
Breaking Barriers
With an exhibition kitchen that truly immerses diners in the culinary action,

Chefs Club takes dining in a whole new direction.

By Amanda McCorquodale || Photos by Emily Andrews and William Hereford

36 FCSI PROJECT SHOWCASE 2016 CHEFS CLUB BY FOOD & WINE



37FCSI PROJECT SHOWCASE 2016 CHEFS CLUB BY FOOD & WINE

Chefs Club by Food & Wine 
restaurant, recently opened in 
the landmark Puck Building in 

Lower Manhattan, showcases the work of 
a rotating roster of international star chefs 
in a theatrical setting directed by Master 
Chef Didier Elena. 

To position chefs as the stars and 
cooking as the main attraction, J. Russell 
Stilwell, FCSI, Principal of Next Step 
Design, Annapolis, Md., was brought on 
to create an exhibition kitchen, studio 
kitchen and bar on the ground level of 
the uniquely immersive restaurant, sup-
ported by a 1,560-sq.-ft. main support 
kitchen/cold storage/warewashing facility 
on the cellar level one floor below.

The heart of the space is the bustling 
1,000-sq.-ft. exhibition kitchen flanked by 
counter seating as well as dining tables 
that abut food prep tables. “They want-
ed it to be entertaining and break down 
the barriers between guests and chefs,” 
says Stilwell. “Most exhibition kitchens 
feature a low wall with a line of equip-
ment in front. I wanted to do something 
really different so I designed the kitchen 
pieces to look more like furniture. There 
are gaps to break up stations and all the 
surface materials vary slightly in texture 
and tone.

“Guests see the marble cladding 
on the front and the nicely tucked toe 
base, and they say, ‘wait a minute, this is 
different.’ But functionally, it’s not really 
any different. The work spaces still have 
refrigeration underneath and mise en 
place, drawers, trash and little printer 
shelves built into them. Even if guests see 
the backside, it’s got a refined designed 
look with everything set flush. We took it 
to that level.”

Not only did the exhibition kitchen 
have to be entertaining and thoughtfully 
designed, it had to offer flexibility to 
accommodate the menus created by 
rotating chefs. To that end, the Next 
Step Design team specified an array of 
equipment—from a Keating teppanyaki 

Inside Chefs Club is a 24-seat 
residential-style studio kitchen where, 
on select evenings, guests can watch and 
interact with star chefs as they prepare a 
meal.

Construction ran from 2013-'14 and was 
completed with a foodservice design and 
equipment budget of $951,000.

To accommodate menus created by a 
rotating lineup of chefs, the Next Step 
Design team equipped stations with 
flexible equipment. 
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griddle and Wood Stone hearth oven 
to a Montague range and fryer—and 
established stations for grilling, sous vide 
cooking, plancha cooking, sautéing and 
pasta cooking, a dedicated space for 
pastry, and a pantry area for cold salads.

Stilwell also designed Chefs Club’s stu-
dio kitchen, a space devoted to private 
dinners with celebrity chefs. According 
to Stilwell, it’s like a hyper-designed resi-
dential kitchen with a MIWE convection 
oven, Wolf range and island cooking like 
you’d find in an upscale home. “At 176 
sq. ft., it was super tight. We also had 
to retain visual lines because the goal is 
for people sitting there to interact with 
the chef and engage in the cooking 
experience.”

Building Woes
Although the historic Puck Building, 
which was built in the 1880s, offered 
unique design flourishes, the building 

had its challenges. “It’s one of those 
buildings that doesn’t really want to be 
a restaurant,” Stilwell says. “The bones 
of the building themselves were fun 
to work with but we did have to work 
around enormous columns and their 
huge bases.”

Because expensive apartments sit 
above Chefs Club, the design team also 
had to pay particular attention to noises, 
smells and kitchen exhaust. “We worked 
with mechanical engineers to mitigate 
smells and exhaust-shaft noise. We used 
high-tech, low-cfm hoods from Halton 
that are extremely quiet and feature 
M.A.R.V.E.L. on-demand ventilation 
systems for energy efficiency. We went 
super high-end on the exhaust system 
to give us some extra insurance that we 
would not have issues and so far, there 
haven’t been.”

Stilwell also encountered some 
unique challenges with the main kitchen 

on the lower cellar level with its very 
low ceilings, rooms at different levels, 
and strange nooks and crannies. “We 
had to put the compressors for the 
refrigeration system in these sort of 
catacombs where you had to climb 
up into a little three-ft.-long space. We 
fitted in all these little double stacks 
of compressors. It turned into a pretty 
clever solution.”  

There wasn’t room for warewash-
ing on the main floor so Stilwell put it 
adjacent to the staircase in the cellar so 
the bussers and servers wouldn’t have 
to go too far. The lower level includes a 
small hot and savory food prep kitchen, 
an additional pastry kitchen, a vegetable 
prep area, and a series of separate walk-
ins for vegetables and dairy, meat, fish 
and a freezer. Also in the cold area is a 
cooled meat prep room and another for 
fish prep. There’s even a cooler for trash. 
“It was like an Easter egg hunt to try to 
find the space to lay out this kitchen in a 
logical way,” he says.

Elevated Foodservice Design
Looking back, Stilwell doesn’t consider 
the building’s peculiarities as the project’s 
biggest challenge. “The greater test came 
from designing side-by-side with David 
Rockwell (Founder & President, Rockwell 
Group, New York) and his team to really 
step up the foodservice design and 
create a kitchen and dining space that 
look seamless together. It was fantastic 
working with him. We often sketched 
together, and it was very collaborative. 
Not all architects are like that. Sometimes 
it feels like trying to fit a square peg in a 
round hole.”

“The lesson here is that foodservice 
design shouldn’t be an afterthought,” says 
Stilwell. “Otherwise you’ll get an institu-
tional hodgepodge of junk. Foodservice 
design should add energy to a space, 
engage patrons and be elevated to the 
same level as architectural and interior 
design.” 

To really engage the diners, Stilwell 
says, they wanted everything low and 
visible in the exhibition kitchen. He 
eliminated bulky over shelves, as well.  

 The bar, originally designed to have a 
raw bar and charcuterie, is equipped to 
deliver the latest trends in mixology. 


