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DRIVING 
DIXIELAND

Native Southerner Mark Johanson hops in the car to 
take a gastronomic tour of one of America’s 

most famed and diverse regions.

two epicurean epicenters: Charleston, South Carolina 
or New Orleans, Louisiana.

These Southern belles are among America’s most 
seductive cities, with clip-clopping carriage tours, 
bustling markets and historic quarters that dazzle like 
an architectural beauty pageant. However, the real 
attraction is the anything-but-delicate food, be it deep-
fried, pickled, plucked from the sea and eaten raw, or 
slaughtered and slow cooked until it melts off the bone.

As an American born and bred on the southern side 
of the Mason-Dixon Line, and as a recent Sydneysider 
who has lived abroad for the better part of the last 
decade, it’s the food from home that I’ve always missed. 
So, on a recent trip back to the Mother Country,  
I dedicated one solid week to gluttony. One solid week 
to explore the flavours of the American South.

 E ver heard of a beignet? How about 
perlou? Hushpuppies? Grits? Welcome 
to the peculiar culinary carnival that is 
the American South, where the deep 

fryer rules supreme and the ocean’s raw gifts are as 
inspiring as the barbecued bounty of the land. 

Across the Pacific, revamped “American comfort 
food” has become the mode du jour in hipster-
helmed kitchens from Brooklyn to San Francisco 
where chefs are drawing new inspiration from 
the region’s historic hodgepodge of Amerindian, 
European and West African flavours. Though these 
Big City eateries may be great – and many of them 
are – to truly experience the essence of this cuisine 
and the landscape that inspired it you need to book a 
ticket to the US Southeast, touching down in one of 
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CAROLINIANS MAY BE THE ONLY PEOPLE 
in the world who have caught on to the fact that 
the peanut is not actually a nut; it’s a legume. 
Armed with this knowledge, they boil their 
peanuts like beans and serve them straight out of 
a boiling cauldron at every gas station along US-
17 in the swampy swath of land known as the 
Lowcountry linking Charleston with Savannah, 
Georgia. You’ll find them next to the register and 
not far from the machine that spits out Slush 
Puppy ice drinks. 

When you purchase the soggy nuts, the cashier 
will invariably shoot you a smile, ask about 
your day, and call you honey, sweetie or darling. 
All of this unwarranted congeniality might be 
unsettling at first, but remember: Charm is a 
tool. Lollygagging is a lifestyle.

If Charleston is a prim and proper Southern 
belle ready for her Debutante ball, then 
Savannah two hours to the south is her sinful 
sister, equal in beauty but with little patience 
for pomp and circumstance. Savannah is quaint 
without being stodgy. Classically romantic 
without being antiquated. From achingly 
beautiful Southern Gothic cemeteries to the 
cobbled squares of old town, it’s a city that deals 
out death and romance in equal measure.

Disgraced celebrity chef Paula Deen – whose 
racist remarks made her a tabloid fixture of 2013 

CHARLESTON

NECESSITY HAS 
REQUIRED FOLKS IN 
THE SOUTH TO GROW 
THEIR OWN FOOD 
FOR A LONG TIME… 
THEY WERE AHEAD OF 
THE FARM-TO-TABLE 
CURVE BECAUSE THEY 
NEVER THOUGHT OF IT 
AS A TREND.

CHARLESTON  
to SAVANNAH

– is the face of Savannah cuisine. Don’t let that 
scare you. 

Deen may be known for her sugary deserts, 
high-fat dishes and affinity for buffet-style 
dining, but Southern food is not so easily 
pigeonholed. And to say it lacks sophistication 
would belie the mélange of flavours and 
techniques used to make comfort food so gosh 
darn comforting. 

“I think Southern food gets a bad rap in that 
it’s all high fat and deep-fried,” explains Mary 
Beth Lasseter, associate director of the Southern 
Foodways Alliance, a nonprofit that documents, 
studies and celebrates the diverse food cultures 
of the changing American South. 

“If you look at old southern food cookbooks, 
very few of those recipes are going to be fried,” 
she says. “Southern food is about fresh food, 
about farm to table food. I think it’s getting 
more attention lately because these things that 
have always been a part of southern food are in 
vogue right now.”

