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IN THE KITCHEN
BY MARTHA MURPHY
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CHAMPE SPEIDEL OF PERSIMMON
Kitchen Craft in Bristol

Beyond the simply decorated dining room, where black, hand-made
slipcovers add an air of understated elegance to the plain chairs they
hide, is a large kitchen where Champe Speidel is living his dream. “This
is not only my job but also my passion,” he explained recently. His
“job” is that of chef and owner of Persimmon restaurant in Bristol and
it quickly becomes clear after spending a short time with him that this
is his true calling. He has landed—with planning, hard work and a lit-
tle luck—exactly where he was meant to be. “There’s a lot of soul and
a lot of heart in what I do. This is my craft.”  

Champe (pronounced Champ) and his wife, Lisa, have owned the
restaurant for over two years and he is adamant that it would not have
happened without her. “She is a crucial part of the restaurant,” he
stresses. “If she hadn’t believed in this, we would not be here.”

The road to “here” was, as is often the case in the food world, not
a straight path. When his adolescent dreams of being a rock star didn’t
pan out he went to Plan B, enrolling in college in Florida where he
studied political science. But as it dawned on him that he didn’t want
to go to law school (the inevitable next step), he started thinking about
what he really wanted to do.  

Interestingly, to pay his way through school, he worked as a
butcher—training that would serve him well when he entered the world
of professional cooking, both in terms of knowledge and “the sense of
urgency that you need to have,” he reminisced. During this same pe-
riod, between going to class and working at the butcher shop, he found
himself watching cooking shows. Although he had always loved to
cook, he had never thought of it as a career. “I loved the artistry of the
chefs on television and I was enthralled by the restaurant business. I
started looking into different schools and chose Johnson & Wales. 

“When I came to Johnson & Wales, I tried to read and learn and
consume as much information about food and wine as I could. It took
me three years to graduate. To pay bills, I’d cut meat in the morning,
Thursday through Sunday, go to school Monday through Thursday
and work in a restaurant kitchen from 2 PM on.”

A couple of years after graduation, Champe was hired as sous chef at
Gracie’s. Shortly after he started, the head chef left. “I knew I could han-
dle it but, basically, I got the job because I was there,” he laughs. In those
days, Gracie’s was a 38-seat restaurant located on Federal Hill in Provi-
dence. “They mostly did a weekend business, so we had a lot of freedom
to take our time and do things they way you’re supposed to do them. We
experimented with a lot of different cooking methods and prepped all
week to handle the weekends. It was a tremendous learning experience.

“We took the menu they had and added my spin. We got some
great accolades.” He stayed for three years. When the owners decided
to move the restaurant downtown, to more than double the size,
Champe knew it was time for him to find his own place. 

That’s when he and Lisa started shopping for a restaurant. It only
took a couple of months to find the spot, called The Hotpoint at the

time. It took about six months of negotiations to close the deal. The size
of the kitchen, which is substantially larger than the dining room, sold
him on the place. “We put a 200-page business plan together and so-
licited help from just about anyone willing to talk to us. We did all the
things they teach you in school. The minute we got the keys, April 7,
2005, I proposed to Lisa. Three weeks later we opened.”

Since then Champe has been, “doing the food that we really believe
in,” making folks on the other side of the kitchen doors at Persimmon very
happy. “The main thing we really want is for people to trust that, when they
come here, they will get a well-prepared meal and service that will take care
of any needs. Trust is a big part of the restaurant experience.”

One thing Champe’s customers can trust is that the menu will al-
ways include as many locally grown in-season ingredients as possible.
He is devoted to designing his dishes based on what he finds at the
growers’ markets and what his suppliers bring him, which is why he
has developed such strong relationships with the small farmers in the
surrounding area; knowing that they can count on Champe to buy
some of the more “unusual” items also helps justify tending these small-
market varieties. 

The large, bright kitchen is set up for the meticulous prep work
Champe puts into his dishes. When he’s ready to assemble a plate, he
works from a dozen or more “ninth” pans that sit in a chilled section of
his long prep station. 

On a recent morning when preparing a menu for Edible Rhody, he
was working with fresh produce delivered earlier by Steve Ramos, a Bris-
tol grower who sells to restaurants. Heirloom baby carrots—Purple Haze,
Yellow Kimbe and Red Dragon—along with a selection of micro herbs
(which Champe uses in leaf form rather than chopped) waited to be
prepped. “Steve knows what I need. If I want carrots two inches long,
he’ll go out to the field and will bring me a bag full of that exact size.” 

In addition, Champe gets produce once a week from Four-Town
Farm, a fourth-generation family owned business in Seekonk, Massa-
chusetts, a stand that is supplied by growers in Barrington, East Provi-
dence, Swansea and Seekonk. Eva’s Gardens in South Dartmouth and
Mello’s Stand in Portsmouth are two other favorites. At Eva’s, he’s wel-
come to pick right out of the field.

There are “seasons” for fresh local seafood, too. Champe buys from
Foley Fish, a third-generation family owned operation out of Boston and
New Bedford, renowned for the exquisite quality of the fish they sell. When
he’s able, he also buys fish directly from the day-boats out of Bristol.  

“We constantly evolve and change the menu when we can. We are
dictated to by the seasons and try to work in total harmony with the
seasons. That’s what dictates the menu.” And that’s what keeps his cus-
tomers coming back, winter, spring, summer, fall.    eR
Martha Murphy is the author of four books and writes regularly on food,
entertaining and health. 








