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Ruggles Green heats up with hemp

Houston Business Journal - by 
Allison Wollam 

With the original Ruggles Grill restaurant still closed four months after suffering damage from Hurricane Ike, Ruggles owner/chef Bruce Molzan opened a new eco-friendly restaurant concept called Ruggles Green.

Ruggles Green, located at 2311 West Alabama, serves all-natural organic foods such as “hempanadas” and even outfits the staff in uniforms made from hemp. The location was once home to another organic retailer, Greenberry’s Coffee & Tea, which closed about three years ago.

But Molzan is quick to point out that Ruggles Green will not replace the original Ruggles, which he says will reopen within the next month. Molzan is getting the electrical functions back in order and going through inspections at the 33-year-old Ruggles restaurant, located at 903 Westheimer. He plans to commissary some of the food for Ruggles Green at the original Ruggles once it is up and running again.

“This new restaurant has kept me so busy that it’s hard to get out of here to take care of things at the other location,” he says.

Molzan and Ruggles Green co-owner Fred Marques worked with the Boston-based Green Restaurant Association to ensure that the eatery qualified as a Certified Green Restaurant. The GRA has a total of 175 certified restaurants, including one other in Houston: Cullen’s Upscale American Grille.

In order to meet the GRA guidelines, Ruggles had to implement energy-efficient lighting and use green building materials — such as the bamboo used to construct the booths — and nontoxic paint on the walls.

Marques says customers won’t ever find Styrofoam products at Ruggles Green, which had a soft opening in December and a grand opening on Jan. 15.

“... We recycle everything,” he says.

For example, the restaurant’s fryer oil is recycled and turned into biofuel, and all plastic, glass, paper and cardboard waste is recycled. The restaurant also composts all of its coffee grounds.

Marques, a scientist who formerly served as the head of quality management systems for Bayer Corp., says he is known as the “green guy” in the operation while Molzan is known as “the cook.”

“All I can do is the research, it’s up to Bruce and the other guys in the kitchen to make it happen,” he says.

Even though he is a classically trained chef who has worked with world-renowned chef Wolfgang Puck, Molzan says he has been learning new techniques as he works with nontraditional ingredients such as hemp and quinoa.

Ruggles Green’s menu includes wood-fired pizzas such as the organic margherita pizza and hemp four cheese pizza, as well as quinoa pasta, hemp brownies and hempanadas.

“What we’re trying to do is serve food as healthy as it can possibly be, but also taste good,” Molzan says. “I knew if we could come up with a product that was tasty and also healthy at a reasonable price point that we’d have a winner. I’ve never had a restaurant take off like this.”

The owners describe the restaurant as “premium fast casual,” where customers order at the counter. Molzan estimates that the average ticket at Ruggles Green is $15.

Marques says sourcing organic food has been one of the main challenges so far. He says basic staples such as organic flour and sugar were difficult to source from the Houston area, so he had to go to Canada, California and Oregon.

Ruggles Green’s specials change after several weeks based on the availability of certain organic ingredients. And Molzan is working to add more raw and vegan items to the menu.

Indeed, the green movement is gaining momentum in the Houston restaurant scene, with local entrepreneur Chris Toman opening the first of seven organic certified Pizza Fusion restaurants in Harris County last month.

Similar to Ruggles Green, Pizza Fusion features a number of eco-efficient products, techniques and designs, including eliminating the use of water heaters and air-heating units by recycling heat from the ovens to heat the water in the restaurant.

Nationwide, more than 60 percent of restaurants have invested in energy-saving equipment, and 30 percent to 40 percent have installed water-saving fixtures during the past two years, according to the National Restaurant Association.

UPS AND DOWNS

While Ruggles Green has taken off quickly and the original Ruggles has managed to be a mainstay on the local restaurant scene for three decades, Molzan has also had some misses.

After opening Ruggles Grill at the Ballpark to much fanfare in 2001, the restaurant — a joint venture between Houston Astros owner Drayton McLane and Molzan in Minute Maid Park — closed in December 2002. Ruggles also closed a smaller restaurant in Union Station at the ballpark.

Up until the end, the 80-seat Minute Maid Park Ruggles appeared to be a hit, at one time commanding a year-long waiting list for baseball-game seating.

Molzan said at the time that declining customer traffic during baseball and non-baseball times led to the decision to close.

awollam@bizjournals.com • 713-395-9632
