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“I wouldn’t be able to execute 

my foodservice program 

without the equipment inno-

vations in the industry today.”

Many c-store retailers have uttered 

various iterations of that phrase over the 

past few years. Rapid-cook ovens, vent-

less fryers, impingement heat and other 

equipment evolutions have helped the 

industry elevate its foodservice reputa-

tion just as much as service, presentation 

and the food itself have. 

But maybe it’s time you thank Phil 

McKee, a man who has made you a lot 

more prosperous than you probably 

realize.

With nearly 30 U.S. patents to his 

name, 56-year-old McKee has played 

an integral part in many major innova-

tions and inventions in the foodservice 

industry. When he founded TurboChef 

in 1991, McKee and his team revolution-

ized cooking technology—and just what 

a c-store could offer—with the original 

accelerated-cooking TurboChef oven. 

(See sidebar on p. 98 for a cheat sheet on 

equipment technology terms.)

In 2007, McKee “came out of retire-

ment” with the development of planar 

plume cooking technology. The innova-

tion creates even impingement sheets of 

air in rapid-cook ovens for faster cooking, 

less microwave destruction and increased 

energy efficiency. McKee worked with 

Manitowoc on the technology, eventually 

selling it to the company in 2010 for its 

Merrychef oven.

About two years ago, he started on a 

project that would answer this simple 

question: “What does the operator want?” 

The answer, according to McKee and 

his team of 10 full-time engineers, is a 

single piece of equipment that can cook a 

wide range of food items with speed, qual-

ity and ease of use. The result? Matchbox, 

manufactured by Dallas-based Ovention, 

of which McKee is founder and CEO. 

The Matchbox has two cooking sur-

faces that take turns in the cooking cavity 

broiling, baking, grilling or toasting a mul-

titude of foods. The two surfaces allow the 

preparer to queue up food—hot dogs, for 

example—at the push of a preset button 

to specific time and temperature, and prep 

buns to be toasted automatically after the 

hot dogs are done. Unlike with conveyor 

ovens, the enclosed cooking area keeps the 

temperature high, making for faster cook-

ing times and higher yield as less moisture 

escapes the cooking cavity. The oven is 

able to quickly increase or decrease to the 

desired cook temperature between food 

items, from subs to pizza and cookies.

McKee started a test with West Des 

Moines, Iowa-based Kum & Go in Janu-

ary 2012. The Matchbox was rolled out 

at the NACS Show last October, receiving 

“instant, chin-to-chest reactions,” says 

Ashley Zickefoose, president of Ovention, 
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who previously served as brand director 

for menu innovation at Pizza Hut. 

CSP  talked to McKee about the 

Matchbox—which he calls a “step-

change” cooking technology—and what 

he sees on the horizon for foodservice 

equipment innovations.

CSP: If accelerated-cooking ovens 
were the next generation of the 
microwave or convection ovens, 
do you see the Matchbox as the 
next generation of conveyor 
ovens? Was that the goal?
McKee: That’s a good, simple summary if 

someone had to say it in 15 words or less. 

… But what we found is that we’re able to 

replace not just conveyors but in certain 

applications convection ovens and, in 

some applications, grills. 

If you’re talking to someone building 

a new concept around our oven—and 

we have people doing that—it’s a pretty 

easy deal. But everyone else already has 

a footprint; they already have X amount 

of square feet and X pieces of equip-

ment. They may look at our oven and 

say, “Wow! I really want the benefits that 

it brings me, but I’ve already got a pretty 

full kitchen, so what am I going to take 

out in order to put this new engine in?” 

We find ourselves taking things off 

the grill, out of the convection oven, 

out of the conveyor oven [and into the 

Matchbox]. And if you look at the uti-

lization of each of those other pieces of 

equipment in the kitchen. … A fryer? 

All it does is fry. You can’t grill on a fryer, 

and you can’t fry on a grill. 

So yes, while we started off trying to 

make a smarter conveyor, where we ended 

up is really a new engine for the kitchen, 

particularly where the operator is seeking 

food quality, a precision cook, easy [opera-

tion], without a hood. That’s our sweet spot.

CSP: What, to you, has been the 
biggest advancements in food-
service equipment technology 
over the past 10 or 20 years?
McKee: Before the conveyor oven, if you 

were going to cook a pizza, you’d cook it 

on a deck oven. When the conveyor oven 

was created, it was a huge, huge step for-

ward compared to deck ovens. 

When you look at combi-steamers, 

that was a pretty big step forward. That 

happened a little bit hand-in-hand with 

the microprocessor. It made having dif-

ferent cook powers at different times 

more precise. 

