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Ben Cruse is a chef who, in the course of his career, has thor-
oughly immersed himself in all aspects of cooking. 

He describes himself as “the guy you call on to cover any section 
of the kitchen. I love pastry and baking but I also like to cook 
steak or do service in a hot kitchen.”

To say he loves his job is putting it mildly. He confesses, “I even 
read recipe books and books on food history when I go home 
from work!”

Watching the steady flow of customers coming and going at 
Little Black Bird Eatery in Hastings, reminds me of a bunch of 
happy, twittering birds, alighting on a branch before taking off 
again in satisfied flight.

The first impression when stepping through the door is the 
fresh, mint green, retro themed décor. 

Everything on the menu is baked fresh, daily on the premises 
and only the macarons, baked by a French baker in Napier, 
bought in.

Ben and his team pride themselves on creating dishes from the 
best produce that Hawke’s Bay has to offer. If it’s in season it will 
be on the menu and if not, he prefers to wait until it is. 

“We try to make everything as organic and local as possible. I’d 
rather serve produce when it’s at its best. I don’t want to charge 
you for something that doesn’t taste as good as it should.”

If you are after something a little out of the norm - this is your 
place.  For instance, you’ll find Vietnamese spring rolls and nori 
rolls, roast vegetable salad consisting of beetroot, rhubarb, blue 
cheese, red onion with a balsamic and molasses dressing. Right 
now, the brioche bun with a smoked beef cheek that’s been 
braised for 14-15 hours is popular.

Other favourites are brioche donuts, crumble donuts, white 
chocolate and walnut brownies as well as marshmallow and dark 
chocolate brownies - the latter are Ben’s children’s favourites.

Another of Black Bird’s specialties is their sourdough bread. 

It’s a method of bread making that Ben particularly favours. “I 
don’t use improvers in my bread – just flour, water and yeast. I 
find that using sourdough starter gives much more flavour. And 
while it’s slower for proving, in my opinion, it makes the bread 
much more digestible. All the grains - spelts, rye and barley – we 
buy from Chantal’s Wholefoods in Napier.”

Ben and his business partner, Lucinda Sherratt, opened Little 
Black Bird Eatery in 2014. They met while working as chefs 
at Craggy Range Winery in Havelock North and one winter’s 
evening,  found themselves tossing a few ideas around. Both 
expressed a common desire to run their own café and bakery. 
They envisaged, ‘a modern, vibrant place where we could bake 
and make breads and pastries as well as healthy salads and 
juices.’ 

Ben’s fascination with cooking goes back a long way. The 
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Yorkshire born chef has fond memories 
of entering local village fair competitions 
with his home baking, aged about 10. 
“Both my grans were amazing bakers and 
my mum baked too – it’s something I’ve 
always done.”

When he left school he signed up for a 
hospitality course but soon realised he 
wanted more of a hands on experience.

As soon as he got into a kitchen he knew 
that was where he was supposed to 
be. Since then he’s put his hand up for 
everything going. “If you don’t, you’ll get 
nowhere. I’ve always said ‘yes’ to every-
thing asked of me.”

“I started out baking breads for a restau-
rant and doing a bit of the pastry and cold 
larder work and progressed from there.”

 “When I was 21 I moved to London and 
got a job with the Roux Brother’s, Restaurant 24. When the 
pastry chef went on holiday, the head chef said ‘can you do it?’  I 
said, ‘of course!’”

Ben says he’s never wanted to be pigeon holed into one set 
area but wanted to try it all. He was at Restaurant 24 for 4 years, 
then moved to Somerset House Restaurant for about 9 months 
before heading to Australia where he spent a year working in a 
pizzeria. “Making pizza and playing with dough really sparked 
my passion for bread and doughs.”

Along the way he’s also worked on a Caribbean food van in the 
Yorkshire Dales

 Twelve years ago, when a friend suggested he come to New 
Zealand to work as a chef, he jumped at the chance. Work in 
several high-end dining establishments around Hawke’s Bay 
followed. He met his wife Sarah while working at Diva Bistro in 

Havelock North and when their children came along, so too did 
the need to find a niche that was more family friendly: hence 
Little Black Bird.

But before that happened, there was time for another culinary 
experience.

It was dream of Ben’s to be a pastry chef at a Michelin Star 
restaurant, so 4 years ago the family packed up and went back to 
the UK for 18 months.  

He got a job at Michelin Star restaurant, The Yorke Arms, in the 
Yorkshire Dales and it really put him through his paces. “Up until 
that time I thought I’d worked with some really talented chefs 
but this raised the bar. It changed my whole perception of what 
I am capable of and how to work in a kitchen. It was an amazing 
experience.”

Little Black Bird Eatery, 108 Market Street South, Hastings.


