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oliday traditions vary, and 
their significance is obvi-
ously different for every 
family. Yet a constant 

theme that is celebrated universally is the 
idea of togetherness. Our homes are our ref-
uge and a place of serenity, but they can also 
be a spot for gathering and entertaining, es-
pecially this time of year. For those who en-
joy cooking and hosting family and friends, 
it is very important to have the appropriate 
space and layout to maximize comfort and 
functionality. 
 
This can be achieved in a number of different ways, but it begins with design. 
Top industry experts employ innovative concepts to capture the look and feel 
their clients dream of—and to build spaces that can accommodate holiday fes-
tivities with sparkle, finesse, comfort and function.

Lifestyle and Expectations
The most important questions that designers, builders and architects must ask 
their clients are about their needs and lifestyle. This is especially important when 
tackling a kitchen design. Tyra Dellacroce, vice president of interior sales and 
marketing for Connecticut Stone in Milford, CT, recognizes the importance 
of getting to know the client’s lifestyle and expectations. Connecticut Stone 
specializes in luxury kitchen design and products, and its design team realizes 
that the best way to produce happy clients is to get to know them first. “For me, 

it is all focused on the way people are us-
ing their kitchen and entertaining,” Tyra 
explains. Traditionally, there was a trend 
toward people and guests sitting in the 
living or dining room while food was 
brought and presented to them. “To-
day,” says Tyra, “the way we see folks 
using their luxury kitchen is that guests 
and family are very much participating 
in preparation of the meal.”

This has led to the growing popular-
ity of open concept designs, where the 
kitchen flows into the dining and living 

room spaces. Homeowners are more drawn to features such as kitchen islands, 
which allow for seating that fosters interactive socialization. Tyra has also seen 
a shift in the concept of wine cellars, which are being replaced by wine towers, 
wine refrigerators and wine rooms—right in the kitchen space. With hands-
on cooking and entertaining, people want to have everything they need at their 
fingertips.

Tyra equates the design process to matchmaking. “You can have something that 
is absolutely fantastic, but you want to make sure it has specific attributes that 
are appealing to you,” she says. “It is a question of balancing the aesthetic of the 
product with functionality and durability.” With the evolution of appliances and 
advancements in technology, it is now easier than ever to accommodate specific 
requests of homeowners. The latest equipment is smarter, more efficient and 
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Connecticut Stone

more aesthetically pleasing—and it is not uncommon to find multiple dish-
washers and multiple sinks to facilitate cleanup. “It’s important to ask people 
how they live, and it is really important for people to be honest about that,” 
says Tyra. “You can help them get a product that meets design aesthetic, but 
also serves them functionally for the lifetime of the kitchen.”

Connecticut Stone is a stone supplier, and its materials dress kitchens with 
luxurious and sophisticated elements, such as countertops and back splashes. 
When designers choose a material, it is critical to assess the customer’s char-
acteristics to ensure that the most durable product is delivered. For instance, 
if the homeowners entertain often, they may not want to choose a countertop 
that will become etched from the wine glasses. “We are looking to match peo-
ple with products to fit their design aesthetic and the functionality they require 
for their household,” Tyra says. “For us, it is not about selling a countertop, it is 
about selecting something they will be happy with for decades. To do that, you 
have to really understand the family and where they are coming from.”

No matter what the requirements of the kitchen are for entertaining, family life 
is the backbone of kitchen design. As a father of six with more than 30 years of 
experience in the industry, Jerry Tomic with Top Drawer Custom Cabinetry in 
New Rochelle, NY, has firsthand knowledge of what works in the kitchen. “I 
like to see how big a family it is, and the age of the kids,” he says. “If they have 
young kids, or kids in college, it makes a difference in what I suggest in terms 
of materials.” Hardwood floors can be problematic with wear and tear in some 
cases. Jerry is a proponent of radiant heat flooring for comfort, and embraces 
open concept for style and flow. He believes the key to a successful design is 
thorough planning—from the blueprint, to the final design, to the selection 
of the materials.

Blending Function and Style
Sarah Blank of Sarah Blank Design Studio in Greenwich, CT, also values the 
importance of designing to match the client’s lifestyle. “When someone likes 
to entertain, you have to start at the beginning with your storage needs,” she 
says. From there, the designer must evaluate the size of the ovens and the num-
ber of burners necessary to fit the owner’s culinary needs. And especially for 
entertaining purposes, it is vital to consider if guests will be in the kitchen. 
“You want to think about the easy flow, about entertaining and spending time 
with your guests, but making sure the kitchen is going to accommodate all 
this,” she says.

