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The Piedmont Review

ATLANTA’S TOP WOMEN CHEFS (Excerpts)

Author:    Anneliese Doyle, The Piedmont Review   Date: September 2005
· Anne S. Quatrano, Chef and Co-owner at Bacchanalia, Star Provisions, Provisions to Go, Quinones at Bacchanalia, and Floataway Café 

1198 Howell Mill Road, 404-365-0410, www.starprovisions.com

“Bacchanalia has given so much and set an example for so many women,” says Karen Hilliard of the Georgia Grille.  

“I love Annie Quatrano, although our styles are obviously different,” says Lucero Martinez-Obregon of Zocalo.

Chef Carvel Grant Gould of Canoe says Bacchanalia is the most inspiring restaurant in the city, and Patti Roth of Eclipse di Sol looks to Floataway Café for culinary insight. With so many female chefs referring to Anne Quatrano and her Atlanta culinary ventures as their muse, her influence is evident.  

Quatrano, originally from Connecticut, graduated from the California Culinary Academy in 1987 and apprenticed with Judy Rodgers at Zuni Café in San Francisco, where she experienced the organic and local farming movements firsthand.   After several years in distinguished restaurants in New York City and Nantucket, she moved to Atlanta with partner Clifford Harrison to rejuvenate their family farm in Cartersville, GA in 1992.  

In 1993 they opened Bacchanalia in a Tudor-style cottage in Buckhead.  Within two years the couple was honored as part of Food and Wine magazine’s “10 Best New Chefs” and both won “Best Chef of the Southeast” by American Express in 2003.  The restaurant has been rated among the city’s best year after year by countless publications, both local and national.

The couple opened Floataway Café in 1998, and in 2000 Bacchanalia moved to Howell Mill Road, adding a new cook’s market, Star Provisions, which has aptly been called “Bacchanalia’s pantry” for the assortment of meats, cheeses, wines, bakery goods, and tabletop items it sells.  Recently, Provisions to Go has opened with a dine-in and take-out facility for panini, salads, and soups.  

All of her culinary ventures reflect the philosophy of “simplicity with subtle complexities.”  Produce from her farm is used in the restaurants and at Star Provisions, which helps her to achieve a seasonal approach to cooking and living.  “Using fresh, local ingredients means the menu is always changing,” says Quatrano.  

Her dedication to the organic farming movement and to promoting the advancement of women in the restaurant industry as a board member of Women Chefs and Restaurateurs have proved that she is much more than just an award-winning chef. She is an influential leader in her field, a keen businesswoman, and the bearer of honest, good food.  She is a busy lady indeed, but you just have to love a woman who makes being a gourmand seem a step away from kicking back on the farm.  

· Lucero Martinez-Obregon, Executive Chef and Co-owner of Zocalo

187 10th Street, 404-249-7576 and 123 E. Court Square, Decatur, 404-270-9450, www.zocalocreativemex.com

“You’re not going to believe this,” says chef Lucero Martinez-Obregon, “but I completely love what I do.  I like the restaurant volume, the stress, the adrenaline,” she says, laughing.  A native of Mexico City, she opened Zocalo on 10th Street in 1995 with her brothers.  She was studying graphic design at The Art Institute prior to opening Zocalo, working at restaurants while in school.  In time, she realized that her true passion was for cooking.

She couldn’t find any Mexican home cooking in Atlanta.  “Only Tex-Mex,” she says, and she wanted to bring authentic Mexican cuisine to the city.  “You have your finger foods and your quick fixes but there is also a lot of Mexican gourmet,” she explains.  

Martinez-Obregon has worked in legendary Atlanta kitchens such as Bice, Luna Si, Indigo and Partners, and Flying Biscuit, where she created the black bean love cakes (previously known as Lucero love cakes.)   She has also worked at La Valentina in Mexico City and takes much inspiration from the women chefs and restaurateurs in Mexico today.  

