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		HUGH ACHESON: FRIEND, CHEF, COMMUNITY TREASURE

		Three decades ago, when I was considering moving to Athens to attend the University of Georgia Law School, I was talking through the pros and cons of the town with a young Atlanta lawyer who had just finished school there. For no apparent reason, he told me, “Bertis, one thing you do need to know about Athens—it’s a gastronomic wasteland.” He went on to say that as a college town, Athens had its fair share of acceptable burger, pizza, and burrito joints, but if one was looking for a good meal, it was not to be found in Athens.

		How times change. Due in large part to Hugh Acheson and his distinctive and eclectic take on modern regional cooking, Athens has become a mecca for food lovers. Even ten years ago, when Hugh had the notion to open Five and Ten, there were no organic farms or sustainable agriculture concerns in our little town, and maybe one restaurant that could have survived in a city like Atlanta. And we still don’t have a Whole Foods; we’re only 150,000 people, and lots of those are college kids without much interest beyond the basics of the aforementioned college town cuisine. But Hugh, much to our delight, has led a culinary and cultural shift in Athens—centered at his flagship Five and Ten, and extended to The National, Gosford Wine, and Empire State South.

		I remember my first meal at Five and Ten, on opening night in March 2000. Michael Stipe and I were both in town, happy to get the invitation to this spot we had been hearing about, and so we went expecting your basic finger food/cocktail party sort of function. But man were we wrong … full-on dinner, amazing tastes, and the dishes just kept coming. The restaurant was packed and we giddily looked around the room, repeatedly exclaiming, “Can you believe we’re in Athens?” By 2002, Hugh was on the cover of Food & Wine as one of their Best New Chefs in America. Those of us in Athens were proud as hell of Hugh and his business; we already knew it was good from the start, but to see such acclaim from afar felt exceptional for the whole town. There he was in Food & Wine—chefs from New York, Seattle, Boston … and Athens, Georgia! The James Beard nominations started coming in a few years later and then Restaurant of the Year for Atlanta (Athens is not in Atlanta) by the Atlanta Journal Constitution. In 2007, Hugh’s second restaurant, the National, opened and it was different in taste but similar in character: a warm, cozy, and stylish neighborhood restaurant where one can always find a great meal and a nice glass of wine. At both Five and Ten and the National, you always feel a real sense of community with those who are dining and those who are working. This sense of community is further heightened by the fact that many can walk home from both places, which is good.

		Hugh’s menus, like his restaurants and this cookbook, are a lot like Hugh: ever-changing yet consistent, with nuances and surprising flourishes, intense yet laid back, simple yet serious, never stuffy or pretentious or fussy. All of Hugh’s creativity, from the bricks and mortar, textures, and lighting of the physical spaces themselves; to the words and images on his blog, on his menus, and in this book; to the main thing, the food itself, reflect his unique personality. If I had to point to one quality that sets Hugh apart and makes Hugh who he is, it is this: Hugh cares. He cares about his businesses, sure, the quality of the food and service and all of that. But he also cares about so much more—really cares. About politics, about his employees and their lives outside of work, about Athens and its many types of people, many of whom will never eat at any of his restaurants. He cares about the quality of our community’s schools, not just because his own children attend them, but because all kids, regardless of where they come from, deserve a quality education and a chance for a decent future. Hugh not only cares deeply about these things, he acts and lives and demonstrates that caring through his commitment every day.

		Hugh, although much younger than I am, has taught me and many others so much about the ever-growing sense of community in Athens. Not just the culinary community, the organic community, or any particular part of Athens. No, Hugh represents the concept that the whole community is important, and no one is a better example of giving back to our town than are Hugh and his restaurants. They steadfastly champion most everything good and caring and giving in Athens, from our public schools to sustainability and environmental concerns to critical social services agencies. Five and Ten for sure, but the National and Gosford too, and now Empire State South in Atlanta, but especially Hugh as a person; all of them embody and embrace the vital strands of this essential fabric of our town. And that is very good. We are no longer a culinary backwater, and we all have much to thank Hugh Acheson for: his food, his restaurants, and his presence.

