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How Does Chef James Gottwald Stay Ahead 
in A Competitive Marketplace

How did you get into the restaurant business? 
I come from a family that has been cooking authentic dishes for generations. My 
grandmother came from Hungary and survived Russian work camps during the war 
by cooking her way out. She was known for taking almost anything and making it 
edible and enjoyable. Later in the US, my family lived in upstate PA and worked on 
farms where they caught fresh fish for dinner and made everything from scratch. I 
remember many happy times on the farm where cooking with authentic, high quality 
and fresh ingredients was the norm. 

What inspired Monti’s?
The craving for an authentic Philly cheesesteak sandwich late one night in Chicago 
led me and my wife to open Monti’s. Very quickly my customers became regulars, 

and today they are almost like a cult. We knew we were onto something. For me the most 
important factor became a laser focus on making sure that my customers were always 
delighted. I had to make sure we maintained the quality, consistency and taste of an authentic 
Philly cheesesteak. We go to great lengths – even the buns are shipped in from Philly. 

What are your biggest challenges?
With changing needs of the restaurant, it is always a challenge to find new vendors. It would 
be great if we could get all the items we need shipped directly without having to manage 
several vendors. In addition, managing time and resources is a huge demand on us. It is 
especially inconvenient if someone does not show up without prior notice. It puts a lot of 
stress on the restaurant staff. 

What are your top priorities? 
New competitors are constantly entering the market. We must continue to deliver value 
and quality to our customers through a consistent experience which includes – high quality, 
consistent service and stable pricing. This is easier said than done. A relevant example would 
be of minimum wage which is going up by thirty percent. Sacrificing quality is not an option 
so we have to find other ways to address this. If we can get access to distributors and get bulk 
buying capabilities with some transparency, we could potentially keep our edge. 

How is Simple going to make your life easier? 
Simple is going to be a very useful tool for operators. Ordering from vendors is not 
centralized. Simple can help purchasing and operations by making available an assortment 
that is not carried by our distributors and have it delivered directly to the store. There is a 
lot of potential to save time, money and get directly in touch with the manufacturers and 
distributors. I would love to be able to sit down at my laptop or cell phone, place a week’s 
orders within a couple of hours with quoted prices. Knowing I am getting the best product for 
the best price from one central place is Simple’s genius. That is why I want Simple.

Chef James Gottwald has teamed up with wife, Jennifer Monti, to create Monti’s, focusing 
on Authentic Philly Cheesesteaks. One of the youngest graduates of the Culinary Institute of 
America, Chef James has worked at Il Sol, the historic Buck Hotel in Philadelphia, Gargoyle’s 
on the Square in Boston, and Frenchman’s Reef of St. Thomas. He moved to Chicago in 1999 
and became the Sous Chef for one sixtyblue before opening Wave Restaurant. In 2002 he 
relocated to Washington D.C. as Executive Chef at Jordan’s (yes, that Michael Jordan!) before 
returning to Chicago to be the Corporate Chef and Partner for Rockit Ranch Productions. 

“Knowing I am 
getting the best 

price for the 
best product 

is Simple’s 
Genius.”
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