








my experience of Greenville’s mixology scene comes primarily 
from a 2010 trip when I visited the city for the Hendrick’s Bartender 
Challenge. The competition embraced the spirit of classic cocktail culture 
with judges dressed in nineteenth-century costumes tasting cocktails in eight 
of Greenville’s best bars. The competition allowed judges, like me, to see a 
variety of establishments and styles. I was impressed during that visit and now, 
checking in with Jason Callaway, a Greenville local and a fellow judge on that 
trip, I’ve learned that even more is shaking in Greenville these days.

jason is director of operations with the 
Bacon Brothers Food Group that owns Coal Fired 
Bistro and Bacon Bros. Public House, both popular 
restaurants located in downtown Greenville. At 
Coal Fired Bistro, the cocktail menu is inspired 
by all things Italian. Jason cites The Sorrentino 
cocktail and The Curd as favorites—both include 
limoncello and both are deliciously refreshing in 
the heat of summer. Jason’s approach to mixology 
is two-fold: seasonal and classic. His company 
runs Coal Fired Farm in nearby Woodruff, South 
Carolina; having a regular source of natural 
ingredients not only keeps flavors fresh and at their 
peak but provides constant inspiration for seasonal 
twists that tie in with cuisine. “We have a farm, so 
we definitely use that to inspire our cocktails just 
as our culinary team does. Our executive chef and 
culinary director Anthony Gray is very involved 
with what our farmer Drew Mathews and other 
farmers, such as Daniel Parson, are growing. His 
menus are inspired by the local food hub just like 
our beverage programs. Both programs seek to 
take the same approach and utilize what is fresh 
and local,” says Jason.

As for the classics: “I always tell my bartenders 
to look back before they look forward. There are 
many old recipes that are forgotten, and they 
shouldn’t be.” Studying classic recipes and old-
school technique remains relevant. “What’s great 
about the old cocktails from the Prohibition Era 
is that they are deceptively simple yet require skill 
and exact measurements,” continues Jason.  

Another passionate bartender in Greenville is 
Kirk Ingram at The Owl, an edgy watering hole/
upscale dive of a restaurant with fantastic food 
and a bar serving innovative cocktails such as the 

Rhuby Tonic. The Owl is owned by husband-
and-wife team Aaron and Justi Manter, and what 
they have created is an off-the-beaten-path casual 
restaurant that requires eaters to stretch their 
palates in very exciting ways. “Kirk,” reports Jason, 
“similarly uses many old and forgotten liquors to 
create his cocktail list. He pushes the envelope and 
should be noticed for doing so. I hope to see more 
of this in our cocktail scene.”

Like many cities in America, the cocktail culture 
of Greenville has evolved of late. “Bartenders 
are starting to experiment more with crafting 
ingredients from scratch…there are definitely a 
few creative minds out there. I would love to see 
many more,” says Jason. His words bring to mind 
another husband-and-wife team in Greenville 
who own and run American Grocery Restaurant, 
located in the heart of downtown. Joe Clarke is 
the chef and Darlene Mann-Clarke is a wonder 
with the wine list, but it does not stop there. The 
AGR Swizzle is a favorite using Sailor Jerry Spiced 
Rum, fresh lime, and housemade apple bitters.

When I ask Jason about the future of Greenville 
he is very optimistic: “Evolution! With the 
influence I hope we are making on some young 
bartenders as well as Chris George teaching 
beverage courses at Greenville Tech’s culinary 
school, I see bartenders starting to challenge 
themselves.” Greenville may still be waiting 
for consumers and operators to fall under the 
cocktail spell that has recently bewitched many 
an American city, but something tells me that  
the passion of Jason, along with his peers at The 
Owl, American Grocery, and others, will continue  
to convert Greenville into a cocktail city in its 
own right.

Toast of the town: From Sorrentino to Swizzles 

A TOUR through  
Greenville’s evolving 
Cocktail scene
By charlotte voisey
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The Curd
2 teaspoons lemon curd 

2 ounces limoncello
1 ounce Ketel One vodka

1 ounce Beefeater gin
2 dashes lemon bitters

Large lemon rind, for garnish

Shake ingredients together and strain  
into a tulip cognac glass. Garnish with  

a large lemon rind.

Herbal Remedy (twist  
on a classic G&T) 

2 leaves sage
Piece lemon rind

½ ounce green chartreuse
1 ounce Bols Genever gin

Tonic to top

Lightly muddle sage and lemon rind  
with green chartreuse. Top with ice,  

add gin, and top with tonic.