		Not long ago, I was somewhere in a small city in Italy, having a wonderful meal in a special and memorable restaurant, being served by waiters who had been with the chef-owner for several decades. And it hit me: Hugh is still so young. His best work is still ahead of him. Only ten years in, with who knows what is to come, Hugh Acheson is already doing great work that will only get better from here. Sitting there in Italy, I could picture myself, years from now, back home at Five and Ten, with lots of the same crew from the earliest days enjoying another tremendous meal. It was a pleasant and reassuring little epiphany. May it only come to pass. And whether you are one of the regulars like me, lucky enough to eat at Hugh’s places, just down the street, all the time, or if you have yet to make it to Athens, you are in for a treat as you experience this volume celebrating Hugh’s first decade. But be sure to leave time for a walk after dinner.

		BERTIS DOWNS
MANAGER OF R.E.M.
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			To me this is a happily strange situation. I have lived in the South three different times in my life; the third began in 2000 with the opening of Five and Ten in Athens, Georgia, and is still in full force. I have fallen hard for the place—for fried chicken; the railway trestles; the panoply of music, folk art, and front-porch living; and, most important, for the agrarian landscape. Agriculture has played a dominant role in Georgia for more than two and a half centuries, and it remains the most important sector of the economy today. None of my restaurants would exist without tomatoes from Woodland Gardens, eggs from Jan at Hope Springs Farm, or grits from Mills Farm.

			When I was first living in Atlanta, my life as an eleven-year-old didn’t really include a complete interpretation of place, but I do remember some specific Southern things entering into the fold: my step-grandmother’s fried okra, my stepfather’s collards, the teenage murmurs around the local pool about a great band from Athens (R.E.M.), the dogwood trees on my walk to school, the neighbors’ calming drawl, Apalachicola oysters from the Gulf, and the Varsity, Atlanta’s famous drive-in.

			My education in food and Southern culture continued when at age thirteen I moved with my mother and stepfather from Atlanta to Clemson, a small college town in the South Carolina Piedmont: from barbecue at the Esso Club to my mother’s chicken piccata and tomato aspic (straight from the pages of Gourmet and Bon Appétit), to hanging out at Subway, watching the punk-rock guys make Subway clubs while listening to Hüsker Dü. Sometimes they would give me the privilege of slicing the sandwich meats in the back room, a prelude to my later job in Ottawa’s Cantor’s Deli, where I left a small piece of the tip of my finger thanks to a state-of-the-art slicer. On home football game Saturdays, I roamed Death Valley’s parking lots, painting orange tiger paws on fans’ cheeks for donations. This was probably the first sign of my entrepreneurial spirit, and my introduction to college football and tailgating in the South. Clemson also had Mary, who would later become my wife and the inspiration behind such Five and Ten staples as Frogmore Stew and boiled peanuts.

			After two years in Clemson, I returned to Ottawa and finished high school while living at my dad’s, where canned wax beans and fish sticks were cherished for their simplicity and, no doubt, their convenience. My father did, and still does, have a great fondness, passed on to me, for good bread, Caesar salad, and oranges. I continued on my self-guided course of gastronomic enlightenment through high school, cooking at delis and restaurants. I then enrolled in Concordia University in Montreal, where I quickly realized that my backup plan of having a skilled trade was about to come in handy: I could cook, and that would pay the rent on a small apartment. I began to grow weary of political philosophy, my intended major, and cooking had my full attention. At nineteen, I dropped out of school and went to work in restaurants full-time.

			Meanwhile, Mary and I reconnected, struck up a long-distance relationship, and moved together to Ottawa after she finished her undergraduate degree at Indiana University in 1994. There I landed a job at Café Henry Burger under Robert Bourassa and then at Maplelawn Café under Rob MacDonald, two classically trained chefs who profoundly influenced me, a guy with a monobrow, a chip on his shoulder, and an impatient wit. They taught me the fundamentals of French technique, which forms the foundational blocks of everything I cook today. Two years later, in 1996, Mary and I were married in Charleston, South Carolina, on our way from Canada to her native Athens, where she would pursue a graduate degree at the University of Georgia.