Martinez-Obregon learned to cook from her mother and recalls the opening weeks of the family-owned restaurant, when her mom and sister graciously helped out in the kitchen.  After many years in the industry, she knows that it’s tough to be a woman in a restaurant kitchen.  “As women, we tent to take things more personally and I had to just stop that and be tough,” she says.

Zocalo’s menu is mostly influenced by Central Mexican cuisine, with some Yucatan dishes.  There are also some of Martinez-Obregon’s creations, such as Molcajete Carmelita, named for her grandmother.  This skirt steak and tomatillo dish is served in a warmed molcajete, a Mexican mortar bowl made of volcanic rock.   With two locations, a selection of over 100 tequilas, potent house margaritas, and an authentic Mexican menu at Zocalo, we’re thrilled that Martinez-Obregon decided to share her own home cooking with Atlanta.

· Melissa Fedorko, Chef de Cuisine at piebar 

2160 Monroe Drive, 404-815-1605, www.piebar.com

Piebar owners were looking for an upbeat, energetic, and sophisticated chef to lead the kitchen at one of Midtown’s newest restaurants.  Melissa Fedorko fit the bill.  Fedorko has worked at La Tavola Trattoria in Virginia Highlands, The Cloister resort in St. Simons Island, and The Grove Park Inn in Ashville, NC.  It turns out that piebar brings her career full circle because Fedorko’s first cooking job, before culinary school in Pennsylvania, was at a pizza joint during high school.  

Fedorko has always cooked - at home, baking pizzas, working at high-volume, five star resorts, and cooking at great neighborhood restaurants.  She uses the best quality, in-season ingredients and keeps to basic, simple, clean flavors.  “This time of year, heirloom tomatoes shouldn’t need a lot of work,” she says.  “I don’t fuss with them a lot.”  

Her style shines at piebar, where “sun food” rules the menu with Mediterranean influenced dishes.  The menu offers old classics and some modern twists.   The build-your-own charcuterie plates and micro plates are as fun to order as they sound.  Piebar’s thin crust pizzas range from the traditional to the adventurous.  Basic smoked mozzarella and white pizzas are on the menu, but so are escargot pizza, shrimp and grits pizza, and a rabbit pizza with mole sauce.  

“It’s the coolest building,” says Fedorko.  The head-turning circular building on Monroe Drive was originally built in 1962 to house the first Trust Company Bank, and piebar has played up the building’s charm and eccentricities.  The wood-burning pizza ovens have replaced the bank vault and the teller drive through is now used for ‘to go’ orders.

 “We’re thinking outside the box at piebar,” says Melissa Fedorko, Chef de Cuisine at the Midtown restaurant that just opened in July.   Whether she’s referring to a pizza box or safe-deposit box, we can’t say for sure.  Either way, we know that Fedorko is right at home.  She says, “Being a chef is hot, it’s greasy, it’s messy.  And I love what I do!”

The Piedmont Review
LOCAL PERSONALITY:  MARTIN SPROCK, AN EMPIRE OF LOVE

Author:    Anneliese Doyle, The Piedmont Review   Date: March 2005
As runner up for this year’s Ernst & Young Entrepreneur of the Year award and one of Catalyst Magazine’s Top 50 Entrepreneurs, Martin Sprock ponders the flattering accolades and chuckles.  “They should have given me the bravery award,” he says.  

His Atlanta-based company Raving Brands boasts a portfolio of 7 restaurant brands, including Moe’s Southwest Grill, Planet Smoothie, Mama Fu’s Asian House, and Doc Green’s Gourmet Salads.  Collectively, the company anticipates selling over 1,000 franchises by the close of this year, less than a decade after Sprock began the first brand, Planet Smoothie, in 1995.  

Sprock, age 38, is boisterous and tenacious in equal measures, which is evident in the supersonic pace by which his brands have developed.  In 2000, he created Moe’s, a “fresh Mex” concept that is sweeping the fast-casual dining market.  Although competitors Chipotle, Baja Fresh, and Qdoba Mexican Grill are fierce (owned respectively by McDonald’s Corp., Wendy’s Intl., and Jack in the Box Inc.), Moe’s has reigned supreme, ranking as one of Entrepreneur Magazine’s  100 Fastest Growing Franchises of this year.  

