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Landmark Chef
Geoffrey Za arian, maestro of buzzy 
hotel restaurants, undertakes his 
biggest project yet—overhauling the 
plaza’s world-famous eateries.   
by mark ellwood  photography by gregg delman

Celebrity chef Geoffrey Zakarian may owe his entire career to  

one man’s ham-fistedness. In 1982, freshly graduated from the 

Culinary Institute of America, he walked into Le Cirque, at that 

time the most prestigious restaurant in Manhattan, and offered to 

work gratis. He quickly joined the line of grunts doing prep work 

until “a chef in the pastry department had an accident with his 

hand,” Zakarian recalls, “and I had to jump in and help.” Five years 

later, he was the storied restaurant’s chef de cuisine, a launchpad  

for a three-decade career as one of the city’s most popular (and 

debonair) chef-mogul-restaurateur-television personalities.

Geoffrey Zakarian 
outside The Plaza.  
He just revamped The 
Palm Court and will 
open a reimagined  
Oak Room in 2015.

continued on page 60
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His latest project is perhaps the most daunting: 

reimagining—and relaunching—the entire food 

and beverage program at the iconic Plaza hotel, a 

process he likens to “flying a 747 at 34,000 feet and 

someone asking you to redecorate it while it’s up in 

the air, so it looks different when it lands than when it 

took off.” First, he completely reconceived The Palm 

Court with the help of designer Thierry Despont: 

No longer just a fusty spot for afternoon tea, it’s now 

a day-through-night operation serving breakfast, 

cocktails, and, yes, some finger food, “though these 

are not your grandma’s cucumber sandwiches,” 

Zakarian promises. For example, he explains, the 

New Yorker tea includes mini lobster rolls, Reubens, 

and pastrami sandwiches. Also new is an oval bar 

at the room’s center, where drinks and snacks are 

offered every evening. (Martini service, however, 

will be old-school, he says delightedly, with waiters 

shaking or stirring tableside from carts.)  

Though he’s already well versed in tackling a 

landmark after opening The Lambs Club restaurant 

at Midtown’s Chatwal hotel in the fall of 2010, even 

Zakarian was flummoxed by the complexities of the 

approvals he needed to secure before making any 

material changes to The Plaza’s footprint, such as 

adding that oval bar. “You’re at the complete mercy of 

the Landmarks Commission, which might say, ‘That 

chair is not historic,’ he explains. “Fortunately, we 

have the ability to wait it out and do things right.” 

The Palm Court is likely to succeed for more reasons 

than cash or connections. Building buzzy restaurants 

inside hotels has become Zakarian’s signature since he 

ditched his comfy perch at Le Cirque in 1987 to become 

executive chef at 21, then teamed up with newbie 

hotelier Ian Schrager for a space called 44 in the lobby 

of the Royalton hotel. “Everybody told me it was a big 

mistake,” he recalls. “But Ian knew how to create envi-

ronments, that it wasn’t just about the food, but creating 

the vibe with great lighting and quirky music.” 

The Royalton was the beginning of what is now 

almost a two-decade-long partnership with Schrager, 

which includes opening the restaurant Blue Door 

in Miami Beach. South Beach remains about as far-

flung a spot as Zakarian, a proud New Yorker, would 

tackle today. “I don’t want to be more than two hours 

from my family, so I try not to take projects off the East 

Coast—Tampa, Washington, Boston. Some chefs have 

wanderlust. Me? I have no interest in doing that, except 

for vacation.” (Zakarian’s work is a family affair. His 

wife, Margaret, a former marketing executive, helps 

him with the branding side of his businesses.)

Zakarian’s next major hit was the restaurant Town, 

inside the Chambers hotel—though it weathered a 

tough start, opening just before 9/11. “People were 

emotionally quiet, but they were drinking like it was 

the end of the world,” Zakarian recalls. Fortunately, 

the onetime economics major (he studied at the 

University of Massachusetts/Amherst and Worcester 

State University before the Culinary Institute) has a 

from top: Geoffrey Zakarian 
at The Palm Court; The Rose 
Club at The Plaza; with wife 
Margaret, who handles 
branding for his businesses.

financial savvy that’s rare among food entrepreneurs, 

and it helped him survive this period. He’s still wary 

of overextending himself. “I turn down a lot —maybe 

nine out of 10 things that come my way. They’re 

like beautiful blondes at the bar—very tempting, but 

you’re smart to turn them down.”

He couldn’t resist the opportunity at The Plaza, 

though—especially as it included not only The Palm 

Court but also the long-shuttered Oak Room, one of 

New York’s most beloved bistros and a sentimental 

favorite. “I remember it from 1981, when I first 

moved here, when you could go in and smoke cigars 

and have a Scotch,” he says. “But the former owners 

treated it like a disco—it was terrible.” Zakarian 

intends to restore the space to its “golden era” glory, 

albeit with a contemporary edge, again in partner-

ship with designer Despont. 

Early next year the Oak Room will reopen as an 

American brasserie serving lunch and dinner daily, 

aiming to be the same hangout for today’s 20-some-

things as it was in its glittery heyday. Millennials, he says, 

are looking for less formality. “There’s a change in the 

way they socialize—bigger gatherings, smaller amount 

of food, a larger variety of cocktails, a bit more of the It 

factor. They want a place to hang, plug in, and stay for 

six hours.” To encourage that new customer to enjoy 

both the Oak Room and The Palm Court, he’s nixed 

one of the hotel’s strangest rules: No longer will secu-

rity guards hiss, ‘No photographs!’ when a guest tries to 

Instagram a snap of the interiors. “I don’t know who put 

that rule there. It’s crazy,” he laughs. “Now you can do 

whatever you want. Well, as long as you’re having tea.” 

768 Fifth Ave., 212-759-3000; theplazany.com G

KITCHEN CONFIDENTIAL

Geoffrey Zakarian dishes about the business of food, 

culinary haunts, and holiday musts.

FORMULA FOR SUCCESS: “Find an incredible chef  

who knows food and has leadership and fnancial skills.”  

ON WORKING WITH A SPOUSE: “I’m very fortunate 

because I’m responsible for the creative—selling the dream.  

My wife runs the branding side of the business, so she  

takes a huge amount of the whiplash.”

FAVORITE NEW YORK EATERIES (BESIDES  

HIS OWN): “Bond St (6 Bond St., 212-777-2500; bond 

restaurant.com); the food is really good, much better than 

most people realize. To splurge, I go to Masa (10 Columbus 

Circle, 212-823-9800; masanyc.com) and sit at the bar, then let 

Masa Takayama make whatever he wants.”

HOLIDAYS IN THE CITY: “I like to attend the tree-

lighting [at Rockefeller Center], make hot chocolate at home,  

and take my children ice skating. I also enjoy a holiday  

cocktail at Bemelmans Bar at The Carlyle (35 E. 74th St., 

212-744-1699; carlyle.com). A carriage ride in the park is so 

corny, but it’s magical.”

LOCAVORE MUST: “Union Square Greenmarket. There 

are so many wonderful local purveyors, like Eckerton Hill 

Farm (610-987-0090; eckertonhillfarm.com) for tomatoes.”
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