
34 | SOUTHEASTOHIOMAGAZINE.COM WINTER /  SPRING 2014 |  3534 | SOUTHEASTOHIOMAGAZINE. 35 | SOUTHEASTOHIOMAGAZINE.

BOCH HOLLOW STATE NATURE PRESERVE
A trip to Boch Hollow State Nature Preserve north of 

Logan is like visiting two parks. The 570-acre nature pre-
serve in Hocking County includes forests of oak, hickory, 
beech and maple as well as a 20-acre wetland.

The wetland offers close sightings of wildlife, including 
the park’s playful and healthy beaver population. The tran-
sition from marshy swamp to deciduous forest is not aes-
thetically jarring. Instead, the Kessler Swamp slowly bleeds 
into the lush green and brown of the surrounding nature 
preserve in a balanced and natural way.  The late Francis 
and Joyce Kessler donated the 20-acre wetland to Ohio’s 
Division of Natural Areas and Preserves in 2002. 

Four miles of hiking trails loop throughout the pre-
serve. For those looking for a quiet respite or bit of exer-
cise, the preserve also has a gazebo for a picnic lunch and a 
well-maintained basketball court.

— EMILY VOTAW

STROUDS RUN STATE PARK
On warm days at Strouds Run State Park near Athens, Ohio 

University students and local residents enjoy swimming in 
Dow Lake and playing sand volleyball on the beach. But 
year-round, just beyond the dense tree line framing the lake, 
visitors can trek miles of trails winding through the park’s 
2,606 acres of hilly woods. 

For those interested in a relatively easy, yet scenic hike, 
the 2.9-mile Hickory Trail hugs one side of the 161-acre 
lake’s shoreline and is easily accessed from both park en-
trances. In spring, flowering dogwood and redbud trees 
abound. It’s not unusual to hear beavers in the lake’s inlets 

flapping their tails or to see white-tailed deer lurking on 
the trail.  

A short side trail off of Hickory leads to Pioneer Ceme-
tery, a reminder that this was once the home of Samuel and 
Charlotte Beach Gillett and their descendants. To see part 
of the family farmstead, follow the adjacent Trace Trail a 
short distance uphill.  

With steep hills to climb and small creeks to hop across, 
this park’s terrain lets hikers work up an appetite. But that’s 
not a problem: The university town’s many eateries are just a 
10-minute drive away.

— KELLIE RIZER

PIZZA  MAKES  THE  MAN
Athens pizza master creates fun, artisanal pies that attract national attention

Story by Chris Dobstaff | Photos by Laura McDermott

Hocking Hills State Park
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John Gutekanst spreads a mixture of fresh, local ingredients on top of an Avalanche artisan pie.

O ne evening in the mid-1970s, a mousy-haired 14-year-
old tentatively stepped out of his mother’s station 
wagon in the back parking lot of Bimbo’s Italian 

Restaurant in the small village of Palatine, Illinois, just north of 
Chicago. He approached the screened back door where he was 
soon sucked into a hectic world of suds, soap and dirty pans 
as Bimbo’s newest dishwasher. !e fast-paced world of food 
was completely new, yet when the steaming plates of loaded 
chicken parmesan and other delectable pasta dishes passed by, 
the boy’s eyes grew wider and wider.

By the end of his "rst shift, John Gutekanst was hooked 
for life.

Now in his 50s, the amiable chef with a strawberry blonde 
goatee that frames his impeccable smile is as modest as can 
be when discussing his cooking career. But Gutekanst has lit-
tle to be modest about. !roughout his life, he has worked 
with famous food personalities such as Julia Child at the Oak 
Room in Boston and Paul Bocuse at Ciel Bleu in Chicago. 
Everywhere he went, he studied and absorbed the innovative 
methods of his mentors, which allowed him the opportunity 
to do something crazy on his own in 2000.