The Sorrentino
Two sprigs fresh thyme

Three thinly sliced orange wheels
½ ounce Aperol 

1½ ounces limoncello
½ ounce dry vermouth 

Soda to top
Lemon twist, for garnish

Lightly muddle thyme, to release aromatics, 
in a glass. Line the glass with orange wheels 
and fill with ice, keeping orange wheels on 
exterior. Fill with remaining ingredients and 

top with soda. Garnish with a twist of lemon.





notes from a farm: 
GIBSON FARMS

Hoofing It
by M. Linda Lee

sun dapples the fields as cattle farmer leland  
Gibson steers his silver pickup truck over rolling 
pastures tinged emerald with knee-high grass. 
He hops out to open one last gate, and we pull 
into a fenced field and park near a large cedar 
tree. Under its spreading branches, a herd of 
Black Angus cows clusters in the shade. Several  
recently born calves, some all-black, some red, 
some with white-blotched faces, huddle around 
their mothers.

Not 25 feet away from us stands a massive 
black bull named Big Boy. As we emerge from the 
truck, Big Boy lifts his huge brown eyes and holds 
his ground, while some of the cows step shyly for-
ward, curious about the newcomers. Then Gib-
son does something surprising. Without hesitat-
ing, he walks over to the 2,000-pound bull and 
rubs the animal’s 
head. Unexpectedly, 
Big Boy appears to 
enjoy the attention.

Unlike many in-
tact bulls, Big Boy 
is unusually docile. 
Part of that is genetic 
to the Angus breed; 
and part, perhaps, is 
because Big Boy is ac-
customed to his gentle 
owner being in the 
pasture. Whatever the 
reason, the bull seems 
unfazed by our pres-
ence. “I just have one 
bull right now,” says 
Gibson, “and I keep 

him in the pasture with the cows year-round.” 
When I quip that this bull must be one happy guy, 
the soft-spoken farmer cracks a smile. “Big Boy is 
batting a thousand,” he laughs. “There’s not a cow 
out there that doesn’t have a calf.”

Keeping a bull with cows year-round is not 
standard practice in conventional cattle farm-
ing, where cows are impregnated by artificial 
insemination so the farmer can control when the 
calves are born. Then again, Leland Gibson is no 
conventional farmer. 

Gibson owns the only USDA Certified Or-
ganic cattle farm in South Carolina, an achieve-
ment that makes him proud. This was his goal 
in 2010, when he left his contracting business 
in Lynchburg, Virginia, and moved back to 
South Carolina to help his father tend the fam-
ily’s 200-acre cattle farm in Westminster, about 
50 miles south of Greenville. “I fell in love with 
being here again,” the gentleman farmer ad-
mits. “For the first time in 30 years, I’ve finally 
found my home.”

Convinced by friends in Virginia that organic 
was the way to go, Gibson devoted himself to 
learning all he could about raising cows on grass 
without using chemicals, antibiotics or hormones. 
“You don’t need those things if you manage your 
herd properly,” he claims. Then there’s the taste. 
Not only does organic grass-fed beef taste better 
than its corn-fed counterpart, but it is significant-

ly higher in vitamins and good 
omega-3 fatty acids.

Gibson experiments with 
a combination of impact and 
mob grazing. By rotating his 
animals between 16 compact 
pastures once a week, the cattle 
are not exposed to harmful par-
asites that grow in the manure. 
And the cows don’t return to 
the same pasture for 28 days, a 
period longer than the parasites’ 
life cycle. The cows love chang-
ing pastures. “When I open 
the gate, they spin and run and 
buck,” says Gibson. “They fol-
low me like a bunch of puppies.”

Alternately, he puts all three 
of his herds (roughly 90 head) 

on one 20-acre plot where the cows roam freely. 
In the two to three days that they stay on one plot 
of land, the cows “mow” the grass, feasting first 
on sweet clover and Lakota Brome, a high-protein 
New Zealand prairie grass. What they don’t eat, 
they trample, thus creating a new layer of healthy 
soil without the use of commercial fertilizers.

If Gibson has a beef with any part of the pro-
cess, it’s with pulling weeds. However, thanks 
to his sustainable grazing practices, the cows do 
most the tedious weed-clearing for him. “I think 
there’s actually less work involved in having an 
organic farm,” he says. “And deep in my heart, I 
feel it’s the best way to operate.”

