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RESTAURANT & BAR

PROJECT PROFILE

PARK

The Den occupies one of the two additional retail spaces annexed for the project. This residentially 
inspired cocktail lounge seats 22. Guests in this area can enjoy drinks and small plates. 
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BY DANA TANYERI, Managing Editor

RESTAURANT & BAR

A disjointed, subterranean space in a Harvard Square  
parking garage is transformed into a classic, comfortable 
neighborhood hot spot.

When Patrick Lee and his part-
ners at Boston’s multiconcept 
Grafton Group decided that 
Redline, their nightclub/bar 

venue, had run its course, they set out to 
replace it with their vision of the perfect 
neighborhood restaurant and bar. More in 
line with their other, more dining-oriented 
operations, the menu would offer fresh, 
inventive twists on classic New American 

comfort foods and cocktails. The atmo-
sphere would be classy yet comfortable, 
contemporary but with a patina that fit into 
the historic Harvard Square neighborhood. 

Their vision for what would ulti-
mately become PARK Restaurant & Bar 
was clear. But getting from Redline — a 
below-grade space situated at the bottom 
of a large brick and concrete parking ga-
rage — to PARK required a hefty dose of 

design ingenuity. In addition to the limita-
tions inherent in the original Redline 
space, comprised of a low-ceilinged front 
bar/dining area and a separate back room, 
designers faced the challenge of annexing 
two adjacent retail spaces that became 
available just as the project got underway. 
The four distinct spaces, which together 
total some 4,400 square feet, had to re-
main largely separate but be knit together 

The Classroom seats 30 and includes a cozy banquette running the perimeter of the room. 
Chalkboard walls merchandise drinks and menu items. Lighting features antique blown-glass 

bottle fixtures and overhead table sconces on an adjustable pulley system.
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Low Ceilings. You just have to deal with them and make them look 

good. Just painting them black isn’t going to make them go away. 

The ceilings in the front room of PARK are very low, so we decided 

to put a lot more effort into that surface and make them more 

interesting and tactile. All of the ceilings in the very low areas were 

clad in reclaimed wood. In the lounge, or den area, we actually did 

a vaulted brick ceiling. It was another way to add character and 

interest to a challenging space. There are four vaults that are lit 

with LEDs, so there’s a real warmth to them.

Colors and Finishes. We wanted to do things that were little unex-

pected, a little obscure. For colors, there are wonderful caramels, 

reds and a throwback to avocado or olive green. There’s a mix 

of warm natural woods, black painted wood, soft leather and 

industrial galvanized steel. It’s an eclectic mix of colors, finishes 

and materials that all come together to create a nice warmth with 

visual interest. 

Cool Stools. We loved the fabric we found for the bar stools. It’s a 

very heavy fabric that’s like very heavy, almost unrefined linen. It’s 

nubby, tough and has an interesting print — kind of like potato 

sacks. It was another gesture toward an eclectic look. There are a 

lot of stools at the bar, so we wanted to mix it up a bit and not just 

have that uniform, leather-backed bar stool look.

Facade. PARK is set below grade in kind of an arcade in the park-

ing garage, and frankly it’s grim and dark and damp. When it was 

Redline, we had French doors that opened out, and we put café 

seating out there, but nobody wanted to sit there. We put in aw-

nings and lighting, sound systems and flowers, but nothing helped. 

This time, we didn’t even try. We just kept the storefront as it was, 

and we actually filmed the windows and put in shutters because 

the view was unattractive. To save some money, we said let’s just 

put all of our efforts into the interior and keep the outside a simple 

urban storefront with discreet signage.

Design Insights PETER NIEMITZ, Niemitz Design Group

to achieve both design consistency and 
smooth operational flow.

The project required almost com-
pletely gutting the existing spaces. “We 
started from ground zero,” Lee says. “To 
a certain extent, because we were chang-
ing the concept we liked the fact that 
there was going to be some separation. It 
took about eight months to complete, so 
when we reopened, it was perceived of 
as a completely new space.”

Peter Niemitz, president of Boston-
based Niemitz Design Group, was brought 

in to lead the redesign. “Grafton Group 
runs some fairly sophisticated places in 
the Square and around the Harvard Uni-
versity area and felt it was time to create 
something more interesting and viable for 
the community there,” says Niemitz, who 
also designed the group’s Russell House 
Tavern, Grafton Street Pub & Grill and 
Temple Bar properties. 

