
If things had worked out as he had originally planned, Roger 
Disher, campus executive chef with Chartwells at Indiana 

University-Purdue University Indianapolis (IUPUI), would have 
been a music teacher. 

“I realized that that wasn’t quite going to pan out for me,” 
he said. “I did some soul searching, and every job I had ever 
had at that point had been in food service. I thought that it was 
what I wanted to do.” 

As a child, Disher learned a lot about cooking from his 
grandmother. “When I was a kid, our grandmother came to live 
with us when my grandfather passed, and she did a lot of cooking 
because my mother worked. She took over the cooking, and I 
used to sit and watch her. She used to show me some things.”

His first foray in food service came as a dishwasher in a 
local restaurant. “On weekends, the chef would bring me into 
the kitchen and show me the different dishes and how to make 
them,” he said. “That really piqued my interest even more. I was 
16 and at that point I just took the job to make a little money 
to save up for a car. Who knew that it would lead to a career?”

When he first made the decision 
to change careers, Disher attended 
culinary school at August Tech in 
Georgia. Upon graduation, he got a 
job at a resort on the coast of Geor-
gia called The Cloisters. “It was an 
incredible opportunity,” he said. “At 
the time, they had eight different full-
service kitchens throughout the resort. 
I spent five years there, and I was able 
to work at all but one of those kitch-
ens. It was an amazing experience. It 
was a five-star, five-diamond hotel. 
The experience I gained there was 
invaluable. It was everything from 
doing buffets to plated dinners for 
2,000, a la carte service, simple fla-
vored popcorn buffets, and everything 
in between.” 

While he was there he got mar-
ried. “My wife and I decided that 
before we settled down anywhere, 
we wanted to see the country,” said 
Disher. “We started working seasonal 
jobs. We worked in Texas, California, 
Wyoming, all over the country.”

That travel affected his culinary 
style. “When we finally decided to 
come back home, my first executive 
chef job was in my hometown of 
Muncie, Ind., at a hotel,” he said. “We 
spent a good bit of time in Southern 
California. The California influence 
was there. I was trying things with 
wild game from my experience in 
Wyoming. Everything pretty much 
showed off my influences.” 

From there, he went to work 
at a country club in Richmond, 
Ind. “That was also a great experi-
ence,” he said. “Being an executive 
chef, everyone in the hotel busi-
ness would say, ‘Where you want 
to go is country clubs because you don’t have to 
worry about food costs, or this and that.’ I can tell 
you right now that is not true. You still have to worry 
about food costs. You still have to worry about quality. 
The service is No. 1. You have to keep those members 
happy. If they are not happy, you are not going to have a 
job. Those members, they want what they want, and if you 
don’t give it to them, you pay for it.” 

After that position, he took a job as a food and beverage 
director at a casino. “At that point, I was kind of burned out 
from the whole chef thing,” said Disher. “I realized after a year 
that wasn’t for me either and that I really missed being in the 
kitchen. I found a job back in the hotel business as an executive 

chef at an Embassy Suites up in Michigan.”
He later began working with Chartwells at 

the Student Union at Kansas State University 
in Manhattan. From there, he moved on to 
IUPUI, where he has been for four years. 

Disher sees similarities between his stu-
dent diners and those he served in hotels and 
country clubs. “More and more these days, 
with the advent of the Food Network and the 
other food channels that are out there, kids 
have a very smart palate,” he said. “They 
know what they want, and if they don’t like 
it, they will let you know, whether it is face-
to-face or through social media. What I was 
doing 20 years ago in the hotel business, 
what I thought was fine dining is now what 
I am serving students in the residential din-
ing halls.”

Through his career, Disher has developed 
his own philosophy. “It isn’t only about the 
food, it is about life in general,” he said. “You 
have to take pride in whatever it is you do.” 
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Chicken Lo Mein
INGREDIENTS: 
60 ounces chicken thigh, boneless, skinless
½ cup cornstarch
1 cup water
¼ teaspoon white ground pepper
¼ cup, 2 teaspoons canola oil
2 tablespoons garlic and ginger aromatics
20 ounces celery, bias cut 
20 ounces carrots, bias cut
20 ounces onions, cubed, ½-inch
20 ounces baby corn, drained, chopped
30 ounces lo mein noodles, dry
1 ounce cilantro, fresh
Stir-fry sauce, to taste

PREPARATION:
Dice chicken into 1-ounce cubes. In a hotel 
pan, combine the cornstarch, water and pepper 
into a slurry. Add the chicken and coat well. 
Add the ¼ cup canola oil until absorbed. Let 
marinate overnight. Remove from marinade 
and place on a sheet pan. Bake at 350 degrees 
Fahrenheit until internal temperature of 165 
degrees Fahrenheit is reached. Chill and hold 
for batch cooking.

In a medium skillet, or wok, add 2 teaspoons 
canola oil and aromatics. Add celery, carrots, 
corn and onions, and sauté until onions turn 
clear. Add cooked chicken and heat to 165 
degrees Fahrenheit. Add stir-fry sauce and toss 
to coat. Product should not swim in the sauce. 
Place in serving pan and garnish with cilantro.

YIELD: 21 servings
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