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going on! One of  them is ‘America’s Next 
Great Restaurant.’  Where did the idea for 
that show come from?

Curtis Stone: It came from chefs sitting 
around talking about what’s most interesting 
in the food world. One thing that comes up 
a lot as a chef  is that people have ideas for 
a restaurant. I guess the whole notion of  
opening a restaurant is somewhat exciting. It 
wasn’t my idea, but when they first brought 
it to me it was like, well that’s one of  the first 
things people ask you when you’re a chef. 
They ask ‘where did you learn to cook?’ and 
a few obvious questions, but then a lot of  
people say, ‘you know what you should open 
as a restaurant…’ I think that as a talking 
point is interesting, because everyone thinks 
they have a good idea for a restaurant, and 
I think that the whole idea of  opening a 
restaurant is nothing like you would imagine.  
The romantic idea of  it is very different 
from the practical one.  That doesn’t mean 
that a good idea can’t come from anybody, 
so the thought was we would open the doors 
and invite people to come and play, and it 
doesn’t matter if  you’re a bricklayer or a 
librarian, you can have a good idea for a 
restaurant. And then if  you put together a 
panel of  investors that have the know-how 
to put together a restaurant, then we can 
pull it off. So they started talking to a bunch 
of  restaurateurs and people in the business, 
and then the show was up and running.

NYR: So do you now have people coming 
up to you all the time, wanting to share their 
restaurant idea with you?

CS: Yeah, definitely.  We’re getting a 
crazy amount of  emails from people saying 
you should open this or that.  And people 
are getting really attached to the concept.  
This morning I was walking around and a 
few people shouted out to me ‘how did you 
throw Eric off, his was the best idea!’ And it’s 
interesting because of  course it’s going to be 
divided with what people want and respond 
to, but it’s great to see the way people are 
responding to it.  

NYR: Did you have to hear a ton of  crazy, 
horrible ideas before you landed on the 20 
that were presented in the show’s pilot?

CS: So many! We drove a bus from one 
side of  the country to the other.  If  we do 
it again, the next time I’m sure we’d have 
hundreds of  thousands of  people.  This 
time, we stuck ads in papers, we drove 
this bus around, and would stop and have 
people shoot video auditions, and we sat and 
watched hundreds and hundreds of  ideas, 
from the weird and wonderful to the wacky. 
We had everything from people wanting to 
open a bare knuckle fighting joint to one guy 
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who showed up in a pair of  lycra shorts with 
a t-shirt that said ‘peckers’ on it, and his 
idea was the male version of  Hooters.  We 
had a guy who wanted to open a café and 
a gun store…but then occasionally you get 
one that’s great. I remember Sandy, whose 
idea was Limbo, now Sinners and Saints, 
she came in and I was like ‘I love that’.  We 
had a couple that revolved around health 
that I loved that Bobby didn’t like, but 
then there were some that revolved around 
fried chicken that I was like ‘I don’t want 
to invest in a fried chicken joint’ and Bobby 
was like ‘why? Fried chicken’s beautiful.’ So 
each investor had a totally different point 
of  view, which is great—but made it a total 
nightmare trying to pick 20.  

NYR: And the winner’s restaurant is 
actually opening in less than 4 weeks? So 
much has happened in a short amount of  
time!

CS: Absolutely.  We’ve been in 
construction now for six months building 
the restaurants.

NYR: I imagine it’s going to be hugely 
successful.

CS: Oh, no doubt.  All three [NY, LA, 
and Minneapolis] are going to be successful. 
Initially, they’re going to be bananas, which 
can be really difficult for a business.  You’re 
going to be slammed.  Those types of  
businesses—like if  you have a restaurant in 
the middle of  Central Park, every time the 
sun comes out everyone’s going to run to eat 
there, and when it’s raining no one wants 
to come—those are the hardest businesses.  
They’re hard to staff  for, hard to manage, 
so when most of  your people come, you’re 
giving the worst experience.  So while it’s a 
great thing that everyone will know about the 
restaurant, it’s going to be really challenging 
to open with such a bang.  It’s going to be 
fun, though, I’m looking forward to it.  

NYR: Did you ever want to open a 
restaurant of  this concept [fast, casual food] 
prior to this?