With 185 stores open and an additional 750 franchises signed nationwide, Moe’s is Raving Brand’s flagship brand.  Mama Fu’s, which features Pan-Asian cuisine, was founded only three years later in 2003, with 15 stores now open.  The first Doc Green’s, a gourmet salad restaurant, is scheduled to open in Atlanta at 782 Ponce De Leon Avenue in early 2005.  

“Life’s a rollercoaster, and we’re on our way up right now,” he says, revealing a hint of modesty behind the chutzpah that’s shaped his career.    

Sprock’s multidimensional concept is the key to Raving Brands.  Fast-casual is his niche restaurant market, which fills the void between the fast food drive-ins and the large restaurant chains with wait staff and higher menu prices.  He caters to the health conscious, educated, hip crowd with a focus on value.  

It’s his “better tunes, better staff” motto that sets the tone for each brand.  Moe’s menu items like the Homewrecker burrito, Joey Bag of Donuts burrito, and The Full Monty tacos give customers a good laugh while listening to Elvis and the Grateful Dead.    Planet Smoothie sells the Spazz and Berry Bada Bing as energy smoothies, and 2 Piece Bikini is a weight loss smoothie.   At Mama Fu’s customers can “sumo size it.”  Sprock says his hip employees help come up with the names.  “We all laugh and that’s what we’re after.” 

A successful franchise model is what has earned the attention of the business world.  He concentrates on avoiding the factory worker culture and nickel-and-dimed franchisees that pervade the food industry.  Where other franchise brands may leave things like the music selection to middle management, this is one of Sprock’s favorite details. 

Sprock holds a B.A. in Political Science from UNC Chapel Hill and confesses to a period in his life when he quit and was fired from more jobs than most can imagine.    He says, “All the things I didn’t like, I’d never do [at Raving Brands.]”  Before Planet Smoothie, Sprock founded Clarence Foster’s, a local bar/restaurant and he worked in real estate development with Carter & Associates.  At first, the bar business truly appealed to him, yet with time he felt the need to find “something simpler” in life.  So is the irony of Raving Brands and Sprock’s entrepreneur spirit. 

He believes learned that a considerate, attentive work environment begins with the corporation, a sentiment offered to his franchises and employees, which then translates to the customer.  He attributes his energetic business sense to his mother and his integrity to his father.  Folks like Bill Swearingen at Clarence Foster have taught him what may have been the toughest lesson:  how to survive in the restaurant business.

Attaining the level of success that Sprock has is tough, but learning to step back from it all is even more difficult.  He never gets to the office before 9 am, limits business dinners, and takes business calls in a cubicle in the back of Mama Fu’s.  By surrounding himself with great business partners, Sprock has been able to spend more time at home with his wife and 2 young children.  His kids especially love the big wok fire and the chopsticks at Mama Fu’s, proving that the Raving Brands’ concepts are as exciting as they hope to be.  

In his own words, Sprock couldn’t be more “flipped out” about the opening of Doc Green’s and two new brands not yet released to the public. With regard to his string of successes, he jokes that he may not be able to properly spell entrepreneur, and reveals far-off dreams of becoming a rock star.   Do we even need to ask how Raving Brands got its namesake?

For more information visit Raving Brands online at www.ravingbrands.com. 
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LOCAL PERSONALITY:  CHEF MARVIN WOODS, SLIDES INTO HOME
Author:    Anneliese Doyle, The Piedmont Review   Date: April 2005   

As a child, celebrity chef Marvin Woods woke up to an unusual breakfast while visiting a relative in North Carolina:  pork chops, eggs, grits, and sweet tea.  “That was one of the biggest eye-openers, really an enlightening meal for me,” says Woods, who was raised by Southern parents in Howell, New Jersey.  
Trying new foods while visiting family in the South was just the beginning of a lifelong exploration into food – cooking, tasting, and learning about the cultures from which cuisines are born.  Today Woods hosts Turner South’s Home Plate cooking show, sharing his expertise in Southern cuisine with audiences throughout the region.   This half-hour, do it yourself show covers the vast range of traditional Southern cooking, from Cajun and low-country to barbecue and buttermilk biscuits.  Audiences get the history and the recipes, with a fresh, healthy twist for modern palates.