Necessity has required folks in the South 
to grow their own food for a long time. Most 
will tell you that they were way ahead of the 
farm-to-table curve simply because they never 
thought of it as a trend. That’s why the “earth to 
table” menu at Savannah’s Cha Bella doesn’t feel 

pretentious, but rather smart and practical. The 
ingredients are local, the products are seasonal 
and it shows in foods such as the pan-seared 
scallops with crispy leeks and bacon, or the 
braised pork belly with sweet potato purée and 
bacon jam. 

Another Savannah favourite is the Olde 
Pink House, where new southern cuisine like 
“Southern sushi” (smoked shrimp and grits 
rolled in coconut crusted Nori) and crispy 
scored flounder (with apricot shallot sauce, 
creamy grits and collard greens) is served up in 
an 18th Century mansion oozing with charm. 
If you can’t score a table for the night, sidle up 
to one of the bars for appetizers like fried green 

Above and top: Southern 
food posterboy Sean Brock 
of Charleston’s Husk and 
the restaurant’s facade. Left: 
King St, Charleston, is typical 
of the city’s charm. Middle:  
A traditional dish at Husk.
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MY FIRST STOP WAS A FAMILIAR ONE: 
Charleston. My mother was born here in 1945. 
Her younger sister arrived soon after and never 
left. Their cousins, also Charleston natives, built 
a minor empire canning Southern-style food for 
grocery store shelves across America. When you 
find yourself transplanted to a colder climate 
(as my mom eventually did) and need collard 
greens, diced rutabagas, or succotash in a can, 
Margaret Holmes has got you covered.

You can tell by the way locals like my Aunt 
Sally and her vegetable-canning cousins drag 
out the name – Chaaaarleston – that the pace of 
life here is anything but hectic. Lollygagging is 
a lifestyle choice, charm is a stronger tool than 
wits, and wooden rocking chairs get far more use 
than their computer-side counterparts.

This laissez-faire attitude is reflected in the 
food, too, much of which is cooked slowly with 
little interference from start to finish.

Chef Sean Brock has become the de facto 
face of Southern foods as the man who, perhaps 
more than anyone else, helped change the 
way the world thinks about this supposedly 
lowbrow cuisine. His restaurant Husk opened 
in 2010 within a refurbished late-19th-Century 
house in downtown Charleston – the historic 
nucleus of southern decadence – and has been a 
destination for food snobs across America ever 
since, epitomizing all of the “re” words ascribed 
to Southern food’s revival. 

Brock has one cardinal rule at Husk: “If it 
doesn’t come from the South, it’s not coming 
through the door.” The resulting cuisine ranges 
from deviled eggs with pickled okra and 
trout roe to cornmeal dusted Carolina catfish 
and shrimp and grits (a gritty maize-based 
porridge). Brock says this approach “is not about 
rediscovering Southern cooking, but exploring 
the reality of Southern food”.

Husk is just one of three James Beard award-
winning restaurants in town along with Hominy 
Grill, known for its Big Nasty (a biscuit with 

fried chicken breast, cheddar cheese and sausage 
gravy), and FIG (Food Is Good), known for its 
rotating menu of fresh, local products, with a 
strong focus on seafood.

When it comes to the local drink scene, 
Charleston is a bit of an oddball. Sure, beer and 
cocktails are par for the course. But so, too, is 
sherry. My grandmother drank a glass of sherry 
every afternoon up until the day she died. It was 
her guilty pleasure and I assumed at the time it 
was what everyone’s grandma drank.  

Sherry’s heyday may have come and gone 
elsewhere in the world, but Carolinians didn’t 
entirely lose their taste for the fortified wine. 
If anything, the sticky sweet drink is making 
a comeback at the moment after decades of 
decline, found on menus at Husk, Hominy Grill 
and FIG, as well as verandas across town.

Sherry is often spruced up with soda water 
and a sprig of mint and tossed over shredded 
ice in a highball glass in a variation on the mint 
julep, a bourbon-heavy cocktail that’s widely 
regarded as the most gentlemanly of Southern 
beverages. Another Charleston favourite is 
sweet tea-infused vodka from the local Firefly 
Distillery. Toss the vodka over iced lemonade 
and you’ve got yourself an adult “Arnold Palmer” 
perfect for an afternoon on one of Charleston’s 
20 championship golf courses.