A Market Apart
In addition to owning South Carolina’s only 

certified organic cattle farm, Leland Gibson has 
another distinction. He is one of a dozen local pro-
ducers who qualify to participate in the Slow Food 
Upstate Earth Market. Launched in Greenville in 
May 2011 as the first of its kind in the U.S., this 
community-operated market attracted Gibson be-
cause his own beliefs dovetail with the Slow Food 
philosophy of “good, clean and fair” food. Unlike 
other farmers markets, all Earth Market products 
must be locally and sustainably raised without the 
use of pesticides, herbicides, antibiotics, hormones 
or genetically modified organisms.

“I appreciate that the Earth Market recognizes 
artisan products, and the standards are such that 
not everyone can achieve them,” Gibson says. 

Aside from grass-fed beef, the Greenville Earth 
Market offers organic vegetables and fruits, eggs, 
and Sourwood honey. The market is held from 
May through September on the third Wednes-
day of the month (3pm–7pm) on NOMA Square 
in front of the Hyatt hotel (221 N. Main St.).  
slowfoodupstate.com.
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legrand bakery  
There is something 
comforting (or ter-
rifying, depending on the demeanor of your 
particular high school French teacher) about  
going to a French bakery stateside and hob-
bling through your order with the very French 
proprietor. However you spin it, this is real 
French baking and the buttery sweet smell 
of the interior will instantaneously raise your 
spirits. Whether you need quality bread for 
dinner, a flaky morning croissant, an after-
noon éclair, or just want a place to brush up 
on your French, head to Legrand.   
legrandbakery.com

rick’s deli & market 
This gourmet shop stage-whispers classy 
refinement, with its artfully arranged prod-
ucts, gorgeously displayed food, and pristine 
space. Order to eat in and you’ll dine from 

an industrial-chic 
metal tray that speaks 
to the sleek space and 
the sense that this 
deli is a cut above the 
norm. A picnic to go, 
replete with wine, is 

another great option. But good luck making 
your choices—the cheese selection alone is 
stocked with twenty or so viable contenders. 
rickerwinsdeli.com

the owl 
Some Greenville locals 
will look at you cross-eyed 
when you mention that 
you ventured so far off the 
beaten path as to make it 
to The Owl, but wow. It’s 
worth the drive to strip-
mall highway to see that adorable owl sign 
and thereby know that some of the best and 
most adventurous food in the area will soon 
be in front of you. The atmosphere is alt-
dive, the clientele ranges from hip tattooed 
twenty-somethings to preppy over-fifty food 
enthusiasts. On the short menu, everything is 
noteworthy (pesto gnocchi on a recent visit 
was a standout). And the bartender is impres-
sive to say the very least. theowlgvl.com

blueberry frog  
A yogurt craze is 
again sweeping the 
nation, yet few new 
shops have proved 
noteworthy. Fortu-
nately, Blueberry Frog is an exception. They 
do offer the plethora of requisite candied 
toppings, but their actual yogurt is actual yo-
gurt: absent is the added sugar and twenty 
unpronounceable words that make you 
wonder when something ceases to be what it 
is and is instead a conglomerate of chemicals. 
The cheery space is perfect for kids, and they 
offer two or three flavors a day. Yes, one is 
blueberry, but there are no frogs involved.  
blueberryfrog.com

grits & groceries  
It’s worth the drive 
to Grits & Groceries 
just to have your pic-
ture taken with the 
giant rooster that 
sits on the front lawn among a smattering  
of picnic tables at this humble establishment 
serving Southern soul food. Post picture, 
you’ll happily discover that Heidi and Josh 
Trull came from NOLA with serious cooking 
chops. The tomato pie is as dynamite a slice 
as you’ll find, and Josh’s desserts are nothing 

short of out of control. Note to his 
coconut bread pudding in caramel 
sauce: we dream of you.  
gritsandgroceries.com

the bohemian café
In this bustling restaurant adjacent  
to a record store, the vibe is funky  
and bright. The menu offers plenty  
of vegetarian and lighter bites as 

well as hearty meat-centric selections. For 
lunch, their grilled cheese with Welsh mus-
tard seed cheddar gives the classic sandwich 
a bit of flair and flavor. Start dinner with 
Tunisian cigarettes (minced lamb 
blended with pine nuts, olives, 
parsley, and spices and rolled in 
pastry) before selecting a meat from 
the grill, rubbed with your choice 
of spice blend. thebohemiancafe.com

stella’s southern bistro
If you find yourself in Simpsonville or if you 
find yourself in need of some spectacular  
fried okra (buttermilk fried served with 
Vidalia dressing and house-made pickles—

