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The AO-designed Sip and Sonder sits astride the Downtown Disney’s first food hall Parkside Market 

A local architectural firm is in the middle of the ongoing changes to one of Orange County’s 

most popular destinations—Downtown Disney. 

Orange-based AO has already completed two major projects—Parkside Market and Sip & 

Sonder. Both places were designed and built to provide guests with a casual dining experience. 

AO is also working on other Disneyland Resort projects that haven’t yet been disclosed. 

“When we started the project, they told us, ‘Our vision for this whole area is to be mid-century 

modern, and we want you guys to give us a design that embraces that style,’” Ruba Awad-

Moran, a partner at AO, told the Business Journal. 

https://www.ocbj.com/oc-homepage/ao-brings-new-look-to-downtown-disney/
https://www.aoarchitects.com/


Disneyland Resort, which includes two theme parks, Downtown Disney District and nearby 

hotels, is embarking on a multibillion redevelopment known as DisneylandForward. Over the 

next few decades, the 500-acre Disney-owned property will see new attractions, hotels and 

parking added as part of the project. 

AO, which stands for Architects Orange, is taking part in the redevelopment. It ranks No. 2 on 

the Business Journal’s annual list of architectural firms, reporting $74.6 million in OC billings for 

the year ended June 30 (see page 18). 

The New Style 

The retail district adjacent to Disneyland and Disney California Adventure is aiming for upscale 

dining by award-winning chefs, shopping and entertainment. 

Gone are brands such as Rainforest Café, AMC Theaters and the ESPN Zone. Earl of 

Sandwich has shuffled around a few times and is currently operating in the space once 

occupied by La Brea Bakery. Soon, that space will be razed to make room for Porto’s Bakery. A 

permanent location for Earl of Sandwich is under construction near Parkside Market. 

AO is on tap to design the long-anticipated Cuban bakery. 

New concepts entering Downtown Disney over the past year include Din Tai Fung, a Taiwanese 

restaurant chain known for its elevated soup dumplings and noodles. 

Michelin-honored chef, Carlos Gaytán, last year introduced three Mexican dining concepts: 

Paseo, upscale dining with a focus on authentic Mexican cuisine, Céntrico, an outdoor bar and 

restaurant with high-end Mexican small plates and tequila-based cocktails, and Tiendita, a 

quick-service spot with kiosk ordering serving street-food staples. 

Full-service steakhouse Arthur & Sons Steak and Bourbon and quick-service eatery Pearl’s 

Roadside BBQ, both led by Michelin-honored chef Joe Isidori, will fill in the space left by Tortilla 

Jo’s. Opening dates for these restaurants haven’t yet been announced. 

The Parkside 

AO has previously worked at Downtown Disney, including designing the flagship Starbucks in 

2014. 

It is one of 1,700 Starbucks locations nationwide that AO has designed. 

Parkside, a dining hall and bar, and Sip & Sonder, a walk-up coffee shop, opened earlier this 

year. They are both located near the Disneyland monorail stop, allowing visitors to access the 

dining hall and coffee shop from the flagship theme park. 

The two-level building features GG’s Chicken Shop, a sandwich restaurant founded by Michelin-

honored chef Lee Wolen, and Seoul Sister, a Korean inspired eatery serving bibimbap, on the 

ground floor. 

A staircase leads visitors to a second-level bar called Vista, where diners can order food from 

the ground level restaurants or specialized drinks from the bar. 



A balcony on one side of Parkside Market overlooks an open space that features the Downtown 

Disney Live Stage. Guests can take in any of the live shows taking place on the stage. 

Sip & Sonder, a coffee shop founded by Amanda-Jane Thomas and Shanita Nicholas, is 

located outside the dining hall. 

Mid-Century California 

AO was specifically instructed to design the structure with California’s Mid-Century Modern 

architecture, a movement founded by developer Joseph Eichler and advanced by architects or 

designers such as Frank Lloyd Wright. 

Home design group Lumens describes California Mid-Century as architecture that emerged 

shortly after World War II and combined “modern design, Scandinavian minimalism and the 

bohemian spirit.” 

“Rooted in California’s cultural and creative ethos, the style emphasizes simplicity, functionality 

and a harmonious connection with nature,” according to the Lumens website. 

Awad-Moran, who gave the Business Journal a tour of Parkside Market earlier this year, said 

Walt Disney Co.’s engineering team instructed AO to embrace the mid-center modern 

architectural style when designing the new structures on the westside of Downtown Disney, 

where the former AMC Theaters existed before it was demolished. 

“All of the designs for the buildings try to showcase the origins of the mid-century style that 

started in California,” she told the Business Journal. 

Beyond Downtown Disney 

Downtown Disney is just one portion of the portfolio of AO, founded in 1974 by Chief Executive 

and Managing Partner Jack Selman. 

Other Orange County projects on AO’s docket are The Village at Laguna Hills in Laguna Hills, 

The Row at Red Hill in Santa Ana, Colonnade at The Market Place in Irvine, Kanyon at Brea in 

Brea and Porto’s Bakery in Anaheim. 

AO is also the design team for Legends Tower, a 1,907-foot skyscraper proposed to be built in 

Oklahoma City. If completed, the building may become the country’s tallest building. 

Construction has yet to begin on the tower, which has faced an enormous amount of skepticism 

because of that city’s relatively small population and location in “Tornado Alley.” 
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