Sarah often finds that the younger generation has a much greater demand for 
open spaces, to enable the homeowner to cook in the kitchen while watching 
the children in the living room or playroom.  When she started designing in the 
1980s, there was a trend toward open concept, and decades later, people started 
closing up the kitchen space. Now there is a definitive shift back towards open 
spaces, a full circle in the design world.
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Another generational difference that Sarah has encountered is the collection of 
formal dinnerware or fine china, which goes back to the storage needs of the 
client. Designing a space that has a practical organizational and functional flow 
is key. “I spend a great deal of time with my clients, making sure that things can 
be put away and there are ample outlets to plug things into. You want to make 
sure it’s as easy as possible,” she says. “I’ve done it for so many years, it becomes 
second nature to know what needs to be in a kitchen.”

One solution that can address these challenges is the creation and use of a but-
ler’s pantry. This area is typically adjacent to the kitchen area and can be used to 
store china, linens and wine glasses; it may even have a small refrigerator or sink 
of its own. This can also be a perfect place to stage meals for dinner parties and 
events. With ample space, a buffet can be set up in this area for guests to serve 
themselves and continue with a more modern and open experience.

A kitchen design should also provide ample counter space for preparation. “If 
you are a cook, then one sink isn’t going to do it,” says Sarah. “You are going 
to want a prep area and a cleanup area.” Having studied classical architecture 
and spending much time playing with proportions, Sarah has an exceptional 
talent for analyzing size and style, and integrating them into a kitchen so it is 
functional and forward-thinking and has a distinct design aesthetic. Function 
and style have a long history of fighting each other when it comes to design, but 
there is a plane on which they coexist.

In the end, it all comes back to the client. How much use will the kitchen get? 
Will the family gather there each night for dinner? Will there need to be a place 
to put the baby down as dinner is being prepared? Will it be a space for entertain-
ing friends and extended family, where the homeowners will enjoy the holidays 

with big meals and wine toasts?

Designers must consider these questions when it comes to kitchen design. And, 
in addition to meeting client needs, the design must match the technical require-
ments of the appliances. Whether the homeowners are advanced home chefs 
or barely know how to open a can, they must have all the necessities they will 
ever need. “We can have clients who never cook, but the one day they do cook 
is when they put the turkey in the oven,” Sarah jokes. “You’ve got very sophisti-
cated cooking equipment that is wonderful to use, but they all have very specific 
requirements, and you have to make sure one of them is going to fit a turkey.”

Joseph Najmy, with Nu Kitchens in South Norwalk, CT, urges his clients to 
think about their daily living routine and how the right kitchen design can im-
prove the way they live in their home. “The goal is to think beyond the ordinary 
and creatively plan a more organized kitchen life that friends and family can 
share in,” he says. “I grew up in a family with 16 uncles and aunts and 36 cousins 
living on the same block in Park Slope, Brooklyn. Cooking, eating and cleanup 
were always a family affair full of great memories, especially Thanksgiving.”

Creating style and character is the ultimate goal for Joseph, who does this by 
incorporating pure elements such as stone, porcelain, warm wood tone and 
richly colored paints. He also adds texture with materials such as copper, brass, 
soapstone and walnut. All of this comes together for modern comfort and or-
ganization.

It’s All in the Layout
The layout of a home can be the defining factor when it comes to comfort 
and functionality, and this aspect is critical when considering a kitchen build. 
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Choice® selection provides an outstanding display of deep blue flowers 
through early fall, attracting pollinators of all types. The compact form 
of this sun-loving shrub mixes well with perennials and grasses. 

Hydrangea paniculata ‘Strawberry Sundae™’ (Dwarf Panicle Hydran-
gea): In coastal regions, our obsession with hydrangeas is hard to deny. 
Although not our first choice when selecting for dry sites, if you must 
have some hydrangeas in your xeriscape, the panicle form is most ap-
propriate. Strawberry Sundae is a First Editions® Plant, its flowers 
beginning mid-summer as a creamy white, and transitioning to shades 
of deep pink. It is suitable for drying or fresh arrangements.

Lavandula x intermedia ‘Phenomenal’ (Lavender): For the gardener 
who has struggled with overwintering lavender in New England, this 
recent introduction tolerates both extreme heat and humidity. The ev-
ergreen silver foliage of this herb is deer-resistant; its prolific fragrant 
flowers attract hummingbirds and butterflies. 

Panicum virgatum Prairie Winds® ‘Cheyenne Sky’ (Red Switch 
Grass): This Proven Winners® nativar begins the season with blue-
green foliage that transitions to a reddish purple in late summer. A 
midsize grass at almost three feet in height, it works well in a mixed 
border with perennials and shrubs, as well as an accent plant in con-
tainer gardens.