			When we arrived in Athens, I got a job running a kitchen at a local restaurant and tried to soak up everything I could about Southern culture. It was a pretty bright time, with the Olympics in Atlanta and the economy purring. I was the young, trained chef in a small town, trying to find local ingredients, from goat cheese to grits to eggs and meats. The South, like the rest of the United States, was still in the grip of convenience, prepackaged, and fast food, which resulted in a homogenization of daily meals. All along, the sorghum maker, the grit grinder, the tomato farmer, and the country-ham guy were in our own backyards, and I was determined to make people aware of that again. The timing was just right: a new national fascination with regional foods was especially taking hold in the South.

			I was in love with Athens but felt like I needed more training, so Mary and I moved in 1998 to San Francisco, where I worked at the restaurants Mecca and Gary Danko. When we returned to Athens two years later to open Five and Ten, I found myself in a unique position. I had a lot of classic technique in my repertoire and had ultra-credible experience in great restaurants. And while my Southern friends and family had their mothers’ recipes to preserve and pass down, I had a relatively blank slate to interpret Southern food my way: to take a fresh approach and turn the traditions on their heads a little bit.

			Not everything on the menu in my restaurants is Southern. Five and Ten incorporates a vast mix of cuisines but always with a Southern stamp: French sauces blanket Southern braises; Greek flavors season coastal mahimahi; grits pair with osso buco. At the National, a Mediterranean restaurant in downtown Athens I opened in 2007, the cuisines of Spain and northern Africa inform chef Peter Dale’s menu, but it too has a Southern accent. At Gosford, my Athens wine store, we sell Reed’s Rocket Nutcrackers from southeast Georgia and cheeses from Sweet Grass Dairy in south Georgia alongside hand-picked wines from across the globe. Empire State South, the newest restaurant, in Atlanta, is a meat-and-three with the same attention to purveying and localism that marks everything I do.

			Southern food presents a special challenge for me: to interpret its nuances, always with respect for the traditions, the land, and the history that fostered it. So this is the food I cook in the South. It is the food born from my time here. The recipes are also a map of how I like to eat: Vegetables take a very prominent role, salads and soups abound, sides are prized, and fish and meats are on the simple side.

			Simple can be difficult, so we have to pay attention. Let’s season right and judiciously use a pinch of salt here and a drizzle of olive oil there. Know that salt is not a spice, rather it is a palate opener. It pulls out sugar and moisture in food to make the food taste better. It does the same to your palate but if you use too much you can’t fix it and have to start again. Should this happen, swear in a foreign language and calmly start over. At the end of the day it’s food and you need to enjoy it. If it’s a labor of love that you learn about every day, then you have figured out my secret: Food is a beautifully endless topic. Now, let’s make some collards.
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			I grew up with cocktails being a part of life. Hugh Stevens, my dear late grandfather, would drink an old-fashioned every evening after work, one with real fruit and real rye whiskey. My grandmother on the other side, Freda Acheson, would have a rum drink with her pepper jelly and cream cheese snacks at the end of the day. My mother has a scotch and soda on most evenings. To them, the cocktail is a generational demarking point of the day. It signals the time to relax and put up your heels on the ottoman.

			In the progressive artisan culture that is so prominent in food and beverage today, cocktails are often matched to the season and mood. They cool us in the summer and warm us in the winter. Cocktails need not have alcohol in them to be great and fitting libations. They just need to quench.

			Here is a small collection of my favorites, five with and three without alcohol.
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		The vanilla in this recipe cuts the acidity of the lemon, and the real vanilla specks make it an especially pretty drink.
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		MAKES 2 QUARTS; OR SERVES 8

		
			8 cups (2 quarts) cold water

			8 large lemons

			1 cup granulated sugar

			10 sprigs of fresh mint

			½ vanilla bean, scraped seeds and pod

			1 sprig of fresh rosemary

		

		Pour the water in a large pot over high heat and bring to a boil. While the water is coming to a boil, halve the lemons and juice them thoroughly. Place the juice and the juiced lemon halves in a large heat-proof nonreactive pot. Add the sugar, 2 sprigs of mint, the vanilla seeds and pod, and the rosemary.