“They didn’t want to get too highbrow 
with it, but did want to capture a different 
crowd. While we were talking about this 
whole transformation, a space next door 

became available and then ultimately the 
space next to that became available as 
well. So we were faced with significantly 
expanding the size of the venue and also 
grappling with the challenges of strange 
ceiling heights in the different areas. Over-
all it’s a very awkward, angular grouping 
of spaces because it’s in a parking garage, 
plus it is semisubterranean and has dif-
ficult ingress and egress and not a strong 
street presence.”

The overall approach that Niemitz 
and Lee quickly settled upon for the 
space was to embrace its quirkiness and 
create a series of rooms, each with its 
own distinct character and each, in its 
own way, reflecting the culture of Harvard 
Square. Lee says that approach fit well 
with what Grafton Group set out to ac-
complish at PARK, which was to create 
a neighborhood venue that would draw 
people and keep them coming back for a 
variety of reasons and dining occasions.

PARK’s four distinct eating and 
socializing areas are:

Main Dining Room and Bar. Just
inside the restaurant’s front door, high-
top communal tables loosely divide this 
roughly 1,500-square-foot space. An 
oak, horseshoe-shaped bar seats 30 and 
is a focal point of the space. “The bar 

PARK RESTAURANT & BAR

Seating in the main dining room features an 
eclectic mix of galvanized steel chairs, wooden 

chairs painted black and red leather booths.
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is a significant area that creates great 
energy in the front room,” Lee says. “But 
you can also retreat from that environ-
ment to the dining side of the room for 
more relaxed dining.”

Both the communal tables and private 
tables have rough-hewn wooden tops, and 
the room’s seating features an eclectic mix 
of galvanized steel chairs, wooden chairs 
painted black, and red leather booths and 
banquettes. Together, the main dining 
room and bar area seat up to 80 guests.

Black iron ductwork snakes along 
the ceiling, which is covered in rustic, 
reclaimed wood, and vintage photos and 
maps decorate the walls.

The Back Room. A separate room off 
the back end of the main dining room 
and bar area, the back room sports a 

retro supper club look and feel and offers 
seating for another 35 guests. Designed 
to accommodate larger parties and private 
events, it features circular black booths 
that seat up to 10 people and a round 
wood table with zebra-print chairs. Fabric-
covered walls sport framed counter-cul-
ture art from the ’60s and ’70s.

The Den. This area occupies one of 
the two additional retail spaces annexed 
for the project. The den seats 22 and is 
a residentially inspired cocktail lounge 
where guests can enjoy drinks and small 
plates. Key design features include a 
vaulted brick ceiling, olive-painted em-
bossed tin walls and bookshelves filled 
with vintage books and period antiques. 
Seating includes plush leather chairs 
in rich caramel colors and an L-shaped 

Snapshot
•  PARK Restaurant & Bar

•  Location: Cambridge, Mass.

•  Owner: Grafton Group

•  Project Type: Conversion of existing 

bar/lounge space

•  Concept: Neighborhood restaurant 

and bar with fresh, inventive twists 

both in the dining environment and on 

the menu

•  Real Estate: Bottom level of brick and 

concrete parking garage in Harvard 

Square

•  Size: Annexed two adjacent retail 

spaces to expand total venue to 4,400 

square feet

•  Challenges: Low ceilings, disjointed 

spaces, unattractive facade

•  Design and Buildout: 8 months

•  Project Cost: $500,000 

Project Team
•  Patrick Lee, principal, Grafton Group

•  Sean Kennedy, construction manager, 

principal, Grafton Group

•  Peter Niemitz, president, Niemitz 

Design Group

•  Derek Pelletier, project executive, 

Delta Design & Construction Inc.

•  Paul Fantoni, project superintendent, 

Delta Design & Construction Inc.

•  Patricia Palmiere, project manager, 

Delta Design & Construction Inc.

Above: The Back Room sports a retro supper club look 
and feel and offers seating for another 35 guests. It 
features circular black booths that seat up to 10 people.

Right: PARK Restaurant & Bar can seat up to 80 
guests in the bar area and main dining room. The 
ceiling in these spaces features a ceiling covered in 
rustic, reclaimed wood.
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black leather sofa. Oriental rugs cover 
the wood-plank floors and help to both 
soften and define the space.

The Classroom. The other new space 
acquired during the remodel, this ad-
ditional dining area sits beyond the den, 
separated from it in part by open display 
shelving stocked with early 20th century 
artifacts. The Classroom seats 30 and in-
cludes a working fireplace and a cozy ban-
quette running the perimeter of the room. 
Chalkboard walls (hence the “classroom” 
nickname) merchandise drinks and menu 
items such as PARK’s signature meat pie 
of the day and local cheese board selec-
tions. Lighting features antique blown-
glass bottle fixtures and overhead table 
sconces on an adjustable pulley system.