Top: Boats on the 
Savannah River and 

the cityscape.   
Middle: Dockside 

Seafood in Savannah. 
Right: Horse and 

carriage on the streets 
of Savannah.
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tomatoes or blackened oysters on the half shell.
Savannah has a plethora of plazas plotted 

out like crosswise dominoes. Connect the 
dots heading north towards the waterfront to 
finish out the sultry evening on River Street, 
where a long row of former cotton warehouses 
has been converted into a multi-faceted 
entertainment district. It’s almost always happy 
hour somewhere in this puckish city, and you 
can legally drink as you stroll thanks to tourist-
friendly liquor laws that let every adult (21 years 
or older) have one open container.

YOU’LL KNOW 
YOU’VE LEFT 
GEORGIA WHEN 
THE SIGNS MORPH 
IN SHAPE FROM 
PEACHES TO PIGS.

CIT Y GUIDE
Use the free viewa app to 
scan this page and get your 
free Men’s Style City Guide  
to New Orleans.

SAVANNAH  
to MOBILE

MOBILE to  
NEW ORLEANS

YOU COULD EASILY ZOOM OVER TO 
Louisiana along featureless Interstate 10 and 
arrive in New Orleans in a little more than 
2 hours, but US-90 – which edges along the 
Mississippi Gulf Coast – makes for an exceedingly 
scenic four-hour drive. The final stretch skirts 
across Lake Pontchartrain into Bayou Sauvage 
National Wildlife Refuge and then spits you out 
into the heart of America’s most unusual city.

New Orleans is a place known for funky brass, 
moody blues and sweet soul, for Creole cooking 
and beat-throwing bonanzas. Nowhere does 
this cultural carnival march louder than in the 
bustling French Quarter, where tourists and locals 
mix to celebrate the simple joys of kicking back. 

The French Quarter stretches out along the 
snaking Mississippi River from Canal Street to 
Esplanade and finds its rhythm on Bourbon 
Street, one of the oldest roads in town. Not quite 
French, nor particularly North American, this 
grid of frenzied Big Easy streets is intoxicating 
in every sense, boasting catawampus colonial 
mansions with pocket-sized gardens and 
balconies brimming with revelers.

French Quarter bars are perhaps best known 
for a rum punch cocktail that’s aptly named the 
hurricane. It’s a drink often served in a takeaway 
cup to the kind of people you might find passed 
out on the street corner with a bag of beignets 
(deep-fried choux pastry) before happy hour 
rolls around. A classier option is the sazerac, a 
potent mix of cognac, absinthe, sugar and bitters 
for slow, deliberate drinking. A great place to sip 
on a sazerac and escape the hustle is Frenchmen 
Street, where the locals go to watch their jazz in 
the adjacent Faubourg Marigny neighborhood.

The live jazz music blaring out of Frenchmen 
Street bars, much like New Orleans’ cuisine, is 
complex, layered, and always feels one beat away 
from completely falling apart before everything 
collides back together again. 

“New Orleans food for me has always been 
something that’s hard to pin down because it’s a 

such a combination of so many different ideas,” 
explains chef Donald Link, whose James Beard 
award-winning restaurants like Herbsaint, 
Cochon and Pêche have helped revitalize the 
city’s industrial-cum-artsy Warehouse District. 
“Obviously bits and pieces of it come from 
Europe, Africa and the Caribbean, but it somehow 
developed its own identity in the process.”

Link says that what’s so unique about New 
Orleans cuisine is that it has a true origin in the 
New World. “I travel all over the world looking 
for food that is unique and particular to the 
place that I’m in, and I think that’s what New 
Orleans provides. We have very specific flavours 
that you won’t find anywhere else.”

Those flavours generally fall into one of two 
camps: Creole or Cajun. Link grew up in the 
Cajun part of Louisiana, whose foods are heavily 
influenced by the Acadians who relocated to this 
former French Colony from Canada after the 
British Conquest of Acadia in the early 1700s. 
Creole cuisine, meanwhile, is more specifically tied 
to New Orleans and its historic mix of influences 
from French and Spanish rulers to native-born 
slaves of African descent. Capsicum, onion and 
celery are the “holy trinity” in both cuisines, while 
pork sausage and shrimp are the staple meats.

