
up in lights

FIRST CUT: In Hollywood, you’ve 
either got it or you don’t. Just ask Clendon Springer,  
Executive Chef of Final Cut Steakhouse in Lawrence-
burg’s Hollywood Casino. On the floor below him, 
mobs of people hunch greedily over blackjack tables, 
their eyes darting, their weight shifting. Down there, it’s 
complete lawlessness. Tightly held wads of cash make 
transfers from ATMs to dealer’s pockets. Everybody 
wants a piece of the American dream. Risk is not the 
problem. Attainability is the problem.
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    But not so with Clendon Springer. He’s not a gambler. 
He prefers the kitchen to the slot machines. He pre-
fers knowing the outcome. What’s his problem, then? 
Nothing. Except, there’s a good chance you’ve never 
heard of him. 
    20 minutes away, the A-listers are still holding steady 
in the spotlight. De Cavel. Ruby. Kelly. But Clendon 
didn’t move from Saint Lucia to the U.S. to get bottom 
billing forever. Which is why he’s cooking steaks. Mean 
steaks. Steaks that are charred brutally on the outside 
in a rub-recipe that he won’t reveal on a 1,500 degree 
broiler. These steaks are bigger than your head and 
more intimidating than Lawrence Taylor in his prime. 
Still, when you cut into them, a soft, pink center reveals 
a contentious, finicky cook. That’s Clendon Springer: 
the new king of the ribeye. 
   In our dimly-lit restaurant booth, Springer describes 
his unlikely transformation from the IT department of a 
bank to the fire and heat in Final Cut’s kitchen. “Cook-
ing used to be seen as a low-end thing to do for peo-
ple who didn’t have options,” he says. “But (in the IT 
department) I felt like my soul was dying. There was 
something missing in me. I was empty.” So, he quit 
his cushy bank job and got his first restaurant gig as a 
dish washer. His new paycheck was a punch in the gut–
–a crushing 60 percent less than he previously made.  

Maybe they think I’ll count cards or rob the 
vault.  •  When I enter the casino, my license 
is collected, my name is checked and dou-
ble checked. • I’m not allowed to climb the 
stairs to the restaurant alone. • Instead,  I’m 
escorted by the manager. •  When I finally 
get up to the chef for our interview, I notice 
he’s dressed in head-to-toe black. • He’s sit-
ting with his hands clasped. He’s ready for 
his close-up.  This is no ordinary restaurant.





But he was happy. “It was what I was meant to 
do,” he says.
   He was 25 when he waved goodbye to his 
parents and left the emerald-green waters of 
his homeland for good. He was headed to 
West Palm Beach. He was out to get his own 
piece of the American dream.  
   Over the next few years he worked. Hard. 
His first big break was in a restaurant called 
Cafe L’Europe which is where he learned to 
grill steaks like a machine. It was a four-star 
restaurant.
   Later he found his way into the fussy kitchen 
at The Ritz Carleton. “I made a point of work-
ing at really nice places early on.” he says. I 
didn’t want to sell out.” And then he adds,  
“Cooking at the Ritz was like being a track star 

in high school and then going to the Olym-
pics.” Which is to say, his former life as a bank 
employee was fully disintegrated. He had be-
come a professional cook.
   “Final Cut has been my chance to build 
something from the ground up,” he tells me 
after a long discussion about his ups and 
downs as a line cook. “I don’t think any chef 
could pass up on this kind of opportunity.“ 
   Still, he admits that he’s not impervious to 
glib perception. “I know people come here 
with a bias,” he says. “They’ve got precon-
ceived notions. They think, ‘Maybe this is ho-
tel food.‘ But once they walk in, they realize 
that it’s something different. We’re not here 
just to fill your bellies when you go gambling.”        
     In that moment, I notice the whites of Clen-
don’s eyes, which are bright against his dark 
skin. And then he smiles, revealing two rows of 
even brighter white teeth.