Lee notes that ceiling heights, one of 
the biggest challenges of the project, start 
at around 6 feet 6 inches in the main din-
ing room and bar area and are highest in 
the classroom area. “As you walk through 
the main room into the den area and then 
to the classroom, it’s like a car driving up 
from the first floor of the garage to the sec-
ond. The ceiling gets higher as you go.”

He’s also quick to point out that, 
while distinct, the four areas work together 
in a cohesive way. “If you’re in one of 
them, you still feel like you’re in the same 
restaurant,” he says. “One of the things 
that we really tried to do is create sight 
lines so that even if you can’t see it clearly, 
you know that there’s something else there. 

When you walk in, the place feels like it is 
larger than just the main dining room and 
bar because at the end of it you can see 
the den, and the open shelving between 
the den and the classroom gives you a hint 
that there’s even more. 

“The rooms are close to one another, 
the sight lines flow from one to another, 
and there are similar design elements in 
each of the rooms to bind them together. 
Elements that are different, such as the 
wood-plank, reclaimed-wood ceiling in the 
main room and the vaulted brick ceiling 
feature in the den, still feel right together.”

A Modern Sensibility
Boston is home to hundreds of tradition-
ally themed English and Irish pubs, but 
Lee and Niemitz agreed that, while aspir-
ing to offer the comfort and familiarity of 
those establishments, PARK would take a 
fresh approach to the genre. For inspira-
tion, they headed to New York City. 

“We spent some time going through 
lots of eclectic cocktail bars and lounges 
in lower Manhattan and brought back a 
lot of nice ideas from that experience,” 
Niemitz says. “We wanted to push the 
envelope a bit for Cambridge, which likes 
its down and dirty barroom-type venues. 
We didn’t want to go too upscale, but we 
did want to give it whole different feel and 
vibe. So, it’s a little more dressed up. It’s 
got a nice mix of finishes and materials 
and interesting historical elements. It’s 

not a modern place, but it has a modern 
sensibility in its look and feel as well as in 
the food and style of service.”

The look and feel blends antique 
and vintage, plush and industrial. New 
finishes were put in for all ceilings and 
walls, new light fixtures were installed 
throughout and the original Redline floor 
plan was reconfigured to move from what 
had been a straight bar along a wall to 
a more central, prominent U-shaped 
bar. Flooring is a mix of original and 
new oak planks. The two additional 
spaces acquired for expansion – a former 
women’s apparel shop and a yarn shop 
– were basically blank slates ready to 
be incorporated into the new design. 
The original restrooms and the approxi-
mately 800-square-foot kitchen were 
maintained, and a pair of restrooms was 
added to meet code requirements.

“All told, the space is probably 90 
percent to 95 percent new,” Niemitz says. 
“A lot of places try to save money by keep-
ing a lot of what’s there in existing spaces 
when they remodel, but they still end up 
spending a lot of money and ultimately not 
getting the look and feel they want. This 
was a nice experience because we really 
could start virtually from scratch.”

Adds Lee, “I think that when you’re 
working with a challenging space, if you 
make good decisions and the place is 
designed well, you’re left with a unique 
venue that guests really appreciate.” +

Rough Grout. I love the 

vaulted brick ceiling 

in the den, and so 

do our guests. It’s 

basically quarter-inch 

bricks fashioned 

into four contiguous 

arches in the ceiling. 

As the bricklayer 

was putting it in, the 

grout was oozing out, 

and we allowed it to 

set up that way. He 

wanted to smooth it 

out and make it perfect, but we liked the way it looked so we left 

it, and we’re really happy with it. It has this great look that’s both 

contemporary and rustic, and it blends in well with the reclaimed 

wood ceiling beside it.

Iron Ductwork. Another problem we had to find a creative solution 

to was the ugly ductwork that came out of the kitchen and snaked 

through the dining room and bar area, the lowest part of the 

restaurant. We had to live with it and somehow make it look cool. 

What we did was to graft on this really cool sort of old-looking 

black iron and make it a feature that complements the reclaimed 

wood ceiling.

Biggest Splurge. If we splurged anywhere, it was on the furniture, 

Oriental rugs and artwork in the den. For a space like that, you 

really need it to look authentic. If you don’t get quality furniture 

and accessories, it ends up looking contrived and like you went 

halfway. We didn’t.

Feature Insights   PATRICK LEE, Grafton Group

PARK RESTAURANT & BAR
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