		Pour the boiling water over the mixture. Stir carefully and let sit for 20 minutes. Stir well again and strain out the solids, then discard them and pour the lemonade into Mason jars or a large pitcher and keep refrigerated until people get thirsty.

		To serve, pour the lemonade over ice in tall glasses, garnish each with a mint leaf, and sit on a porch.
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		Watermelon Limeade
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		watermelon limeade

		Watermelons abound in Georgia. The only problem is fitting them in the fridge. This recipe can plow through half a watermelon pretty quickly, allowing the other half a little wiggle room in the fridge.

		I do have a fancy blender at work, but at home I have an Osterizer workhorse that is about twenty years old and works great.
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		SERVES 6

		
			½ cup fine turbinado sugar

			4 cups cubed watermelon flesh

			½ cup freshly squeezed lime juice (see Note)

			1 cup soda water

			6 slices of lime, for garnish

		

		Make a simple syrup by combining the sugar with 1 cup water in a small saucepan over low heat. Bring to a boil, reduce the heat, and simmer until the sugar is completely dissolved. Remove from the heat and let cool.

		Place the watermelon in a blender, making sure to tightly ram the cubes down so the blender can do its magic. Puree the watermelon into watermelon water. Pour it into a pitcher and add the lime juice. Add 3 tablespoons of the simple syrup and reserve the rest for another use.

		To serve, fill 6 pint glasses with ice and pour the watermelon limeade into each, up to an inch from the top. Top each glass with soda water and garnish with a slice of lime.
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		A-Team Waiter Sweet Tea
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		Tea in the South doesn’t arrive at the table hot. It isn’t something to mix with milk and honey. Please don’t flavor it with raspberry, or load it with açaí or other superfoods. Tea is sweet iced tea. Tea should not be so sweet as to strip tooth enamel. Tea is not made with green tea or anything fancy. It is simple caffeinated black tea with sugar and ice.

		The A-Team are my loyal, dedicated, skilled, and selfless waitstaff who have been with me for years. They are our front line of smiles and smarts. When they finally leave Five and Ten, Paul, Steve, Bob, Toni, and Joe will carry with them the ability to make great iced tea.

		This recipe can be doubled or tripled very easily. You will need two nice clean quart jars.
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		SERVES 4

		
			1 tablespoon loose black tea

			¾ cup granulated sugar

			8 leaves of fresh mint

			4 slices of lemon

		

		Pour 4 cups cold water into a kettle and bring to a boil. Add the black tea to one clean quart container and add the sugar to the other.

		When the water is boiling, pour 2 cups of it over the tea and 2 cups of it over the sugar. Gently stir the sugar and water to combine and then cover both quart containers. Let the tea steep for 10 minutes (a rather long time in the tea world, but it will be diluted with an equal amount of sugar water).

		Strain the steeped tea into the sugar water and let cool.

		Fill 4 tall glasses with ice and pour the tea into each glass. Garnish with 2 mint leaves and a slice of lemon.
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		Maker's Mark & Spicy Ginger Soda
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		This is a play on the classic spicy ginger ale and bourbon mix but with homemade ginger syrup. The simple way of making a syrup can be stretched into other cocktail and dessert applications as well. Maker’s is a solid bourbon, but Evan Williams, Bulleit, or Old Rip Van Winkle are other options. If you want a bourbon just for sipping, try Elijah Craig on the low end and a fifteen-year-old Pappy Van Winkle on the high end.
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		SERVES 2

		
			½ pound fresh ginger, peeled and finely grated

			1 cup fine turbinado sugar

			6 ounces Maker’s Mark (or other bourbon of your choice)

			4 slices of fresh ripe peach

			4 ounces soda water

		

		In a small saucepan, bring 1 cup water, the ginger, and the sugar to a boil. Turn off the heat and allow to steep and cool for 1 hour. Strain off the ginger pieces and reserve the syrup.

