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Hampton Roads Magazine: 
How did you get your start in 
the restaurant business?
Steve Lewis: I started waiting 
tables my junior year at Tech 
to earn some extra money 
for school. I was working 
for a small regional chain 
called That Steak Place. The 
day I graduated I moved to 
Richmond for my first full-
time restaurant job. At the 
time, the job market was 
pretty tight and the owners 
were expanding, looking for 
managers. I was thinking that 
I was already half way to man-
agement anyway, so I took a 
management training job with 
the notion that I’d stay for a 
year and get a job later with 
Dupont or something. One 
thing led to another and here  
I am more than 40 years later.
HRM: You eventually bought 
out the chain you started  
with, correct?

SL: That’s right. I bought out 
the last six or seven stores 
and then sold all but one that I 
kept to run myself. That’s how 
I ended up in Williamsburg.
HRM: What attracted you to 
the location in Newport News 
for Schlesinger’s? 
SL: The developer of Port 
Warwick, Bobby Freeman, 
was doing this new urbanism 
development, which was a 
very new thing for Newport 
News, especially when 
Newport News had a reputa-
tion for being a blue collar 
town for so long. Bobby’s 
enthusiasm and vision for 
what Port Warwick was to 
become was so appealing.  
And it just seemed like the 
right time. 
HRM: Opus 9 won Gold in 
the Overall Restaurant cat-
egory in Hampton Roads 
Magazine’s Best Of People’s 
Choice Awards this year, and 

Opus 9 and Schelsinger’s took 
the number one and number 
two spots respectively for the 
Top 5 Best Restaurants on the 
Peninsula. That must be very 
gratifying to be chosen by the 
people of the area as the best 
restaurant around.
SL: That was unbelievable 
for me. I told a couple of my 
people that it’s time for me to 
retire because it just doesn’t 
get any better than that. I’m 
blown away by it and I’m so 
appreciative that people feel 
that way about what we do.
HRM: Any advice for people 
thinking of getting into the  
restaurant business?
SL: For younger people who 
are looking to culinary careers 
and have a dream of owning 
their own place, my advice is 
to know the business side of 
things before getting into it. 
You can be the greatest chef 
in the world, but if you don’t 
have the business experience 
... a restaurant can eat money 
faster than anything and 

it’s definitely not a business 
that’s for the faint of heart 
when it comes to hard work. 
Perseverance is absolutely 
essential.
HRM: What makes Hampton 
Roads so special for you? 
SL: I can’t imagine living any-
where else. Hampton Roads, 
as a place to do business, 
certainly has been good to 
me. But on the personal side, 
I like that there’s a little bit of 
everything here. You’ve got 
the arts, you’ve got the beach, 
museums, history—what don’t 
you have? And we have some 
mighty fine restaurants here 
with more coming every day. 
And that’s really exciting.
HRM: Do you have time for 
hobbies or to relax?
SL: I have a house down in the 
Outer Banks, but I don’t get 
to spend nearly enough time 
there. I’ve often been asked 
why I don’t open a restau-
rant down there, but I’m not 
going to work where I play. 
[Laughs]. nHRM

A Full Plate
STEVE LEWIS KEEPS BUSY RUNNING  

SIX SUCCESSFUL RESTAURANTS
By Barrett Baker

Originally from Narrows, Virginia (located about 
30 miles west of Blacksburg), Steve Lewis found 
his way to Hampton Roads via a series of career 
moves that have shaped his destiny as a highly 
sought-after restaurant consultant and owner.

In addition to owning both Schlesinger’s in the Port Warwick 
area of Newport News and Opus 9 in Williamsburg’s New Town, 
Lewis also owns Hondo’s Prime and Bottom’s Up Pizza in 
Richmond, plus two Toby’s Dinner Theatres in Maryland— 
one in Columbia and one in Baltimore.

To ensure his management team at each restaurant has 
everything it needs to provide the very best food and service to 
the patrons it serves, Lewis travels frequently to each location, 
holding no fewer than four staff meetings on Mondays alone. In 
the process, he logs about 60,000–70,000 miles a year in his car, 
using his commute time to strategize and plan for whatever the 
future may hold.
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