SECOND CUT:
Here’s something you should know. Springer’s 
18-ounce ribeye is a whopping 36 dollars. His 
12-ounce fillet is 42 dollars. This astounding 
price-point means two things. One, all the red 

meat at Final Cut is hand-selected, certified Hereford Beef. Two––and 
make no mistake about this––Springer is asserting his restaurant as the 
tristate’s new, serious steakhouse. 
     After dining in Clendon’s dramatic dining room, next to the rows of 
framed Hollywood actor portraits, I am certain I learn one finer point 
about eating in restaurants. You can tell a lot about a man by the way 
he cooks. Springer’s cooking style is big. Bold. Manly, even. But there’s 
something else beneath his surface. And that something is even hard-
er to articulate, especially given his large build and wide gate. There’s 
finess.
   “At home, I’m totally seafood-based,” Springer remarks. “I never 
think of anything besides seafood at home. I do a lot of curry, Car-
ribean-style and hearty stews. When I go out, I go to small, ethnic 
places---I’m a big fan of Indian food. My favorite place is Ambar in 
Clifton.”
  We pause and I debate asking the obvious question. The one that I 
fear may expose him as a complete fraud, or at the very least, insult 
him. I do it anyway. “How does a chef with a Caribbean background 
end up cooking steaks for a living?”
     “I ask that to myself a million times,” he answers, laughing. “The 
truth is that I respect all food. This may sound mundane but it’s excit-
ing for me––it’s different that what I’m used to. Plus, this is America. 
This is a meat and potatoes country––especially Cincinnati.”
    But you and I know that Cincinnatians are about much more than 



meat. In fact, we tend to get excited about the red-meat-
less kinds of food that are on his menu: perfectly-tuned ahi 
tuna with delicate microgreens and bright, clean flavors. A 
carefully plucked salad enveloped by a gorgeous ring of 
balsamic reduction. And in truth, it’s in these dishes where 
you can feel Springer’s real love of cuisine. He may be 
technically astute in the meat department, but it’s his more 
subtle menu items that 
perk the palatte and 
excite the senses. 
   “I really do love our 
tuna tar-tar,” he admits. 
“And the sea bass with 
smoked tomato sauce 
and pesto. Separated, 
the ingredients are just 
okay but together they 
form something really 
special.”

     

FINAL 
CUT:  
I decide to sleep in 
the casino’s ajoining 
hotel. Call it one too 
many cocktails. My 
extended stay leads 
me to adventure out 
to the resort’s Boogie 
Nights ––a club where 
there are paid go-go 
dancers up on a plat-
form. Disco lights, men 
on stilts, these are all 
things I’m not used to 
witnessing in my daily 
routine.
     Maybe if I were a little younger or a little less exhausted 
I’d stay longer, but I don’t. When I get to the top of the 
escalator, two cops have a man pinned down against the 
ground. Just another night in Hollywood.
   On my way back to the room, I run into Springer again. 
He’s perched in the entrance of his restaurant and the 
place is packed. I think back to the story about how he 
serves beween 300 and 350 people a night on weekends. 
“I’m here from 11 in the morning to 1 or 2 the next day,” 
he had said.
   Those are long hours for a man with an eight-month old 
at home. A man with a wife. Just hours ago, he was tell-
ing me about his son being the best thing he’d ever done 

in his life. Maybe that’s why he’s trying so hard to make 
clones of himself.
     “You have to mentor your people,” he had told me. 
You have to say this is the way to do things. It’s my job to 
train them. And you know what? You get more with honey 
than salt. I treat everyone with respect because I want to 
get respect from them.“

   When I settle into bed, pulling the soft sheets over my 
chin, I think about something else. I envision his garden.  
“I have four beds, three overgrown, one is fine,” he had 
told me. “I’ve overextended myself. My mom gardenend. 
She taught me the beauty of seeing things grow. The last 
time I saw her was two years ago.”
     I close my eyes. I leave the casino lights behind me. But 
I’d be back to Lawrenceburg again. Not for the distant 
hope of a better life, but for the much more attainable de-
sire for a better dinner. Money buys happiness, they say, 
but I don’t buy it. Still, I’d gamble on Clendon Springer 
any day.   




