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Working from a 
beautiful Nolita space, 
a New Zealand chef 
in New York earns 
a Michelin star with 
breathtaking haste. 
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In New York, behind The Musket Room’s 
clubby, white-painted entrance, New Zealand 
chef and co-owner Matt Lambert carries out 
his work in a spotlessly well-ordered kitchen. 
Out the front, the unfussy, folksy and rather beautiful 
dining room combines mid-century references with 
vivid aquamarine banquettes, brass light fittings and 
exposed brick. 

Just six months after opening, the 65-seat Nolita 
eatery has already earned itself a Michelin star and a 
round of positive reviews from the usually persnickety 
New York food press. You’d be forgiven for picturing 
the boss as a gimlet-eyed, alpha-type personality with 

control issues and an elevator pitch on the culinary 
sorcery propelling his restaurant to its current success. 

Instead, there’s a jovial, self-described “boy from 
Henderson”, who will cheerfully point out the gouges 
in the wall of the now-chic cocktail bar where he and 
one of his sous chefs smashed off all the old concrete 
with hammers. “There were layers that had been on 
there since the 1920s,” he says. “Knocking it off was 
really cool.”

This lack of preciousness is the ethos that under-
pins the whole enterprise. The chef’s brief to design 
firm Alexander Waterworth Interiors included images 
of the dishes The Musket Room would offer.  

Left Mirroring chef Matt 
Lambert's unpreten-
tious personality, 
interior designer 
Alexander Waterworth 
decided to strip back 
the building and expose 
the bricks while filling 
the interior with grace-
ful bespoke pieces. The 
chairs, a take on a clas-
sic Wegner design, 
were picked up in 
Brooklyn.

Right Nods to chef 
Matt Lambert's New 
Zealand roots  
are subtle but omni-
present, from the 
musket-wars reference 
in the restaurant's 
name, to the modern 
New Zealand cuisine  
he serves.

His way
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“Seeing that incredibly detailed food would paint  
a very different picture to who Matt really is,” says  
the designer. “We wanted to create a space that 
worked with the food but also captured Matt’s hugely 
unpretentious personality.”

Stripping the building to its original state, expos-
ing bricks and mortar, and using timber flooring 
reclaimed from an old barn in New York state was 
part of that. Formerly a “restaurant-bar trying to be a 
nightclub”, the space was dark and uninviting, though 
its biggest taste crime was the shonky roof over the 
courtyard at the back of the property. Waterworth 
removed that to make a pretty, atmospheric garden 
where diners can now spot Lambert pottering around 
with his scissors, harvesting herbs. 

The garden also allows natural light to illumi-
nate the intimate series of dining spaces from front 
and back. On midwinter days, snow piles up on the 
windowsills, the raised beds of the garden and, less 
congruously, a small wooden shed. “Of course we built 
a shed,” says Lambert. “Because that’s totally Kiwi!”

True to form, Lambert's big vision is to do 
whatever he wants. “That’s the truthful answer,” he 
laughs. “I can try to put names on things but, really, 
I’m just having fun.” 

The fun of owning and running your own New 
York restaurant without answering to anyone, at 
the ripe old age of 33, is the crest of a long climb 
for Lambert. He loved cooking with his mother and 
grandmother, and chose the chef’s life early on, 
apprenticing himself to west Auckland institution 
The Falls at age 11. “Once I was old enough to start 
washing dishes, I did,” he says. “I was a child working 
in a kitchen, so it probably took some patience on their 
part. But that’s where it all started.”

Later, he cooked at Wellington’s Dockside, one of 
the busiest restaurants in the country, but his epiph-
any happened back in Auckland, where he worked 
next door to Michael Meredith (then wearing the 
toque at Vinnie’s in Herne Bay) and subsequently 
moved with him to The Grove – where he also met 

Right The designers' 
objective was to source 
items from New York 
state, from the rough-
hewn timber flooring 
reclaimed from an old 
barn in New York state 
to bespoke pieces, 
such as the 5.5 metre 
live-edge walnut bar 
top and tables. 
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Barbara, his American wife and co-owner of the 
Musket Room. “I was her souvenir of New Zealand,” 
he jokes.

After a stint cooking in Connecticut, he joined the 
AvroKO group, where he worked for Michelin-starred 
PUBLIC, its sister restaurant Double Crown, and 
Saxon + Parole over the course of four years – but 
the end goal was always having his own place. 

His food can be defined as “modern New Zealand 
cuisine”, he says, and draws heavily on home-grown 
salmon, venison, wagyu and biodynamic wine. A 
deconstructed steak and cheese pie, and “red deer 
with flavours of gin” (fennel, celeriac, juniper and  
liquorice) are two of the most talked-about dishes. 

While neither would be completely unexpected to 
those familiar with the culinary stylings of Michael 
Meredith, Martin Bosley or Geoff Scott, Lambert's 
emphasis on freshness and lack of affection for empty 
carbs and the heavy seasonings characteristic of the 
New York palate have given The Musket Room an 
edge over many of the city’s other new openings. 

“I’m proud to be doing this, because New Zealand 
isn’t – I won’t say ‘well-represented’ because it’s just 
not represented at all. It’s not like it is in England,” 
he says – though he gives props for flying our flag to 
expat pub Nelson Blue and DUB Pies, which recently 
celebrated a decade in the meat-pie business. 

“Our food culture is in such infant stages. Older 
countries, like Italy or Sweden, how long have they 
had, man? Thousands of years! I’ve seen our food 
change so much over the last 20 years. Without sound-
ing like a douche, we’re shaping history, and hopefully 
it will keep evolving and become a quintessential  
part of what we do.”

When the Michelin star arrived, a mere four months 
in, it was one of the happiest moments in his life. 

“We did a champagne toast at the evening staff 
line-up and I cried like a baby, eh! That’s why I came 
to New York. When you cook, there’s not much to 
show how hard you’ve worked to others. You miss a 
lot of other people’s lives because you’re cooking them 
eggs. So when there’s an accolade like a Michelin star, 
you remember this is what it was all for, you know?  
I wasn’t just fucking around in the kitchen.” 

Top left Since remov-
ing the shonky roof 
placed over the court-
yard, natural light 
illuminates this dining 
space. And now 
Lambert has his own 
little backyard where 
diners can see him 
pottering around pick-
ing herbs for the 
kitchen. 

Left The addition of  
a shed was a must for 
Lambert, the self-
described "boy from 
Henderson" in 
Auckland's western 
suburbs. 

The Musket Room
  265 Elizabeth Street, New York
 +1 212 219 0764
 musketroom.com 

Right The simple, yet 
elegant brass lights in 
the main dining room 
were designed by 
Alexander Waterworth 
Interiors and made 
nearby, just 15 minutes 
from the restaurant. 

Far right Mid-century 
influences run through 
custom-made designs, 
such as the glass  
cabinet, which was 
made across the river.

Below right The  
contrast of modern 
concrete tiles cut into 
the old timber floor-
boards make a feature 
at the bar, an area the 
designers consider a 
"great theatre for 
customers". 


