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The upstairs dining room is natural and
modern, and features rows of handblown Tesla light bulbs, a signature in
all of the Craft restaurant designs.

Chef Tom Colicchio opened
the doors to Atlanta’s Craft and
Craftbar this past December.

Simple Pleasures
This Big Apple chef isn’t here to take over Peachtree.
He’s here to become part of the community.
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e’re all familiar with the
mantra less is more. Well,
it’s one concept many chefs
and restaurateurs have never fully
embraced. And that’s not necessarily a bad thing because it’s given the
country–and Atlanta–a plethora of restaurants that are so intricate and ornate
that the only thing more elaborate than
their interiors are the plate presentations the executive chefs are sending
out of their kitchens.
So it really takes courage to
break away from that “norm” and do
something different, and that’s what
executive chef and Top Chef judge
Tom Colicchio did when he opened his
first Craft restaurant in New York City
nearly eight years ago. His idea wasn’t
to create dishes with heavy sauces and
complicated garnishes and presentations. Instead it was to showcase the
ingredients themselves by letting them
stand on their own.
“I realized after years of cooking
that I was taking elements off of my
plates,” Colicchio says. “I was actually stripping the dishes down, and so I
wanted to create something that became
about the fish and the meat, not about
the garnishes and the presentations.”
So Craft was born.
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Since then, Colicchio’s opened several more Craft restaurants,
and, last December, Atlanta won the equivalent to the culinary jackpot by becoming home to the fourth Craft in the country, and only
the second Craftbar, when Colicchio opened the doors to both at
The Mansion on Peachtree. The seats have been packed ever since,
and for good reason: Colicchio’s New York restaurant has received
rave reviews and several major awards (including the James Beard
Award for Best New Restaurant in 2002) for its impeccably sourced
regional seafood, meats and vegetables, and he says to expect nothing less from Atlanta.
That’s because for months before the
opening, Atlanta’s chef de cuisine, Kevin
Maxey–who’s been part of Colicchio’s
team for more than eight years–was
already in town working with other local
star chefs like Shaun Doty, Richard Blais
and Anne Quatrano, establishing relationships with the best local purveyors. “The
chefs in Atlanta have been great and have
really welcomed us and pointed Kevin to
the best sources,” Colicchio tells me as we
chat from one of Craft’s booths just days
before the restaurant opens.
But Colicchio insists coming to the
South won’t change what he’s been doing
so well for so long. “Will the menu be
different in Atlanta? No. Will we have
grits here? Yes, but we have grits on the
menu in New York,” he says. “But you
will absolutely find things like Vidalia
onions. I’m an ingredients fanatic. If
they’re good, we’ll use them.”
However, one thing is different in
Atlanta: the two-story space itself. It’s
the first location to have both a Craft and
a Craftbar in one spot–the more casual
Craftbar downstairs and the more refined
Craft dining room upstairs–so it was critical to create a distinction between the two.
That job was left to architect Peter Bentel,
whose firm, Bentel & Bentel, Architects/
Planners AIA, has been behind the designs
of all of the Craft restaurants.
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“This was the first time Tom and his staff had to deal with a
two-story space,” Bentel says. “Craftbar downstairs is designed to be
more casual with more of a bar-like atmosphere, but Craft upstairs is
more luxurious and designed for longer dining experiences.”
In keeping with the Craft philosophy, Bentel’s design is natural and modern, and incorporates a limited number of building
materials and architectural elements in the space. He also uses the
simplest form of craftsmanship required to fabricate them, and the
results are striking.

From top: Chef Tom Colicchio in
Craft’s upstairs dining room. A
chef prepares homemade potato
chips in Craftbar’s open kitchen.

Craft and Craftbar
The Mansion on Peachtree
3376 Peachtree Road
404.995.7580
craftatlanta.com
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Craftbar features an open, wood-fired grill clad in copper and
steel, a solid walnut slab bar, and blackened steel and glass wine
vault, as well as artwork by local artist Stephanie Jordan and New
York artist Stephen Hannock. Craft’s large communal upstairs
dining room is elegant and cozy and overlooks the Mansion’s courtyard and Peachtree Road. Rows of handblown Tesla light bulbs, a
signature in all of the Craft restaurant designs, hang in both spaces.
But the design’s pièce de résistance is the blackened steel and
walnut staircase. “We wanted to create two distinct spaces, but we
also wanted to make sure that when diners walked into the first floor
level that there was this great linking device,” Bentel says. “So we
created the staircase like it was hanging down from the restaurant
above instead of reaching up from the bar below so guests would
have to see where it led to.”
“We all think it’s our favorite design, so far,” Colicchio says. “Peter really outdid himself this time.”
Of course, it goes without saying, what’s kept
the seats filled since the doors opened is the food,
and, trust me, it’s definitely some of the best in town.
The menu at Craft is straightforward and simple, and
every dish highlights a single ingredient. Short ribs,
for example, are marinated in red wine for at least
24 hours and then braised in veal stock with onions,
carrots, celery and garlic until they fall off the bone.
The flavor is hearty, and the meat is incredibly tender
and juicy. It’s a Craft favorite.
Everything is served family style and à la carte
so you can choose from other main courses like
roasted Carolina trout, diver sea scallops with Vermouth butter, Heritage pork chop and Colorado lamb
loin to share among the table. Order a plethora of
side dishes like roasted baby carrots, sautéed spinach, braised fingerling potatoes and an assortment of
wild mushrooms, and you’re in for a treat.
The dishes at Craftbar are a bit more casual, but equally delicious, and make great options for lunch or happy hour appetizers.
While you can’t go wrong with much on the menu, start out with the
steak tartar, pickles and potato chips–it’s by far some of the best I’ve
had. Or try the quail. It’s grilled to perfection with turnips, apple
and bacon and has the most wonderful smoky flavor from the woodfire grill. If you’re looking for something a little on the lighter side,
the marinated beet salad is a mixture of gorgeous roasted baby beets
tossed in a light red wine and Dijon mustard vinaigrette that gives
the salad the perfect combination of earthy and tangy flavors. I’ll
definitely order it again.
Another thing I’ll definitely be doing again is going back. And
chances are it will be again and again and again. And why not? The
menu changes every day so there always will be something new for
me to try. Besides, I think Tom Colicchio is a genius. He is the one,
after all, that made simple food taste so fantastic. –Sarah Gleim

Clockwise from top:
Roasted baby beet
salad; lobster braised
in beurre fondue;
prosciutto-wrapped
sturgeon; braised
beef short ribs
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