left). “It’s clear we’ve created some popular 
new venues that look like they will really have lasting appeal,” says Manasquan 
River GC General Manager/COO Michael Zusack (above, third from left). 



that everyone likes what they see. “Our 
a la carte revenues have been up 30% 
[compared to pre-addition levels] from 
the start,” Zusack reports. “I expect that 
will eventually level off to around 15% 
or 20%, but it’s clear that we’ve created 
some popular new venues that look like 

they will really have lasting appeal.”
Not surprisingly, the greatest appeal 

is being created by the new views that 
have now been opened up to MRGC 
diners, primarily from the Terrace and 
patio. And while Zusack has looked into 
how he could provide weather protec-
tion on the Terrace by installing a suf-
ficiently wind-resistant cover that could 
be pulled on a track over the pergola, it 
hasn’t yet proved to be a pressing need, 
even when sudden storms have come 
up. Patrons have already become condi-
tioned, he reports, to duck down into the 
Grille at the first rumble of thunder or 
drop of rain.

And many have found the Grille to 
be a preferred venue, even on the nicest 
days or nights, because of its inviting de-
sign and warm environment (see photo, 
pg. 28). The fresh feeling for the new in-
door dining room was further enhanced 
by new branding touches that include 
a special logo and contemporary server 

uniforms.
While the food-and-beverage op-

eration at MRGC has been heavily 
weighted to a la carte service, with a lim-
ited number of weddings and banquets 
held at the club each year, that may soon 
change, given the appeal of the new 
venues, and in particular the outdoor 
space. Already, the club staff has found 
that adding live music to the RiverView 
Terrace has generated increased member 
participation.

Overall, says Zusack, the F&B scene 
at MRGC has been “much more lively” 
since the new venues were opened, and 
he’s encouraged that the expansion may 
prove to be just what was needed to keep 
things active throughout the club on a 
year-round basis. “Our golf course is 
open 365 days, and now I’m looking for-
ward to seeing people on the Terrace in 
November, too, having a drink and wear-
ing their coats while watching a football 
game outdoors,” he says.                C&RB
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The newly discovered “view from the top” (right) that was enhanced 
by MRGC’s $2.3 million addition has attracted a steady stream of 

outdoor-dining lovers who also are happy to head into the club’s new 
RiverView Grille at any time or in any weather.

More Online
 

For recipes for Cracklin’ Cala-
mari Salad, Beer-Battered Chil-
ean Sea Bass Sandwich and 
Watermelon Summer Salad, 
menus from the RiverView Grille 
and Terrace, equipment specs 
for the Terrace kitchen equip-
ment, SOPs for Terrace kitchen 
duties, a master prep list and 
concept statement and ad-
ditional photos, see the online 
version of of this article at www.clubandresortbusiness.com