He opened a pizza shop in Athens.
“I had been working 17 hours straight, seven days a week 

at bars and hotels and I just wanted a change for a while,” 
Gutekanst says about his nonstop lifestyle prior to moving to 
Ohio. Opening Avalanche Pizza gave the exhausted chef two 
much needed options: the ability to take some time o# and 
relax, and complete creative control in his own kitchen. Now-
adays, Gutekanst utilizes one of those more than the other.

From the start, Gutekanst became entrenched in the com-
munity surrounding Avalanche Pizza. “I jumped on the Athens 
bandwagon a long, long time ago when Bill Shores from Green 
Edge Gardens talked me into buying local produce,” he says. 
“And that right there is better than advertising. You put your 
money into the community, and the community will take care 
of you.”

!at local produce, from the mountains of vegetables that 
line the shelves of his massive walk-in cooler to fresh feta and 
goat cheeses from Integration Acres in Albany, has become a 
staple of what make Avalanche pizza so delicious. Each topping 
is fresh, not frozen, which adds extra bursts of tastes not found 
at corporate pizza chains.

“I call it ‘!e Conundrum,’” Gutekanst says. “Because 
you’re in business to make a pro"t. And you can make a huge 
pro"t if you just pull crap out of the freezer and it’s got all of 
these chemicals on it and there’s not waste. But your product 
is crap. It really is.”

By keeping such high-quality ingredients in stock, 
Gutekanst builds relationships with the local farmers in the 
area. Chris Chmiel of Integration Acres, which has been pro-
viding the region with delicious pawpaws as well as goat’s milk 
and cheeses for nearly two decades, says that his relationship 
with John has grown into a partnership of sorts over the years. 
“He likes to come out and take pictures and bring his kids out 
[to the farm],” Chmiel says. “Every week we trade for cheese, 
so I go down there and give him some of my goat cheese and 
we trade for pizza.”

Combining the seemingly endless toppings, from artichoke 
hearts to Korean kimchee, Avalanche Pizza now serves 28 sig-
nature pies such as the Chicken Yakitori pizza (complete with 
teriyaki-glazed chicken, garlic-spiced kimchee, mandarin or-
anges and a creamy Asiago-béchemel sauce) and !e Ted Nu-
gent (salami, roasted chicken, bacon, ham, premium peppero-
ni, rib eye steak and Italian meatballs, anyone?)  Although the 
signature pizzas feature gourmet ingredients, Gutekanst and 
his crew also include reasonably priced specials and deals on 

hand for customers in the area who want or can only a#ord a 
more traditional pie. 

A big city chef can’t completely shed the spotlight, howev-
er. Over the years, Gutekanst has traveled the world, entering 
Avalanche Pizza into countless competitions and more often 
than not, taking a prize home for his small pizza joint on East 
State Street. From the Best Gourmet Pizza in the Midwest at 
the 2010 Las Vegas Pizza Expo to the "rst place "nish for the 
U.S. at the 2008 World Pizza Championships in Salsomaggio-
re Terme, Italy, the chef is always pushing to come up with a 
better creation than the year before.

In October, Gutekanst competed at Food Network’s La 
Sagra Sunday Slices event in New York City. With more than 
30 of the nation’s best pizza minds competing against one anoth-
er, the Athens representative wanted to make something special. 

And he succeeded. Utilizing a model for a chocolate and 
Nutella pizza, Gutekanst went to town, concocting a chocolate 
crust featuring Negra Modelo beer for added $avor. !e real 
treat came with the toppings. !e chef removed the centers 
of day-old baguettes and soaked them in a creamy mixture of 
milk and almond paste with ricotta and mascarpone cheese to 
make an irresistible bread pudding. Combined with chopped 
bananas and a healthy drizzle of Nutella, the chocolate bread 
pudding pizza won over the judges.

“I’ve been in this business so long, and that’s something I’ve 
learned. When you do stu# like this, make sure that people 
can’t really look away,” he says. 

 Gutekanst has a never-satis"ed attitude when it comes to 
pizza and baking. Even when not competing, the lifelong chef 
continually experiments in the Avalanche kitchen to "nd the 
next item that will impress his customers.