Sedum rupestre ‘Angelina’ (Stonecrop): Although only a few inches 

tall, this groundcover sedum provides year-round color. The mid-sum-
mer yellow flowers pale in comparison with its foliage, which transi-
tions from chartreuse in spring to shades of orange and red in the fall. 
It works well in the landscape as well as in containers and rock gardens.

Viburnum trilobum ‘Wentworth’ (American Cranberrybush): A large 
shrub, this American Beauties Native Plants® selection produces white 
spring flowers that attract butterflies. In late summer, the bright red 
berries provide food for songbirds, and its stunning red fall foliage is a 
great alternative to the invasive burning bush shrubs.

These are just a few of the many plants that, once established, can better 
handle dry conditions. With our ever-changing weather patterns, it is 
important to make water-wise decisions that reduce our impact on the 
environment while still creating aesthetically pleasing landscapes.

Resource

Eva Chiamulera, ASLA, PLA
Austin Ganim Landscape Design, LLC
320 Kings Highway Cutoff
Fairfield, CT 06824
203.333.2003
AustinGanimLandscapeDesign.com 
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SCOTT HOBBS:
“When the regulatory process takes 6 months to a year, and is uncer-
tain in terms of results, a lot of the fun goes out of it for the client 
and for the architect. Sometimes I can’t even break ground for year 
to 18 months waiting for the various approval processes. If we could 
figure that out we’d have better houses, worth more money and of 
greater value, but because of the regulatory environment people are 
walking away.”

STUART DISSTON:
“I have a client who is about to walk away from an 8 million dollar 

project because of the 2 year approval process – his job situation has 
changed. Two years, that’s a long time.”

MATT KOLK:
“Let me ask a question? Does the timing for the process differ for 
people building versus renovating?”

A chorus of voices sounded most of which agreed that renovation 
could be the most arduous process because reconciling a structure 
that met code when originally built now faces major uphill battles, 
sometimes insurmountable. That leaves not only the architect and 
builder, but the buyer and seller in a financial lurch.

ANN SELLARS:
“This is not just about Millennials. This is also about the regulatory 
process itself and people wanting to renovate. I explain the whole ap-
proval process to clients and their reaction? “WHOA!” Then I get an 
email, and this has happened three times in the past four months. “We 
decided to bag this project.”

HOWARD LATHROP:
“I was on the Westport Planning & Zoning Commission for 8 years. 
We tried desperately to change the regulations, make it easier, and 
we did improve it, but it’s still terrible. Clients have said, “We want 
to build or renovate but we don’t want to go through the Westport 

Arnold Karp and Robin Carroll
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beautiful texture against 
the quartzite and lacquered 
countertops.”

The culmination of this 
project is a kitchen revital-
ized, at last beating in time 
with the homeowners’ lives. 

KITCHEN DESIGN 
Keri McKay
Keri McKay Interiors
Fairfield, CT
203.414.0133
kerimckayinteriors.com

Before
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If the homeowner has a large family and frequent guests, there must 
be sufficient space for walkways so the cook or multiple cooks have 
room to walk around. “We consider the flow of the space and where 
guests will naturally land when entering the space. If the first few 
steps direct guests between the range and the sink, the chef will be 
dancing around them during meal prep,” says Jennifer Howard of 
JWH Design and Cabinetry in Rye, NY.
The daily use of the kitchen area must be taken into consideration. 
For that reason, designers such as Jennifer must evaluate the needs of 
the client with questions such as whether they like to cook and how 
often they host gatherings. Establishing how large the events might 
be and the details of such events leads to decisions about which ap-
pliances will best suit the cooking needs. For instance, would an ex-
tra refrigerator, double ovens or a warming drawer facilitate efficient 
planning and execution? “It makes sense to right-size the appliances,” 
says Jennifer. “We don’t want to overwhelm a space with huge appli-
ances, but the largest units that fit proportionately will provide the 
best function and overall value.”