CS: It wasn’t something I initially 
wanted to venture into, but the interesting 
thing about fast casual dining is that’s the 
way we’re going.  We’re not eating at home 
as much, we’re eating quick meals, so I think 
there’s a place for it.  In every sector of  the 
restaurant business, from sandwich place to 
Michelin starred restaurant, there are things 
we can bring to it. There’s responsible 
growing, care of  animals in the food 
production cycle, and as a chef  a lot’s given 
and required, and you have to approach it 
responsibly, so you should use it in the best 
possible way.

Steve Ells, Bobby Flay,
Lorena Garcia, and Stone on 
“America's Next Great Restaurant.”
Photo by Chris Haston/NBC
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NYR: You said some of  your favorite 
ideas were the healthy concepts.  You’ve 
been involved in ‘The Biggest Loser,’ so 
obviously healthy eating is important to you.  
Do you think Americans are wanting to eat 
healthier these days?

CS: I think America’s on the brink of  
a massive revolution in food.  I think it’s 
already started, if  you look at the movement 
with farmers markets, for instance, people 
want to buy natural, healthy ingredients and 
are concerned about what they’re eating, 
and so they should be.  We’re concerned 
about putting a moisturizer on that’s all 
natural, so if  we’re concerned about putting 
something on our skin, imagine putting 
something in your body—it’s your fuel, your 
energy.  The food industry has made a few 
crazy turns, which have been price driven—
the use of  hormones in our food, pesticides, 
herbicides.  The food industry’s a beast that 
we don’t really understand anymore.  There 
are two parts to it: there’s the responsibility 
that should be brought to the production 
of  food, and individually, you should be 
concerned with what you do to your own 
body.  We’ve got an epidemic amount of  
obesity, and unfortunately the wealthiest 
people eat the worst.  In Egypt, for instance, 
they eat vegetables, whole grains, beans, 
because that’s what they can afford to eat, 
and in western cultures, we eat a whole lot 
of  bread, sodas, refined sugars, and all this 
crap that comes out of  packets, when what 
we should be doing is eating what comes out 

of  the ground. ‘The Biggest Loser’ is a great 
example of  where people’s heads are at now. 
It’s one of  the most watched shows on the 
air and it’s about people who have gotten 
so sick that they might not make it to their 
next birthday, and we’re watching them go 
on that journey.  I think it’s good, I think it’s 
really positive. 

NYR: Did you feel like you had a 
responsibility to get your ideas out there 
when you first joined ‘The Biggest Loser’?

CS: I actually called the producer 
myself.  I watched the show a lot and I was 
discouraged that there wasn’t much talk of  
food.  I phoned and said it’s all well and 
good to teach them about exercise, but 
you’re missing 50% of  the equation there; 
there’s very little about food and you can 
force them to lose the weight, but if  you 
don’t give them the skills to take with them 
then they’re just going to put it back on. We 
got into a big conversation, and I said you 
should set up a kitchen bootcamp where 
they learn how to eat healthy foods. Anyone 
can lose weight by eating carrot sticks, but 
you have to entertain your palate enough to 
want to eat healthy foods, and that comes 
from a knowledge of  cooking.  It was a total 
passion project for me.  

NYR: It sounds like a lot of  your projects 
are passion projects.

CS: Yeah, you know, you can make 
money doing anything in life, and what you 
do well, you love.  If  you don’t love it, you 
shouldn’t be doing it. Easy to say, I found 
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what I love to do very young, cooking and 
eating.

NYR: Do you have any healthy foods or 
dishes that are your favorites?

CS: I get a kick from the seasons.  As 
soon as spring kicks into full gear, everything 
changes in your vegetable garden.  I grew 
up with a vegetable garden, and I’ve still got 
a big, beautiful veggie garden, so I’m lucky.  
Asparagus pops up from the ground, and 
it’s one of  the first signs that spring is here. 
In a way, I feel like mother nature’s worked 
out what we need at each time of  year. In 
summer time peaches and nectarines and 
berries are all very hydrating, and then in 
winter time carrots, squash, things that are 
heartier and warming. It makes sense that 
everything’s in the season that it’s in, so for 
me, healthy eating comes from natural food.  
I remember a coach of  mine once said to 
me ‘if  you’re trying to stay in shape, just eat 
what comes out of  the ground.  Nothing 
from packages.’ That stuck with me.  If  you 
want to lose weight, remove the temptation 
of  bad stuff.  The best way to eat healthy is to 
surround yourself  with positive temptation.  
Chop us some fruit, have some homemade 
hummus and veggies, and snacks that are 
good for you. 