So I would say conveyor ovens, which 

[happened] around the late 1970s, and 

the combi-steamer, which was about the 

time of rapid cook (early 1990s), maybe 

“The consumer is telling 
the c-store operator, ‘We 
want good food at your 
location,’ but the c-store 
operator has a problem 
with the execution of it.”
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a little before that. Those were big ones.

CSP: What innovations do you 
see happening next? 
McKee: I get intrigued by the increasing 

number of places where food is served. 

C-stores were not a big part of foodser-

vice volume 15 years ago. And look at 

how much there is now and how much 

there will be 10 years from now. 

That’s all good and well, but if you look 

at the structure of the c-store model, you 

tend to not have the skilled foodservice 

labor and, in many cases, the space. So I 

get intrigued when I think of operational 

things like food inventory and tying food 

inventory to the POS, making sure you 

have enough items in the refrigerator. And 

then you get into automated food han-

dling—taking something out of the freezer 

and into the refrigerator based on what 

your POS is saying your velocity has been. 

All of that might sound a little Rube 

Goldberg, but the fact of the matter is the 

consumer is telling the c-store operator, 

“We want good food at your location,” 

but the c-store operator has a problem 

with the execution of it. 

So once we’re done with every cooking 

and holding apparatus that we can figure 

out, I see a fertile field in food logistics in 

the store and making it easy for the store 

operator to not lose track, and focus on 

keeping quality and food safety up.

You can’t remove all of the need for 

human thought from a process like that, 

but … Walmart restocks their shelves in 

some cases every day. They’ve figured out 

how to manage giant, massive systems 

through some degree of automation even 

if it’s just information automation.  

I think there are also opportunities 

for improved food-holding science. The 

holding manufacturers are great, but if 

you look at the change that c-stores are 

undergoing as more and more of the 

daily food intake is purchased at c-stores, 

you’ve got the age-old problem of the 

quality of the food as it’s held. … So the 

science underneath the food hold [and] 

making sure that it keeps its moisture 

and crispness for a reasonable amount of 

time—I think that’s fertile ground. 

CSP: So what’s next for you? 
McKee: Beyond the Matchbox, we do 

have some other cooking platforms in 

various stages that are pretty well down 

the road. Ashley expects to have an entire 

portfolio. We didn’t call the company 

Matchbox. We called it Ovention because 

we aspire to change the landscape of 

cooking, so we will continue to do that. 

CSP: What do think the industry 
is lacking?
McKee: When I talk to the most successful, 

brightest of operators, be it in c-stores, 

casual-dining or fine-dining restaurants, 

they always say the same thing: “People 

want good food, they want it in a nice 

environment, in the service time that’s 

aligned with wherever they are, and they 

want a good value.” It is no more com-

plicated than that. So equipment that 

delivers on those things will be successful. 

Operators who focus on those things will 

be successful. 

Food is so personal. It’s so intimate. 

It’s something that we consume for plea-

sure. … We as operators and equipment 

manufacturers can lose sight of that. Just 

deliver good food at reasonable service 

times and a value, and you will win. n

“While we started off 
trying to make a smarter 
conveyor, where we 
ended up is really a new 
engine for the kitchen.”

Equipment Innovation Cheat Sheet
▶ Impingement: The type of heat-transfer often used in conveyor ovens. Air jets direct 

columns of high-velocity, heated air perpendicular to the food surface as the food travels 

through the oven on a wire mesh conveyor. These “air fingers” that create the airflow are 

positioned below and above the conveyor.

▶ Combi Ovens: Ovens that cook using steam, convection heat or a combination of 

the two. In the convection mode, the oven circulates blasts of dry heat around the cabinet. 

The steam mode injects water into the oven for moist heat. The combination mode uses 

both dry heat and steam to maintain exact humidity levels. Larger combis also hold food 

at desired temperatures.

▶ Accelerated-Cook/Rapid-Cook Ovens: A convection fan pulls in air and heats it 

through impingement plates (which speeds up the heat transfer) for an even heat pattern 

and a browned exterior. Meanwhile, the microwave uses moisture in the food to heat from 

the inside while keeping food moist. All three elements are used together or individually 

depending on the food being cooked.

▶ Convection: Baking technology that uses fans to force air around the cooking cavity to 

ensure even cooking. Used in combi and accelerated-cooking ovens.

▶ Microwave: Used alone and in accelerated-cooking ovens in tandem with impinger 

heat and/or convection heat to cook the inside of products for moist, evenly cooked results.


