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Te Apiary reimagines the art of event planning
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Cooper Vaughan minds the minutiae. As the mastermind and proprietor 

of Te Apiary, a unique top-shelf catering and event space operated out of a 

former industrial site on Jeferson Street, it’s not unusual to fnd him adjusting 

a painting gone slightly askew in the winter room or plucking a less-than-

pristine leaf from the foliage growing up and over the brick walls that enclose 

the manicured garden.
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A soft-spoken graduate of Transylvania University and Le Cordon Bleu 

in London, Cooper cites his experience as a chef at the lauded Blackberry 

Farm in Walland, Tennessee (where he also met his wife) for helping to sow 

the seeds for his ambitious venture. “What Blackberry Farm does so well is 

providing outstanding service, celebrating culinary craft and really highlighting 

a farmstead feel. I wanted to create something similar to that in an urban 

setting,” he explained. Cooper worked with his parents Neal and Derek 

Vaughan to go beyond simply spotlighting culinary acumen by assembling a 

team of the local who’s who in architecture, garden and interior design in an 

efort to showcase craft in all forms. Collaborators included architect Brent 

Bruner of EOP Architecture, contractor Greg Martelli, garden designer Jon 

Carloftis and interior designer Matthew Carter. 

With the exception of one brick wall that remains from the former Star 

Light & Magic building that was gutted by fire 2008, everything else was 

constructed in the last three years. Detailed craftsmanship utilizing reclaimed 

and repurposed brick, stone and wood, French limestone, leaded glass in 

transom windows, foxed mirrors and antique doors belie the building’s 

newness. A quick stroll through the grounds and interiors sets the mind abuzz 

pondering the possibilities; I found myself wanting to throw a party here 

simply to luxuriate in the environs.
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A tall brick wall partially surrounds the perimeter of the property. Forged 

iron “branches” custom fabricated by Maynard Studio provide passersby on the 

street with a hint of what lies beyond the garden gates. “Tose guys are incredible,” 

remarked Cooper when speaking of the artisans at Maynard. Raised planting 

beds with pyramid obelisk supply some produce, herbs and edible garnish for the 

catering operation and are maintained in partnership with Seedleaf, a non-proft 

organization that tends 16 community gardens in an efort to improve access 

to healthy food among all sectors of the populace. A 10,000-gallon grey water 

cistern provides drip-fed irrigation throughout the garden.

The guest arrival experience begins by entering a secret walled garden 

positioned in front of the main entrance and defned by a pair of identical 

antique European stone water fountains at either end. Moving through the 

black-and-white tiled vestibule, one passes underneath a transom window 

etched with Te Apiary logo and into a reception area with a bar fashioned 

from foxed mirror panels. Large steel double French doors with transoms 

provide a peek into the pristine commercial kitchen. Te frst part of the now 

15,500-square-foot complex to be completed, the kitchen’s island is ideal for 

hosting small chef ’s table-style events for up to 12 guests.
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Designed to emulate a comfortable living room in a grand estate of a well-

traveled homeowner, seating in the 1,000-square-foot winter room is oriented 

around an indoor/outdoor two-sided freplace. Brick walls and warm, wide 

plank wood foors add to the cozy appeal. A grand natural coral chandelier 

illuminates the room, which has foor-to-ceiling window views of the garden 

on two sides; just outside the bayed window is a unique water feature with 

cascading greenery and a tree-lined allée that disguises the secret garden.

Able to amply seat 150, the soaring 2,000 square-foot orangery is capped by 

an enormous skylight and French doors topped by windows with antique 18-foot-

tall French shutters. True to purpose, branches of a lemon tree at the far end of 

the space sag under the weight of maturing fruit. A French limestone terrace that 

spans the back of the building is capable of accommodating a large tent. 

Lamentably, Cooper doesn’t spend much time cooking at present, 

preferring to focus on operations and working with on- and of-site catering 

clients to create one-of-a-kind experiences. “We are very client-driven,” 

explained Cooper, who added that their capabilities are not bound by region, 

but rather sensibilities. “We know what we do well and have a starting point 

with seasonally infuenced menus that we use to move on from there.” A top-

notch team of culinary professionals works hand-in-hand with Cooper to 

execute the customized itineraries.
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Afable Head Chef Tony Yalnazov hails from Bulgaria. He came to the 

United States via St. Louis through an exchange student program, went on to 

study public relations at Eastern Kentucky University and starting cooking as a 

part-time college job, going on to master cake decorating and catering services. 

In retrospect, he believes his success comes as a result of growing up around 

and understanding food and cooking. “I grew up in a family that prepared ‘real’ 

food. I started cooking around age 10 and thought that was just what everyone 

did,” he explained. Yalnazov’s passion for his craft is palpable. “If you love what 

you’re doing it’s easy to learn and get better,” he said.

Pastry Chef Susanna Henderson is a Lexington native who also grew up in a 

family with a penchant for cooking and entertaining. A graduate of the culinary 

program at Sullivan University, Henderson espouses the farm-to-table “Kentucky 

Proud” movement, expressing a great reverence for locally produced products.

Rounding out the executive kitchen staff is Chef de Cuisine Philip 

Cronin, who set his sights on a culinary career at an early age. A graduate 

of Sullivan University, prior to joining the team at Te Apiary, Cronin spent 

five years at Dudley’s and then worked with Chef Edward Lee when he 

opened Milkwood in Louisville.

Not one to rest on his laurels, Cooper is coy about specific plans for 

the future, preferring to keep the focus on mastering what they do best and 

maintaining the exclusivity of Te Apiary’s event space while they explore its 

potential. “Part of the charm is that we are a hidden jewel,” he remarked.  sl
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