NYR: While you’re in NY, are there any 
foods that you can’t leave without having, 
and any favorite restaurants?

CS: Well, I love Italian food in NY.  NY 
understands Italian food.  Pizza of  course 
is the one thing that, unless you’re in Italy, 
it doesn’t get better than NY, and even 
then, I’ve had just as good pizza in NY as 
in all over Italy.  NY also does really great, 
refined restaurants very well.  While in LA, 

everyone’s sort of  too cool to get dressed up, 
I like getting nicely dressed and approaching 
it like it’s a night out instead of  just 
somewhere to eat.  NY does that.  In terms 
of  my favorite restaurant, well, this is tough, 
because I’ve just done ‘Top Chef ’ and I 
don’t want to just name all of  the NY chefs 
that were on the show, although a few really 
spring to mind that were on the show.  The 
great thing about NY is that every time I 
come there’s a new great place to check out. 
A couple of  things that I love about NY are 
the different ways you can eat. You can eat 
at Le Bernardin and it’s fancy and delicious 
and amazing, you can go to Per Se, and the 
food there is as good as any in the world, 
and then I ate recently at a little teppanyaki 
joint uptown called Yakitori Totto, and it’s 
bloody delicious. It’s just a little squashed in 
Japanese place, and you always have to wait, 
but it’s so good. Aldea, George Mendes, is 
beautiful food, and ABC Kitchen.  And I 
love the ethnic diversity, you can find great 
Indian food, great Chinese and Korean 
food.  That’s the great thing about this city.  

NYR: Tell me about ‘Top Chef  Masters.’
CS: Talk about a bloody eating 

extravaganza.  I ate food from 12 of  the 
country’s best chefs every day for eight 
weeks.  It was intense. We did the quickfire 
in the mornings, and in some of  those 
challenges they get 12 minutes to produce 
a dish, they have to run and get their 
ingredients and this and that...you know, 
that could take 12 minutes. It was hectic for 
them, and so a little more hit or miss with 
the food, and there were a few disasters.  But 
then with the bigger challenges, sometimes 
they’d have a day and a half  or two days, 

and they would turn out these masterpieces. 
These guys had won every award you can 
imagine in the food world, they’re celebrated 
chefs.  George Mendes, Alex Stratta, Traci 
Des Jardins, brilliant cooks.  I was always a 
fan of  the show because I’d watch and think 
‘what would I make? How would I approach 
that challenge?’ But to watch them spin out 
some little genius is great. 

NYR: Did you learn anything from 
watching these great chefs cook like this?

CS: Totally.  Both in their reactions, how 
they managed pressure, and some of  the 
dishes, I was like, ‘I want that recipe.’ And 
we had the likes of  Naomi Pomeroy, who’s 
in the kitchen of  her little restaurant every 
night, to John Currence, who has a group 
of  restaurants, and you imagine their day to 
days are very different.  It was a lot of  fun 
to do.

NYR: I’m sure, as a chef, there were times 
that you wanted to get out there and cook. 

CS: I did.  I wound up cooking brunch 
for them one day towards the end, which 
was equally fun, I think, for them and for 
me.  The way it worked out, I was like the 
chef ’s voice and the critic’s. And I would 
fight for them sometimes.  It was great for 
me to get inside the world of  the critic as 
well and refreshing to sit at the table and feel 
the other side.  

NYR: I’ve heard you say that food had 
made your dreams come true.

CS: It has. It’s bizarre, when I first started 
to cook as a kid, back then it wasn’t the cool 
thing to do, but it’s turned into it; but to be 
honest, even if  it didn’t, I’d still be doing it 
and loving it. If  you’re around what you like, 
you’re halfway there.

Stone and contestant
George Mendes 

on “Top Chef Masters,”
courtesy of NBC Universal
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