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IN THE KITCHEN

Champe Speidel Is a Cut Above
The owner of Persimmon describes his technique, his butchering, and his love for fine details
Posted March 21, 2018

By Robert Isenberg

On paper, Champe Speidel is a rock star: He owns Persimmon Restaurant (http://www.PersimmonRI.com) on the East Side of
Providence with his wife Lisa. He was a James Beard semifinalist for six years running. He even owned his own butcher shop in
Barrington, Persimmon Provisions, before closing it in January. Raised in Florida, Speidel came to Providence in 1998 to study at
Johnson & Wales, and he’s drawn national attention for his meticulous dishes. But he can also be easygoing and dryly funny, speaking
in the contemplative murmur of Marlon Brando. We sat down with Speidel to talk about the twists and turns of his culinary career.

How did you get into cooking?
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When I was young, I worked for a few years as a butcher. I knew my way around meat, how to sell it, how to market it. But I didn’t
know anything about cooking. My mother is a wonderful cook, and well trained. She never showed us a thing, not even making toast,
but I read her cookbooks, and I fell in love. I thought, “Maybe I should go to school for this.” I packed all my stuff up in a U-Haul, and I
drove up from Florida, and I never looked back. I lived like a monk for three years, and I worked in as many restaurants in Providence
as possible.

How did you cut your teeth in the local restaurant scene?
I had paid my dues in the meat industry. I had worked for some hardcore rednecks – certifiable. But I didn’t know kitchen culture, so I
had to learn that the hard way. I finished school and contemplated going back to Florida, but then I got a job at Gracie’s, on Federal
Hill. Within three weeks, the chef just happened to leave. He went to a wedding and never came back. The owners were like, “Hey, can
you run the restaurant?” So I did. I took all the time in the world to do things properly. I really love those fussy plates, what they used
to call “fine dining.”

A lot of critics have noted your attention to detail.
When I was a kid, I wanted to be a graphic artist. I love the placement, and that’s what drew me to food. You know when something
looks right. Persimmon was born in 2005, in Bristol. There were only 37 seats. I didn’t plan to be some kind of well-known chef. We
just wanted to focus on the hospitality – the food and the service.

Tell me about Persimmon Provisions.
So in 2010, I started getting restless. We had a nice rhythm [at the restaurant], but we felt like we were flattening out. We were
reading about people going back to the small-town butcher. We had relationships with farmers and livestock producers. So I talked to
my wife and said, “What if we opened a butcher shop?” We opened it, and for five years, we were gangbusters.

Why did you decide to close the shop?
We had two guys who helped me open [the butcher shop], and they were awesome. They could sell a rack of ribs to anyone. But they
moved on, and there was no one to fill their shoes. The restaurant was getting busier. We were getting some national recognition.
And the shop just fell to the wayside. I loved the shop, the customers were great, but it started to be this burden. So when our lease
was up, we said, “It’s been five years. It’s been a good run.” I wanted to focus more on [Persimmon]. I have a great crew. I only work
with people who are obviously happy. 

Persimmon (http://www.PersimmonRI.com) 
99 Hope Street • 432-7422
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