		Fill two 10-ounce highball glasses with ice to the top. In each glass, pour 3 ounces bourbon and 1 tablespoon ginger syrup, and stir. Add 2 slices of the peach and 2 ounces soda water to each glass. Stir gently and serve. The remaining ginger syrup will last for 2 weeks in the fridge.
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		Eggnog with Bourbon
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		eggnog with bourbon

		Eggnog, the custard drink of the holidays, is easy to make. Traditionally made with rum and brandy, this distinctively Southern recipe is served with bourbon instead.
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		MAKES 3 QUARTS; OR SERVES 10 TO 12

		
			4 cups whole milk

			1 cup granulated sugar

			2 vanilla beans, split and scraped

			Pinch of salt

			8 eggs, separated

			1½ cups Maker’s Mark bourbon

			½ cup light rum

			1 cup heavy whipping cream

			Freshly grated nutmeg

		

		In a large saucepan, combine the milk, ¾ cup of the sugar, vanilla, and salt and cook over medium heat for 10 minutes, stirring occasionally.

		In a large bowl, whisk the egg yolks. Remove the milk mixture from the heat and slowly pour a small amount into the egg yolks to temper. Pour the remaining milk mixture into the yolks, stirring continually. Once the milk mixture and egg yolks are combined, pour the custard base into the saucepan and cook until the mixture coats the back of a wooden spoon, 10 to 12 minutes.

		Strain, cool, and add the bourbon and the rum.

		In a medium mixing bowl, whip the egg whites until stiff peaks begin to form. Set aside.

		In a separate bowl, whip the heavy cream and the remaining ¼ cup of sugar, then slowly fold the whipped heavy cream and the whites together; fold them into the eggnog.

		Ladle the nog into mugs or glasses and grate some nutmeg on top, before serving.
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		Fifteen years ago, Freixenet had a lock on the cava market, but in the last decade, distributors such as Olé Imports, Eric Solomon, Wines of Spain, and Jorge Ordoñez have begun pouring good, inexpensive bubblies. True Champagne is fine, too, but that’s kind of like having a single malt with Coke.
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		SERVES 8

		
			2 fresh peaches

			½ cup freshly squeezed orange juice

			1 bottle of cold cava (750 milliliters)

			8 fresh mint leaves, finely minced

		

		Prepare an ice bath by filling a medium bowl half with water and half with ice. In a large pot, bring 2 quarts water to a vigorous boil. Carve a small, shallow “X” in the non-stem end of the peaches and carefully lower them into the boiling water. Cook for 45 seconds and remove the peaches to the ice bath.

		When cool enough to handle, pull away the loosened skin of the peaches. Remove each peach pit and place the flesh in a blender with the orange juice. Puree until smooth. Evenly distribute the peach puree among 8 champagne flutes. Fill the flutes with cava and garnish with the mint.
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		Heirloom Bloody Marys
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		This is a traditional Bloody Mary except that I peel and seed the tomatoes, season them with sea salt, and puree them with a dash of lemon juice. Garnishing with pickled okra, dill pickle, and a pickled jalapeño makes it even more special.
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		SERVES 4

		
			4 cups Tomato Juice

			½ teaspoon Worcestershire sauce

			¼ teaspoon prepared horseradish

			½ cup dill pickle juice (use the liquid from the pickle jar)

			6 ounces vodka

			2 teaspoons Tabasco sauce

			4 dill pickle spears

			4 pickled jalapeño chiles, whole

			4 Pickled Okra

			Freshly ground black pepper

		

		Place the tomato juice in a large pitcher. Add the Worcestershire, horseradish, pickle juice, vodka, and Tabasco to the pitcher and stir. Pour the Bloody Marys into 4 pint glasses filled with ice. Garnish with the pickle spears, jalapeños, okra, and black pepper to taste. Drink away.
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			TOMATO JUICE

			MAKES 4 CUPS

			
				4 large Brandywine heirloom tomatoes (or any large heirloom variety)

				1 tablespoon freshly squeezed lemon juice

				½ teaspoon Maldon sea salt (see Box)

			

			Prepare an ice bath by filling a medium bowl half with water and half with ice. Bring 8 cups (2 quarts) water to a vigorous boil. Carve a small, shallow “X” on the bottom of each tomato without cutting too deeply into the flesh. Carefully lower the tomatoes into the boiling water. Cook for 1 minute and remove to the ice bath. When cool enough to handle, peel the skins off the tomatoes.

