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Julie Novak’s lucky number is 55 and she might not even know it. 

 

Currently Julie is the Operations Manager of East 55 Restaurants, LLC, owner of Sterles, Gold 

Horn Brewery, Café 55, and other locations in Cleveland, Ohio.  She officially began her career 

in hospitality management in Columbus, Ohio, at the 55 Restaurant Group.  From 55 Restaurant 

Group to East 55, this is Julie’s career story as a woman in the hospitality management industry. 

 

Julie is an incredibly smart woman with a high IQ who should have done exceptionally well in 

school.  But she was never a fan and she always had a difficult time figuring out where she 

belonged or who she wanted to be.  She attempted to run away from home when she was young 

and she never paid much attention in school.  But her mom was a teacher and encouraged her to 

go to college.  So at 18 years old she went to the Ohio State University to become an elementary 

school teacher.  After a few years she realized she would “never be able to handle parents of 

students” and instead of finishing her student teaching and graduating, she moved to Virginia 

Beach and began working in a hotel restaurant.  And that is when she knew she would work in 

the restaurant industry for the rest of her life. 

 

She continued working at the restaurant while studying at the Highwater Community College to 

obtain her degree in hospitality management until she received a call from an old friend living in 

Columbus, Ohio.  This friend was a chef who studied at the New York Culinary Institute and he 

told Julie that if she really wanted to make it in the restaurant industry she would need to move 

back to Columbus.  Columbus is the national testing ground for the hospitality industry:  when 

McDonald’s introduced their McRib sandwich, they tested it in Columbus; when Wendy’s 

wanted to try selling hot dogs, they tested it first in Columbus.  Columbus loved the McRib and 

it is now a McDonal’s sensation.  Columbus hated the Wendy’s hot dog and it has never been 

heard from again. 

 

So Julie moved back to Columbus to work with her friend, who was a chef for the 55 Restaurant 

Group.  At only 19 years, Julie was determined to work at 55 at Crosswoods, a fancy, white 

tablecloth restaurant that was the first of its kind in the Columbus area.  But 55 at Crosswoods 

only hired waiters if they were 21 or older.  Determined to do anything for them to prove her 

worth, she told them just that and they hired her as a dishwasher. 

 

It was the eighties and Julie was a young woman working in the kitchens.  This was unusual at 

the time.  The kitchen is a club with a fraternity feel.  To survive in the kitchen the men had to be 

arrogant and most if not all were chauvinistic and tough.  They were talented people but when 

you messed up they literally through things at you, just like you see on today’s popular reality 
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shows like Hell’s Kitchen.  Julie worked there and she survived for a year before they promoted 

her to cocktail waitress. 

 

That is when she met Lincoln.  Linc was a full-time, lifelong bartender and he would be her 

mentor.  He taught her everything he knew about bartending and she became great at her job.  

She had earned the respect of the kitchen fraternity and she quickly earned it from the bartenders.  

She was making her way in the restaurant industry and she felt good.  Until 55 Restaurant Group 

announced that a new general manager was coming to run 55 at Crosswoods. 

 

The new GM’s reputation proceeded him.  He had dropped out of school, had been a drug dealer, 

and began his hospitality career in the kitchens, becoming a lifelong member of the kitchen 

fraternity as a chef.  He was tough, he was arrogant, and he was extremely disliked.  This man’s 

name was Cameron Mitchell and his first meeting with Julie Novak made it into the very first 

chapter of his book. 

 

When Cameron first became GM he conducted 1-on-1 interviews with every worker at 55 at 

Crosswoods.  His meeting with Julie stuck with him.  He describes her as chomping on her gum 

with big hair and massive hoop earrings.  Sitting across from her asked, “So, what are your 

thoughts?  What have you heard about me?” 

 

“I heard you’re a real jerk,” Julie replied, chomping on her gum.  And a special relationship was 

born.  Cameron asked Julie to give him three months as her mentor and he would get her where 

she wanted to go in the restaurant industry.  In no time at all she was assistant manager at 55 at 

Crossroads, climbing to the top just like Cameron promised. 

 

But when Cameron got fired he called Julie to see if she would take a big risk with him and leave 

55 at Crossroads to start a new restaurant.  Always up for a challenge, Julie accepted.  She spent 

14 months working at a book store to pay her bills while they found investors and developed a 

business plan for what would become “Cameron’s.”  She went on to open the first 13 Cameron 

Mitchell concepts.  It was at Cameron’s that Julie met her husband, Wil, and, fast forward ten 

years, she became Vice President of Operations at Cameron Mitchell Restaurants (CMR).  It was 

her dream job and she loved every minute of it.  She was the first VP at CMR, and, in an 

unexpected life twist, she was the first woman to be pregnant while working full time at CMR. 

 

Julie had her son, Max, in 2001.  She had never seen herself as a mother but once she became 

one she threw herself in with all she had.  But she was VP at CMR and she was working 70 hour 

weeks.  She was at home when her son first rolled over and she realized the nanny was raising 

her child instead of her.  So in a heart-wrenching decision, she met with Cameron and told him 

that she could not continue working at VP for CMR because she wanted to be there for her son.  

He was devastated but he understood because family was part of the culture at CMR.  They tried 

to give her different positions and have her work part-time but nothing seemed to stick correctly 

so she left. 
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She stayed at home with her son and eventually her daughter for ten years.  She never fully 

stopped working though – she started a cleaning business and a catering business while staying 

home with the kids.  In her own words, she said, “I had to.  I am a restaurant person – we don’t 

know how to keep still.” 

 

When Julie finally decided to re-enter the restaurant world, she started out at Planet Hollywood 

and Buca di Beppo.  After one year, she took a sales job for Cantonese Classic Seafood, a 

Cleveland based company, selling “dead fish” and other specialty food.  After much debate, the 

company finally convinced Julie to uproot her family to move to Cleveland to be Director of 

Operations. 

 

Within 6 months she was working with the Jonathan Sawyer Group.  During her 2 years with 

Jonathan Sawyer she met Rick Semersky.  According to Julie, Rick is “doing something that 

really matters” and she eventually left Sawyer’s group to work in the “food desert” of Hub 55. 

 

A food desert is an industry term for an area where people do not have access to good, healthy 

food.  Rick wants to change that and has been instrumental in the Hub 55 development with his 

company, Sixth City Hospitality.  His restaurants are now part of a massive food desert study 

undertaken by Case Western Reserve University and the Ohio State University. 

 

Working with Rick presented the biggest challenge Julie has ever faced in all her years in the 

hospitality industry.  They had to work to bring Sterles, a 60 year old restaurant, back on its feet.  

People all over Cleveland have such big and wonderful memories there:  some people were 

married in the restaurant, others had birthday parties, and still others used it as a gathering place 

for Slovenian polka dancing with family and friends.  These stories were important to Sterles 

history and somehow had to be incorporated into the restaurant as it is being revitalized for the 

modern day.  The challenge fascinated her and she is very excited to be a part of its reopening. 

 

Julie’s love of the hospitality industry can be seen by a simple review of her career.  It has given 

her a goal and provided motivation for her throughout her life.  Without the industry, she would 

not have met her husband, had her kids, or moved to Cleveland.  In Julie’s own words, “I saw 

people make something of themselves in the restaurant industry when they did not have the 

opportunity to do so elsewhere.” 


