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He Cooks Seafood by the Seashore 
John Critchley's Boston roots serve him well at Siren 

 
When John Critchley was a young teen washing dishes at the Red Lion Inn, a historic seaside tavern 
on Boston's south shore, his favorite day of the week was Saturday. He'd arrive early, and with no 
dishes yet to wash, would spend hours getting the whole prep list done, practicing skills he'd 
acquired by watching the chef. By the time he headed to the Culinary Institute of America at age 
seventeen, he was doing the work of a sous chef.    
 
As a student, Critchley eagerly absorbed instruction and theory; his externship was in a high-volume 
seafood restaurant on a Boston wharf. Following graduation, he headed to Ford's Colony Dining 
Room in Williamsburg, Virginia, where he received a rigorous ongoing education under the inspiring 
command of chef David Everett, who had, in turn, worked under Jean-Louis Palladin. Everett's 
carefully considered, extremely fresh flavors remain a potent influence on Critchley's cuisine. From 
there, he accepted an opportunity to work in pastry at Trellis, also in Williamsburg; to this day, he 
likes to balance the immediate demands of an à la carte kitchen with intensive production work, 
whether it's pastry, or shucking oysters, or butchering fish. "The mechanical repetition allows the 
brain to focus elsewhere," he says. "You become in tune with the entire kitchen, and even the dining 
room: you know when a guest is waiting for the next course. You know when a fork drops." The chef 
likens this state to a zen calm that he achieves when surfing, one of his off-duty passions.   
 
Critchley returned to Boston to work with renowned chef Ken Oringer at Clio, and its 22-seat Uni 
Sashimi Bar, where he learned techniques of modernist cooking and gained a deep understanding 
of Japanese and southeast Asian cuisine. As opening executive chef at Oringer's immensely popular 
Toro, the restaurant that brought the tapas concept to town, Critchley took on Spanish cuisine; 
leading a very small team, he developed and produced a sixty-item menu of delectable bites for a 
nightly capacity crowd. His next position was another labor of love: as a winter harvester for Island 
Creek Oyster Co. in Duxbury, Massachusetts, he immersed himself -- literally -- in sustainable 
seafood. Trading his waders for flip flops at the season's end, he moved to Miami to open Area 31 at 
Kimpton's EPIC Hotel, honored by Esquire magazine as a 'Best New Restaurant' of 2009. As 
executive chef, he was in charge of kitchens that served 500 rooms, two pool decks, a marina, 
meeting and banquet facilities, and a 200-seat dining room.    
 
Expecting a baby, Critchley and his wife moved north to be closer to family. They settled in 
Washington, DC, where he became executive chef at Urbana Restaurant and Wine Bar at the Hotel 
Palomar. His handmade pastas and exquisite seafood developed a significant following, and under 
his leadership, the restaurant won the 2012 Mayor's Award for Sustainability. Exchanging the surf for 
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the turf, he then took on the role of executive chef at Bourbon Steak, the Michael Mina 
establishment anchoring Washington's Four Seasons Hotel. Critchley returned to his first love, and 
his 'native protein,' by joining forces with Travis Croxton of the Rappahannock Oyster Company. As 
corporate chef of three rustic restaurants including Brine, in Fairfax, Virginia, he helped establish a 
highly successful model for serving fresh, sustainable, local seafood at an accessible price point.   
 
After many years of crossing paths with acclaimed chef Robert Wiedmaier and his partner, chef Brian 
McBride, Critchley learned that they were opening a seafood restaurant at the new hotel, The Darcy, 
in downtown Washington in the spring of 2017. He knew it was time to focus on seafood in the fine 
dining arena; they knew that John Critchley was the right chef to put at the helm of their latest 
venture. At Siren, Critchley achieves his ideal restaurant.  
 
The small, evolving menu allows for Siren's culinary team to respond to the constant shifts in 
worldwide product availability with heightened creativity. "Seafood is the last wild protein," points 
out Critchley. "We're still at the whim of the wind and climate -- there are no guarantees, but, at the 
same time, there are often unexpected windfalls. We have to be nimble, and prepared to best 
enhance the pristine fish we're serving."  
 
Steeped in world cuisines, equipped with an encyclopedic knowledge of seafood, and brimming 
with excitement over the composition of each dish on his menu, John Critchley makes the lure of the 
legendary Siren a culinary reality. 
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