it’s the South on a 
plate), then you’d 
best be on your way. 
Benton’s ham is in 
their macaroni and 
cheese, so obviously 
order that creamy 
crunchy yumminess. 
If you happen there 

for lunch, have the Lord Have Mercy.  
Trust us, He will have mercy on anyone  
with the good sense to eat something  
that good. stellasbistro.com

the lazy goat   
Why not enjoy a solo spanakopita at this 
Mediterranean restaurant offering lovely views 
of the Riverwalk from both the indoor restaurant 
and the terrace outside? Or if you find yourself 
with company, share 
a Duck, Duck, Goat 
pizza or the Porcini 
Fettuce pasta with 
jamón Serrano, sopres-
sata pancetta, cioppo-
linis, roasted tomatoes, 
and mascarpone. Best 
to start off with the 
fried goat cheese with 
pistachio dust and vanilla honey, a crowd-pleasing 
sweet, savory, creamy, crunchy dish that Chef 
Vicky Moore gets just right. thelazygoat.typepad.com

rick erwin’s west end grille  
Every self-respecting city needs a classic steak-
house and with Rick Erwin’s West End Grille 
that is exactly what you get. The booths are 
leather, the wood is dark, martinis are flow-
ing, and suits abound. We’d offer you guid-
ance as to what to order, but the thing is this: 

you’ve got to order a steak. The 
cut you like, cooked the way you 
like it. Sauced to your preference. 
A few sides for the table. Service 
is as efficient and informed as 
you’d hope. rickerwins.com

the green room
If meandering up North Main Street has left 
you starving for some hearty American fare, 
then a princely portion of The Green Room’s 
meatloaf is in order. It 
will arrive glazed, it will 
be served atop creamed 
peas and next to jalapeño 
macaroni and cheese, 
and it will keep you full 
until dinner (that’s tomorrow night’s dinner). 
The space is as comfortable cozy as the cuisine, 
the menu full of familiar options. If you like 
a Cuban sandwich, you’ll quite like theirs, 
especially with a cold draft beer.  
thegreenroomupstate.com

pita house
At this Middle Eastern market and diner,  

start your lunch with a basket  
of homemade pita and a veg-
etarian plate comprised  
of remarkably scrummy falafel, 
hummus, baba ghanoush, 
and tabouli. Don’t miss the 
sauces in the squeeze bottles: 

one is tahini, one is sriracha-based, and both 
are fantastic. After a round of “which appetizer 
spread was your favorite?” move onto the meat— 
in shish kabob form. Or move directly onto 
the baklava because that buttery sweet business 
should find its way to your belly. It’s a dive and 
it’s pretty awesome. pitahousesc.com

high cotton 
Before even considering the food, 
a visit to High Cotton is a must, 
as enjoying a pre-dinner cocktail 
with some of the most beautiful 
Greenville views to be had is a no 

brainer. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking 
the Riverwalk? Yes, that sets a scene—a scene 
you want to be a part of. Like its sister restau-
rant in Charleston, Southern food with flair is 
done very well here. The crab cake, dressed up 
with a yuzu-truffle vinaigrette, is a nice starter 
and the duck breast in a honey-thyme reduc-
tion is just as sweet as it sounds.mavericksouth-
ernkitchens.com/highcotton/greenville

grill marks 
Grab a seat facing the street and enjoy a  
cold one as you people watch and make some 
tough decisions. First up: do you go with 
the slider trio sampler or commit to 
one of the many burger options? (The 
Hawaiian Punch with grilled pineapple, 
bacon, pepper jack, jalapeño pesto, let-
tuce, and tomato is merely one tantalizing 
choice.) Once you’ve settled the burger 
conundrum, move on to the dilemma of 
fries: do you want them fat or skinny? Made 
from sweet potato, covered in bleu cheese, 
or drizzled with truffle oil? Making a choice 
might not be simple, but the food is simply 
very good. marksburgers.com

mekong 
Located on the highway out of the downtown 
area, this restaurant is no frills and friendly, and 

such makes for a fine setting 
to focus on the refreshing 
flavors of cilantro, mint, and 
basil emanating from the food 
in front of you. When asked 
where they like to eat during 
“off” hours, several local chefs 
cited Mekong. We’re glad they 

spilled the secret because when the hankering for 
Vietnamese food strikes (and Pho sure it does 
from time to time), we will happily head over  
to Mekong for a helping of noodles.   
mekongrestaurantsc.com
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 culinary map: in and around town 
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