This concept is quite familiar to Peter Deane with Deane Rooms 
Everlasting in New Canaan, CT. A recent kitchen design for a family 
with five children brought some specific design requests and chal-
lenges. The family loved to cook, so it was important to have places 
for the children to sit in the kitchen, and that the appliances accom-
modate their needs. This was achieved with an elegant and functional Sarah Blank Design Studio
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with a rope at the threshold.” This philosophy, which Barbara also embraces, is embodied everywhere 
you look in this timeless interior that is refined without being a museum. Visual and tactile interest is 
brought into the living room in layers: an area rug softens the space among plush chairs from Wesley 
Hall and a sofa from Hickory Chair, all without hiding the luminous wood flooring. A dark cabinet 
with padded doors, the one heavy piece of furniture in the room, is balanced by the tall, wide windows 
opposite, with their attendant Pearson daybed. Barbara’s deliberate use of bold colors throughout 
achieves that ideal proportion that enlivens the room and breathes vitality into the space, rather than 
strangling the room’s atmosphere. She also created a focal point—missing from the architecture of 
this living room—by hanging three Osburn wall mirrors from Bassett side by side. The effect is be-
guiling, delightful and ultimately surprising, notes Barbara. “The room feels open yet grounded and 
absolutely pleasing,” she says.

This sensational combination of room enough to spread your wings yet still stay down to Earth 
infuses the foyer as well. Here, the room’s bright airiness is grounded by the deep wood of a Regina 
console table, which in turn is counterbalanced by delicate lamps and the simplicity of an Ablenay 
mirror from Uttermost in an antiqued gold finish. Staggered photographs from the client’s personal 
collection add interest to one’s journey up the stairs, like so many fascinating stepping stones.

Altogether, this collaboration between Barbara Fein and her clients perfectly captures a home that is 
meant to be lived in. “That sense of comfort and ease, that sense of home, was the goal for this space,” 
Barbara explains. They certainly succeeded in achieving that.

INTERIOR DESIGN
Barbara Feinstein
B Fein Interiors
51 Greenacres Avenue
Scarsdale, NY 10583
914.261.1114
bfeininteriors.com

Before Before
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Our different ideas of what comfort is make us unique. While many people 
align their ideas of comfortable spaces with those filled with plush furniture or 
cozy atmospheres, any space can be comfortable, even without those elements. 
For example, my comfortable kitchen is large, open and bright. It mixes highly 
polished modern elements with a spattering of rustic materials. It pushes the 
envelope and brings forth unexpected design components. It is easy to navigate 
and includes fresh flowers from my garden and a coffee pot with two cups ready 
to enjoy with a guest. The space wouldn’t be complete or comfortable without 
a deep relaxed chair tucked into the corner, next to a full-length window over-
looking the gardens. Add the scent of fresh apple pie drifting through the space 
while Motown plays softly in the background, and we’ve achieved my definition 
of comfort, or my signature style, Cashmere & Blue Jeans®. It’s a style that is 
authentic, polished, supple, rustic, refined, easy, time-honored and, well, just 
plain comfortable. 
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kitchen island with seating for five, so the mother could converse with the kids while cooking. Because of 
the family’s size, timing for meal preparation was also imperative. A warming drawer is one feature that 
Peter and his clients knew was a must-have. A butler’s pantry with extra sink, refrigerator, storage and 
counter space enhanced the space with increased organization and efficiency. Great attention was given 
to materials that could withstand an active family of this size.  Inch-and-a-half perimeter stainless-steel 
countertops, storage for dry goods, and increased refrigerator and freezer space were installed, along with 
a 48-inch range with custom hood and a concrete island with a waterfall edge.

When speaking about functionality versus style, Peter says, “I think they are complementary to each 
other. Aesthetic and style are very important to designers because that is the value we bring to creating 
this image, but just as important is the functionality.”

When it comes to a kitchen build, the options for design, features and appliances are endless. There is 
an ebb and flow to trends and styles, but certain aspects of this space are timeless. A special feel emerges 
around the holiday season that brings people together, and so often this congregation happens in the 
kitchen. With the proper design, this space can be a beautiful, comfortable and functional area for enter-
taining friends and in-laws—or just staying home for an intimate dinner with loved ones.

Resources:

Connecticut Stone
Tyra Dellacroce
138 Woodmont Road
Milford, CT 06460
203.882.1000
connecticutstone.com

Deane Rooms Everlasting
Peter Deane
189 Elm Street
New Canaan, CT 06840
203.972.8836
deaneinc.com     

JWH Design and Cabinetry
Jennifer Howard
1111 Boston Post Road
Rye, NY 10580
914.967.6020
jwhdesigns.com

Nu Kitchens
Joseph Najmy
132 Water Street
South Norwalk, CT
203.831.9000
nukitchens.com  

Sarah Blank Design Studio
Sarah Blank
19 West Putnam Avenue, Suite 202
Greenwich, CT 06830
203.655.6900
sarahblankdesignstudio.com  

Top Drawer Custom Cabinetry
Jerry Tomic
719 Main Street
New Rochelle, NY  10801
914.632.4222
topdrawercc.com  

JWH Design & Cabinetry
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