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BENTONVILLE, ARKANSAS, is known for being the 
home of two things—Walmart and Matt McClure. One is a  
multibillion-dollar corporation with a market stronghold and 
questionable ethics; the other is a chef on a trajectory that includes 
awards, riches, and celebrity. Over these three days in September, 
McClure is playing host to the Chefs Boot Camp for Policy and 
Change, organized by the James Beard Foundation. The purpose of 
this event is to bring chefs, both rising and risen, together to dis-
cuss where they are in the culinary galaxy and where they should 
be going. McClure is the executive chef at The Hive in his home 
state of Arkansas. His longstanding history of supporting local 
farmers and purveyors make him just the right kind of do-gooder 
to host this forum. His job here is twofold: to learn and to feed. 

DAY 1
The afternoon is marked by arrivals. Ashley Christensen, Michel 
Nischan, and Rashid Nuri walk into McClure’s lounge for a late 
lunch. In true chef fashion, they dissect all of the components of 
the plate they’re served. “I was destroyed by a simple pork chop,” 
Christensen recalls. “Perfectly smoky and tender without being dis-
missively so.” Christensen is a James Beard award winner and, with 
her budding empire of North Carolina restaurants, she has long 
sought to foster community through food. Nischan is a two-time 
James Beard award winner and an advocate for replacing the na-
tion’s current food system with one that offers more access to locally 
grown food. Nuri is an organic agriculture expert with a Harvard 
degree. “This man speaks entirely in sound bites,” McClure says. 
“‘There is no culture without agriculture.’ ‘Quality food should be 
a right, not a privilege.’” These are the kind of thinkers and doers 
he’s mingling with.

Other chefs and food philosophers trickle into The Hive through-
out the afternoon. “It was the first time I met most of these chefs,” 
McClure explains. “The conversations revolved around what they 
were working on or their struggles in the industry. I very much felt 
that we all had similar experiences both past and present.”

The first scheduled meeting of the boot camp is a walk through 
the Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art, which was built with 
Wal-Mart money. It’s a get-to-know-you type of event, and Mc-
Clure has to skip out to prepare dinner for the visiting chefs and 
James Beard organizers.    
    “The dinner went great—family style with courses of salads and 
appetizers rolling into main entrées of smoked chicken and leg 
of goat,” he says. “Staying true to The Hive, we also had several  
different vegetable side dishes. It was a great opportunity to show-
case Arkansas ingredients to these chefs.” After the meal, there’s a 
tour of the kitchen, a few drinks, and early bedtimes—this is boot 
camp, after all.

BENTONVILLE
BOOTCAMP

a community of chefs 
       call for policy change 

SO THIS IS HOW IT ALL BEGINS: THE COOKING, 
THE SEASONING, THE SERVING. IT STARTS 
HERE, WITH A LAMB TIED TO THE FRONT OF 
A TRACTOR.



DAY 2
The group awakens to a soulful breakfast of 
Southern favorites prepared by The Hive’s 
kitchen staff, and then they jump right into the 
classroom. The first question: Why did you come 
to the boot camp? “There were many different  
answers,” McClure says. “But the common theme 
was, ‘How do we get involved to make change?’” 
The group goes though a discussion that high-
lights how real policy change is made. They hear 
from food advocates that have paved paths in 
their communities. Nuri talks about running an 
urban community garden in Atlanta. “His expe-
rience is inspiring, but he constantly reminded 
us of the real work involved in his approach,”  
McClure explains. Nischan is next and meticu-
lously explains the ins and outs of a new farm 
bill, with asides about SNAP and crop insurance. 
There are more speakers and more discussions. 
After lunch, the participants break into groups 
and develop action plans for equitable access to 
farmland. “My group wanted to develop a small 
urban farm from some city property,” McClure 
says. “The goal being to develop a support system 
with a large retailer who would mentor the grow-
ers on the business side and commit to purchas-
ing one percent of its fruits and vegetables.” The 
theoretical work was appreciated and valuable, 
but the time had come to put boots to ground.

Ewe Bet Farm is small, very beautiful, and just 
to the south of Bentonville. It’s not too differ-
ent from other family-owned farms in northwest  
Arkansas. The farm transitioned from beef to 
lamb as the size of their property shrank; sheep 
can be more productive on less land than cattle. 
The group was told about working with the 

USDA, inspection standards, and so forth. As 
they were informed of the imbalances in the sys-
tem, a lone lamb stood ten feet away, occasionally 
tugging at its tether. 

When it came time for the kill, a man dressed 
in a plastic apron approached the animal. “The 
crowd was dead silent as we waited for the event 
to unfold,” McClure remembers. As the lamb was 
untied, the aproned man was fast enough to grab 
it and flip it on its side. He quickly pulled out his 
knife and, with a few quick swipes, opened the 
lamb’s throat. 

“Later, we would be told that this is the best 
way to slaughter an animal,” McClure says. “The 
sudden loss of blood causes it to pass out rather 

quickly, and the heart keeps pumping, removing 
the blood from the body. The animal simply dies 
in its forced sleep.”          

The lamb has gone still, but the man in the 
plastic apron remains on top of it while it bleeds 
out. “A few in our group have turned away, but 
most are still silently watching this event. I have 
myself killed many large animals, growing up 
hunting, but witnessing this event was a stark 
reminder that for me to eat meat an animal has 
to die. That sacrifice should be respected, and  
in our modern industrial food system, there is no 
respect.”

That night, there is a collaborative dinner at 
the hotel. The chefs roll in, grab their raw foods, 
and quickly start cutting and chopping. The 
dishes are served on platters, and a large buffet 
table is set up and holds more food than could 
ever be eaten. 

DAY 3 AND BEYOND
The next morning comes quickly; there’s a break-
fast and a recap of the events of the previous day. 
“We all go around the room and talk about the 
experience and what we are going to take away 
from it,” McClure says. “Again, the common 
theme is helping the farmer that is trying to grow 
something special. That is the goal of this entire 
weekend, to provide us with the tools to advocate 
for the causes we believe in.” 

Nischan, Nuri, Christensen, and the other 
campers depart, leaving Matt McClure alone to 
take the lessons learned and information impart-
ed from the JBF Boot Camp to do something in 
his restaurant, in his city, in his state. 

Months later, McClure looks back. He writes:

The experience of participating in the James 
Beard Foundation Boot Camp has made a 
lasting impression on me. It is a very intense 
schedule that covers many topics, but you 
come away with the support of very capable 
friends and colleagues. After the boot camp, 
most of the Bentonville chefs in attendance 
were thrust into the busy season. But we made 
plans to develop the Bentonville Culinary  
Advisory Council later this year. Our goal 
is to organize a long-term vision for how 
food is valued in our community. This 
council would include growers, chefs, and 
other food producers. I hope to work with 
farmers and local state agencies to find 
solutions to operating small farms in our  
region successfully.
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“how do we get involved  

    to make change?” 
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OPPOSITE, TOP TO BOTTOM: GROUP 
EXERCISE DURING JBF BOOT CAMP,
CHEFS AND SHEEP AT EWE BET FARM

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT:  
PARTICIPATING CHEFS WORK TOGETHER 
TO PREPARE DINNER FOR THE GROUP;
CHEFS GATHER AT EWE BET FARM;
A STAFF MEMBER OF EWE BET FARM;
CHEF ASHLEY CHRISTENSEN HELPS  
PREPARE DINNER; HOST CHEF MATT  
MCCLURE TALKS TO THE CAMERA;
CHEF HUGH ACHESON ADDRESSES  
THE GROUP; A GROUP POLICY  
DISCUSSION.


