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ax, Becky, and their sons, Nathan and Eli, live in an

early 20th century colonial revival house. Their home

has original living, dining, bed, and bath spaces, all 

of which suit the family very well. The kitchen, however, was

another story.

Typical of kitchens of the period, when even modestly affluent

families had live-in help, the room was a service area and not the

social center it is today. Also typical, the room contained a small

back staircase that allowed the maid dis-

creet access to all floors of the house.  

Max and Becky’s priorities called for

more storage and improved circulation.

Most important, they wanted an area in

the room where the whole family could

sit and eat. I agreed to look at the

option of an addition, but I thought

that reorganizing the space—building

better not bigger—would give them

the room they wanted at a lower cost. 

Years earlier, the back stairs to the

second floor had been abandoned

when a small bathroom was built over the top of the stairs. The

remaining portion of the stairway was being used as a frustrating

and inefficient pantry, with cans and boxes stacked on the treads. 

Demolishing the service stairs and reorganizing the kitchen into

an efficient, wide galley layout yielded just enough space for a

new enlarged coat closet, a built-in pantry, and a dining alcove

(see floor plan, p. 76). Extending the demolished staircase’s low

ceiling over the alcove defined the dining area and made it feel

cozy. And a padded built-in bench and two chairs provide seating

for the whole family around a custom maple table.

The kitchen also lacked efficient circulation, making entertaining

awkward. We addressed this problem by enlarging, relocating, and

adding passageways and openings. Enlarging the existing passage-

Losing an unused back staircase
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way to the dining room by 10 inches improved accessibility

between the rooms. Moving the passageway to the front entry hall

forward by 5 feet made it easier for family and guests to get to the

kitchen from the entry and the staircase. Finally, a pair of French

doors and stone steps improved circulation from the kitchen to the

backyard and at the same time brightened the room. 

FINDING STORAGE IN UNUSUAL PLACES

A contemporary kitchen needs room for lots of small appliances,

canned goods, and cookware never dreamed of 100 years ago. In

the relocated passage to the front hall, we designed two 27-inch-

wide pantry cabinets fitted with 24-inch-deep roll-out shelves.

ROOM FOR COOKING, 

EATING, AND STORAGE.

An awkward kitchen was
given new life with the 
addition of a dining alcove,
deep cabinets, French doors,
and lots of creative storage.

MORNING LIGHT AND

MUFFINS. A small window
brightens the new breakfast
alcove. The deep sill is cour-
tesy of the house’s 16-inch-
thick exterior brick walls.
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efore the kitchen remodel, an unused back staircase took up valuable space, leaving

room for a table barely big enough for the homeowners’ two sons and forcing the

parents to eat their morning cereal leaning against the counter. Removing the stairs made

room for a breakfast table with built-in bench seating, a pantry cabinet, and a coat closet in

the front hall. Enlarging the passageway to the dining room and lining it up with new French

doors at the opposite end of the kitchen

increased views through the new

kitchen, making it seem larger. 

Here’s what makes the checkerboard floor

pattern really jump in this kitchen. The 

pattern is centered on two axes, one passing

through the center of the dining room door

and French doors, and the other passing

through the center of the entry hall door-

way. Any way you enter the space, you are

centered on the flooring pattern. And

rather than end the pattern at the edges 

of the room, it’s isolated with a border 

that clips the corners of the dark tiles.

C H E C K E R B O A R D - P A T T E R N  F L O O R I N G

LOSE A STAIRCASE, GAIN 
A BREAKFAST ALCOVE
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Set next to the passage to the dining room are cabinets for 

glasses and dishware that extend all the way to the ceiling. The

striated glass in the cabinet doors is semi-opaque, which shows

depth but conceals the various pieces inside. 

The lower cabinets along the outside wall are 5 inches deeper

than standard, which provides more counter space above and

more room for pots and pans below.

Continuing the effort not to waste any space, we designed a 

display shelf for the family’s ceramic serving bowls and pitchers

over the dining alcove. Finally, we turned an unused chimney 

into more storage by removing the face of the chimney and 

leaving three sides intact. 

Becky and Max love their new room. Max says, “We traded in a

kitchen with a stairway to nowhere for one that has space for every-

thing. And now, we can all sit down for breakfast. Good deal.”

Jonathan Chambers is an architect in Providence, R.I.

h

ceiling above the

more intimate and    

displaying ceramics.

MAKING SPACE. From left: Books and a mixer occupy shelves installed in an unused,
hollowed-out chimney. Upper-cabinet doors with striated glass can hide cluttered
contents. A pantry cabinet holds roll-out shelves for dry goods and cans.

A BUGGY KITCHEN?

The terra-cotta color
of the backsplash
and the gray of
the bug tiles echo
the colors in the
kitchen floor.
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