
S
ome of you might remember hang-
ing out in midcentury deco diners. 
I don’t. Their heyday had come and 
gone before my time. I have, how-

ever, seen many episodes of the TV show 
Happy Days in which Richie, The Fonz, 
Ralph Malph, Potsie, and the gang spend 
much of their time at Arnold’s diner. In fact, 
their lives seem to revolve around that place. 
For burgers, root-beer floats, or the jukebox, 
Arnold’s is a social hot spot. 

Today’s diners, with their comfortable 
booths and communal counters, are still a 
great place to gather. That’s why my clients’ 
suggestion made perfect sense. Jayne and 
Scott Willingham wanted their new kitchen 

to have a diner-style aesthetic. After all, in 
many homes, life revolves around the kitchen, 
and the Willinghams wanted theirs to be 
both convenient and casual.

As in many older homes, counter and 
storage space in the Willinghams’ original 
kitchen was minimal. One of the goals for 
the remodel was to balance work space and 
storage space, making them accessible to 
both adults and children. 

Part of the solution was to use many large 
drawers below the counters rather than 
more-common door-accessed cabinets. 
Jayne and Scott like the way the various-size 
undercounter drawers allow them to orga-
nize kitchen items, and their kids appreciate 

being able to reach glasses, plates, and snacks. 
Who wouldn’t like being able to access the 
contents of base cabinets without squatting 
down to see inside?

The new kitchen also has bountiful coun-
ter space, including a small area behind the 
L-shaped bar that’s ideal for serving refresh-
ments without getting in the cook’s way.

Another kid-friendly aspect of the kitchen is 
the undercounter fridge on the social side 
of the room (floor plan, pp. 66-67). It allows 
the smaller members of the family to get 
their own drinks without struggling with 
the doors of the large Sub-Zero refrigerator. 
Toys and games are stored on the kitchen’s 
periphery, where we included some living-
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room-like features. Although these areas 
have a distinctly different feel than the diner-
style kitchen, they are a gentle transition to 
the Japanese-style details found in the rest of 
the house.

A Japanese gardener and a bamboo con-
sultant, Jayne is active in the Japan America 
Society of Greater Austin, the Austin Bonsai 
Society, and the Texas Bamboo Society. It is 
no surprise, then, that she included many 
Japanese antiques and Japanese-style details 
in their home’s remodel. 

When the Willinghams suggested a diner-
style kitchen, they cautioned against the 
kitschy use of neon lights and black-and-
white tile. Our efforts were a conscious 
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A BUBBLY PERSONALITY
Banded in stainless steel, the orange 
Marmoleum tabletop and matching bar 
have inlaid yellow bubbles. The floor has 
the opposite pattern. 

attempt to integrate midcentury design with 
their Japanese collection. We used a combi-
nation of colors and materials to transition 
between styles without an abrupt contrast. 

The kitchen has mostly stainless-steel coun-
ters and stained-maple cabinets. One painted 
cabinet door at the end of the kitchen and a 
band of green trim that continues around the 
corner connect to a window seat, a painted 
built-in, and a painted stairwell wall. The 
window seat, the bar cabinet, and the enter-
tainment center are made of oak plywood, 
and the doors and drawers have laminated 
quartersawn oak patterns.

Tying everything together is Marmoleum. 
A natural product made from renewable 
materials, Marmoleum is available in sheets 
or tiles and is typically used for floors. We 
used sheets of it on the floor as well as on the 
bar and booth tops. To give the kitchen a lit-

tle extra snap, we inlaid Marmoleum bubbles 
of contrasting colors in the floors and coun-
ters. Not only does Marmoleum punch up 
the kitchen palette, but it is also easy to clean 
and comfortable to walk on.

Greg Brooks owns Innovative Builders 
(www.innovativebuilders.com) in Austin, 
Texas. Design by Emily Little and Paul 
Clayton of Clayton Levy & Little Archi-
tects. Photos by Brian Pontolilo. 

TURN THE PAGE FOR A MENU OF 
THIS DINER’S TASTY FEATURES
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INGREDIENTS OF A HIP HANGOUT

CAN WE HAVE A BOOTH, PLEASE? 
There’s nothing like a comfy diner booth. Complete with a 
condiment cradle and thick cushioned seats, this booth takes 
advantage of additional storage space below the benches, 
where deep drawers accommodate large kitchen items. 
Beyond, a Japanese tansu-style cabinet steps down the stairs. 
Like the jukeboxes of yesteryear, the cabinet provides enter-
tainment for diners, with a television and a stereo inside.

TODAY’S SPECIAL 
At the entry, a two-sided built-
in has a chalkboard where the 
family can jot down reminders 
(or perhaps the menu), under-
scored by two rows of shoe 
shelves. On the side facing the 
stairs, the built-in has cubbies 
for lunch boxes, book bags, 
and other items that come 
and go frequently. The stair-
well is an addition that brings 
daylight to the kitchen through 
transom windows. A scrim of 
reeded-glass panels above the 
entertainment center allows 
sunlight to filter through. 

The original kitchen and an existing bedroom were  com-
bined to produce this diner-style kitchen that serves up 
distinct areas for cooking and hanging out. At 300 sq. ft.,
    the social side of the kitchen is open, situated near the
     back door (the home’s commonly used entrance) and
     adjacent to a screened porch. At about 130 sq. ft., 
   the working side of the kitchen begins at the range and 
is tucked away from the hustle and bustle of the social 
space. Around the perimeter, the kitchen has amenities 
more commonly found in a living room, such as a window 
seat and an  entertainment center.

SWINGING BY THE PANTRY 
Connecting the kitchen to a hallway and a formal dining room, this vestibule has a 
 recessed built-in on one side and a walk-in pantry on the other. Double doors keep 
the pantry and the kitchen’s work area private.  
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ORDER UP! Just like in the diners that inspired this kitchen, cooking is 
done in the back. Located near the pantry, range, and fridge, the work area 
also has sinks for prep and cleanup, plenty of stainless-steel countertops, and 
an inlaid cutting board with an integral knife holder. The cutting board slides 
out to reveal a removable crumb pan for easy cleaning (photo left). 

WAITING 
ROOM 
A large window seat 
promotes leisurely 
pursuits in the kitchen, 
offering a place to 
relax before or after 
a meal. Underneath, 
there are two large 
toy drawers and a 
nook for the family’s 
two dachshunds. The 
window seat has a 
different style and 
feel than the kitchen 
but meets the home-
owners’ request 
for some “living-
room-like” features. 
It also hints at the 
Japanese style found 
throughout the rest 
of the house. 
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