Try the Louisiana cochon (pit-roasted 
suckling pig) with turnips, cabbage & cracklins 
(pork rind), a signature dish at Cochon, for an 
example of Cajun food’s pronounced flavours 
and gritty edge. Dig into jambalaya (a paella-
like mix of rice, sausage, shrimp, tomatoes and 
the holy trinity) or gumbo (a stew of shrimp, 
chicken, sausage, okra, sassafras powder and 
the holy trinity) at Olivier’s back in the French 
Quarter to understand Creole cuisine’s rich mix 
of seasoning and cultural influences.

From the English, Caribbean and Amerindian 
flavours of Charleston and Savannah to the 
French, Spanish and West African flavours 
of New Orleans, the story of immigration is 
a common thread tying Southern cuisines 
together. It also helps to explain why these foods 
continue to adapt in the 21st Century.

Recent immigrants from Central America, 
for instance, are making some traditionally 
homey dishes spicier. A wave of innovative new 
Southern-style restaurants opened by Yankees 
and Californians, meanwhile, is pushing the 
paradigm of what comfort food can be. 

“Southern food is evolving, which is a good 
thing, but it’s in a rapid stage of evolution 
right now,” Link explains. “There are some very 
authentic Southern foods and there are some that 
are just taken too far and played with too much.”

It’s becoming harder to find the real deal, he 
says, “but when you do find it, boy, is it nice.” 

STOP BY THE AUSSIE-OWNED,  
Melbourne-inspired Collins Quarter Café 
the next morning for a decidedly American 
mint julep iced coffee. If that’s not enough 
to kick it into full gear after a long night of 
drinking in the streets, drop by the pharmacy 
for Goody’s headache powder. It may look like 
an individually wrapped line of cocaine, but 
this legal Southern specialty promises instant 
hangover relief with its pain-busting blend of 
aspirin, acetaminophen and caffeine. Dump the 
line of powder on your tongue and drown out 
the unpleasant flavour with the coffee because 
you are about to embark on a long flat drive into 
the land of Honey Boo Boo and her kinfolk.

Sign upon peach-shaped sign on Interstate 
16 reminds you that Georgia is the Peach State. 
Stop at one of the roadside stalls for some peach 
cobbler (think peach pie, but sloppier) before you 
hit Interstate 85 and cross into Alabama. 

You’ll know you’ve left Georgia when the 
signs morph in shape from peaches to pigs. 
Alabama is downright mad about the marriage 
of meat and smoke. In fact, a recent study 
from real estate search engine Estately found 
that Alabama has America’s (and presumably 
the world’s) highest percentage of restaurants 
dedicated to barbecue. 

Take a break from the road in the state capital 
of Montgomery, allowing enough time for a 
lunch and the inevitable food coma induced 
by the juicy, hickory-smoked carnage plated at 
Dreamland Bar-B-Que. The Ultimate Combo of 
ribs, pork and chicken is designed for one person 
but could easily feed an entire family, especially 
with American-sized portions of coleslaw and 
macaroni and cheese piled like overstuffed 
pillows on the side.

A long drive down Interstate 65 leads to 
Mobile where the food focus changes from the 
riches of the land to the treasures of the sea. 
Bayside restaurants along the causeway into 
town are your best bet for the kind of high 
quality, low fuss seafood endemic to salty ports 
like Mobile. Case in point: Ed’s Seafood Shed, 
whose signature dish is called Yo Mama’s Platter. 

According to Ed, Yo Mama said, “Don’t eat 
this much in one sittin’,” but stomachs have a 
funny way of stretching to accommodate in 
America’s southern climes. This family-style 
platter of garlic cheese grits, turnip greens, 
hushpuppies (deep fried cornmeal batter), fried 
fish, oysters, shrimps, scallops, crab claws and 
dessert is best appreciated out on the patio 
with views over Mobile Bay and its resident 
population of snapping alligators.

Top: Jazz is a staple on 
New Orlean’s Bourbon 
St. Above: A New Orle-
ans street at dawn. Left 
and below: Menu items 
from Donald Link’s 
Cochon restaurant,  
New Orleans.
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Above: New Orlean’s 
street scene. Above, 
right, and right: Dishes 
from Dreamland,  
Montgomery, Alabama.