“You break the boredom. !e worst thing in the world is 
being in a slave ship, even one that you create, and rowing over 
and over again,” Gutekanst says. “Some "nd solace in that, but 
not me. If something looks good and tastes good, it’s a ‘wow.’ 
You’ve got to have at least "ve ‘wows’ when you walk into a 
restaurant now.”

 Finding those “wows” is a constant mission for the Chica-
go-raised foodie. But like any knowledgeable chef, Gutekanst 

You put your money into the community, 
and the community will take care of you.

– JOHN GUTEKANST

knows that he must "nd the right balance between the tastes 
of his customers and his extensive knowledge of worldly ingre-
dients and $avors.

“!e worst thing you could ever do is say ‘ew.’ I’ve heard 
adults say ‘ew’ or ‘yuck,’ and it’s the most immature thing ever. 
And it’s indicative of closed culinary minds, and I like to keep 
people’s open,” he says. “So it’s a nuanced thing. Some ingredi-
ents need to be nuanced, and others don’t. Once I get people 
hooked on artichoke hearts on their pizza, there’s only one 
place they’re going to come to. And once you get them hooked, 
you’re that dealer on the corner, man.”

Despite his international success, Gutekanst stands "rm in 
his commitment to the Athens community. Even with a Euro-
pean Union trophy for a gourmet pizza with mugolio syrup (a 
thick Italian pine syrup) and blueberries, as well as the selection 
of his story “Tru%e in Paradise” for Best Food Writing 2012, 
Gutekanst says that the accomplishment he’s most proud of 
is winning the award for Best Pizza in Athens every single 
year since 2000. “It’s the people here, they’re my customers,” 
he says before jokingly adding, “To hell with everyone else in 
the world.” 

Operating a pizza shop in a college town ensures that 
Gutekanst has employed a large force of Ohio University stu-
dents over the years. Recent graduate Jacob Hock, a delivery 
driver, says that working with Gutekanst is an intense but re-
warding experience. “He can be a little quick, but he’s never 
too serious,” says Hock, who also does work in the kitchens 
and around the shop. “!ere’s never any real tension coming 
from his part. He’ll correct you, but it’s never in a condescend-
ing way. He’s always got three things on his mind so he’s always 
wanting you to be able to "x things quickly.”

!e college crowd has worn o# on Gutekanst, who readily 
admits to picking up on the language of his workers and using 

it in everyday life and around his wife, Ohio University voice 
professor Debra Rentz. “Deb and I went to this cocktail party 
once and it was all professors and older people,” Gutekanst 
says. “And this woman comes up to Deb and goes, ‘So your 
husband called me dude three times during our conversation. 
What’s up with that?’ I’ve been working way too much, man.”

!e work he does isn’t always with his own employees, 
either. Gutekanst often welcomes classes from East Elemen-
tary School into the store to teach them the basics of baking 
and creating a great pizza. He also conducts a pasta junior 
chef school at the Athens Farmers Market at least once a 
year, most recently teaching a group of elementary-aged 
kids, complete with white chef hats, the ins and outs of 
squid ink pasta.

“!e farmers market is my incubator,” he says, and he 
doesn’t just mean for the new recipes he’s constantly com-
ing up with. Gutekanst’s willingness to be a teacher in the 
small community sheds light on just how little time o# he’s 
been able to take since moving to the more “quiet” life in 
Ohio. When he’s not sweating in the kitchens at Avalanche 
or traveling to another country to learn more about the art 
of making pizza, you can "nd him teaching a weekly artisan 
baking class at Hocking College or holding seminars for at-
risk youths detailing the best strategies for "nding a job. His 
weekly planner is seemingly endless, yet in the end he’s not 
staying busy for his own sake, but rather to have an impact 
on someone else.

Still, it all comes down to pizza, the food that made him 
leave behind his extravagant lifestyle in the big cities. “Pizza is 
usually the bottom rung of the culinary business,” he explains. 
“But you know what? You can be as artistic as possible with piz-
za. It’s got so many elements to it.” With Gutekanst in charge, 
the artistry has never tasted so good.