Each episode is based on a tasty theme, such as Birmingham Brunch, Skillet Suppers, and Down on the Bayou.  Episodes like Buckhead Bash feature menus good enough for company with reliable recipes for sweet potato soup with rum cream, crispy duck breasts with port cherry reduction, wild rice pancakes, and fresh apple poundcake.
The show is filmed at Atlanta’s Insperience Studio, so Woods’ playground is a dream kitchen with beautiful cherry wood cabinets, richly painted red walls, and top of the line Kitchen Aid and Whirlpool appliances.  

Woods’ signature uniform, a well-pressed dress shirt with a brightly patterned headscarf, complements the kitchen’s splendor.  The Home Plate staff makes sure that everything comes together – the kitchen lighting, Woods’ coordinated outfit, the trimmed green beans, the shucked corn, and the hot grill for the barbecued shrimp.    

A team of about 35 staff Home Plate during taping is headed by producer Virginia Willis, executive producer Mike Thomas, and production manager Thelma Spight-Paschal.  Their support is key because there’s so much more to hosting than just being a chef.  It’s about presenting to a certain camera at the right moment, changing gears every thirty seconds without breaking a sweat, and keeping the energy level on high.  

For Woods, it’s also about “Droppin’ Knowledge.”  This slogan is the catch-phrase at Home Plate, where Woods teaches, or drops knowledge, about beer batter, kielbasa (smoked sausage), roux, celery salt, and all things Southern.   

Woods admits to dabbling in acting classes while working in restaurants earlier in his career, feeling pulled between the stage and the kitchen. These days he has the best of both worlds.   “It’s hard to remember that he’s fairly new to food television because he’s so good,” comments Home Plate producer Virginia Willis.  

Willis and Woods coauthored Home Plate Cooking: Everyday Southern Cuisine with a Fresh Twist, a new cookbook released in 2004.  The book revisits Southern classics like Cajun catfish tenders, new Southern chicken and dumplings, stovetop low-country boil, kale with bacon, and Mississippi mud cake.  

The New Low-Country Cooking (2000), Woods’ first cookbook, earned him national acclaim for his expertise in low-country cuisine, the cookery of the 80 mile area encompassing Charleston and Savannah.  His appreciation for the importance of African-American heritage in the Southern kitchen is highlighted throughout the pages, among recipes such as bourbon-soaked pork chops, five-greens rice, and praline bread pudding.   
As a child Woods was fascinated by the culinary arts, making pizzas and cheesecakes from scratch for his family, and enrolling in Home Economics at his high school to learn as much as he could.  Once he realized that he could turn his passion into a profession, he applied to the Academy of Culinary Arts and began right after high school, graduating in 1984.  
Woods, 41, has worked in restaurants and resorts around the world, from New York City to London to Miami, in famed kitchens such as The Sea Grill, Trump Plaza, and Windows on the World in Manhattan.  His training in Southern Cuisine really took off when he began working at Café Beulah in New York City.  He began to explore the history behind the cuisine, broadening his background in classic European cooking.

“It is about my culture and my food,” explains Woods.  His style of Southern cuisine, found on Home Plate and at his namesake restaurant in Miami, M Woods, is approachable and relaxed.  He calls it New American cuisine, defined as food with an underlying African influence, whether it be Caribbean, Southern American, South American.
Sharing his love for honest, home cooking, he tells the Home Plate audience, “Make the recipe your own.”  He certainly means it.  Recipes are simple and straightforward, yet what really gets us cooking is that the food reminds us of family barbeques, grandma’s desserts, and day-long summer picnics.  Watch for the upcoming launch of Woods’ spice products to really bring these flavors to your table at home. 
Visit www.turnersouth.com for more on Home Plate and Marvin Woods.  