			Cut the tomatoes in half along their equators. Gently squeeze out most of the seeds (it’s okay if some remain). Place the tomato halves in a blender and puree for 30 seconds or until smooth. Add the lemon juice and salt. Taste and adjust lemon juice and salt if necessary.
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		Southern Pimm's Cup
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		Sometimes we just need to let loose. Don’t confuse letting loose with losing all your smarts. It’s actually just about relaxing, and that’s why we in the South have front porches. When it’s ten o’clock on Thursday night, still 94 degrees Fahrenheit outside, that’s when I want a Pimm’s Cup.

		Pimm’s No. 1, a British, gin-based aperitif liquor, has a light and airy, thirst-quenching character. Using Blenheim spicy ginger ale, which is made in Hamer, South Carolina, gives this version a Southern kick.
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		SERVES 2

		
			10 thin slices of cucumber

			2 strawberries, hulled and cut in thin rounds

			4 fresh mint leaves, torn into small pieces

			4 slices of lemon

			6 ounces Pimm’s No. 1

			4 ounces lemonade or if store-bought, go with Simply Lemonade

			4 ounces spicy ginger ale (like Blenheim)

		

		Fill two pint glasses with ice, then evenly divide the cucumbers, strawberries, and mint between the two glasses. Squeeze the lemon slices into the glasses and add the Pimm’s, lemonade, and ginger ale. Stir well and serve.
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			I love it when a Five and Ten regular brings in a group of first-timers and orders marinated anchovies with grapefruit and pepper, telling his guests, “You have to try these. They sound weird but they’re soooo good.” Snackies are foods that satiate us so we don’t fill up on bread. They match well with bubbles and martinis, gimlets and Chablis. Snackies, together with put-ups, are the foods to lay out at the beginning of a lavish meal. Or they can make up what we call at home a “summer supper,” when everything is pulled from the fridge to create a simple dinner—cut vegetables, pickles, pimiento cheese, hummus, cured meats, deviled eggs, and cheeses.
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		Country Ham with Chilied Mango
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		When Allan Benton of Madisonville, Tennessee, talks about ham, we all swoon. Allan is a revered curer and smoker of country hams who, like a small handful of fellow American producers, has borrowed a trick or two from the wonders of Italian prosciutto production. Benton’s, La Quercia, Colonel Bill Newsom’s, Meacham’s, and Broadbent’s are all examples of country hams that we are eating “raw” and with great zeal. It used to be that all country hams were smoked and cooked, even after curing, as opposed to prosciutto and Serrano hams, which are served simply cured. Order an NSCH (new-school country ham!) whole for the holidays, or, like me, every Monday. They all have their differences, some being saltier, some smokier, and some more aged and nuanced.

		Artisanal charcuterie continues to be a major part of Southern foodways. This particular combination is sweet and spicy and makes for a lovely start with Champagne or prosecco.
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		SERVES 6

		
			½ pound boneless country ham, thinly sliced

			1 ripe mango, peeled, pitted, and diced

			½ teaspoon freshly ground red pepper flakes

			12 leaves of fresh arugula

			1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil

		

		Arrange the country ham on a large platter. Place the mango in a small bowl and season with the red pepper flakes. Scatter the seasoned mango over the ham and arrange the arugula on top. Drizzle with olive oil and eat.
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			Several years ago, I called Allan Benton, of Benton’s Smoky Mountain Country Ham in Madisonville, Tennessee, to set up an account with him and get some ham. He knew my name and was happy I had called. The ham was delivered in its smoky, oil-stained box, the first of many such boxes that the restaurants would get over the next eight years. When the first shipment of aged hams was nearly exhausted I called again and Allan answered.

			“Allan, this is Hugh Acheson at Five and Ten in Athens.”

			“Now Hugh, we know each other now and you just have to say, ‘This is Hugh.’”

			I was a little taken aback, but it taught me something quickly about Southern community. I had already been accepted into Allan’s community, and formalities were no longer necessary. Such is life in the South.
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		Marinated Anchovies with Grapefruit & Pepper

		 

		[image: ]

		This is a very simple
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