Interview of: Mike Lata

April 21, 2015
Interviewer:  Sara Wood 
Interview Date: March 2015

[Begin Mike Lata Interview]
00:00:00

Interviewer:  So Mike will you just tell us a little bit about--this is just to get a level on your voice; will you tell us a little bit about what you did last night?

00:00:35

ML:  Sure. So it’s fun to talk about seafood these days, right ‘cause nobody was talking about it for a long time. It was all about pigs. So one thing that we are keenly aware of as the--the ordinary is that you know oysters up and down the East Coast are all the same species basically. And ones that you get from the Gulf including the Gulf and Maine and South Carolina are all the same kind of like chardonnay grapes in South Africa and New Zealand and Oregon; they’re all the same.

00:01:05


But they taste dramatically different because of where they’re grown. And oysters are the same way, so we had an idea to do a--a dinner to celebrate the--not only the [inaudible] but the culture of different coastal communities, so we picked Portland, New--

00:01:20

Interviewer:  [Inaudible]?

00:01:22

ML:  [Inaudible]; yeah.

00:01:22

Interviewer:  I’ve never heard that term. 

00:01:24

ML:  Yeah; it’s kind of a buzz--buzzword these days. So the guys from New England did a clam bake and we did a fish fry and Ryan Pruitt did a gumbo.

00:01:32

Interviewer:  Fun.

00:01:32

ML:  And it was cool.

00:01:33

Interviewer:  Very cool; where did y'all do it?

00:01:34

ML:  My house.

00:01:35

Interviewer:  Oh that’s what happened at your house. Oh okay.

00:01:38

ML:  Yeah.

00:01:38

Interviewer:  Where do you live?

00:01:39

ML:  Like three miles off the peninsula in James Island.

00:01:42

Interviewer:  Oh cool; okay.

00:01:44

ML:  Yeah; we bought the oldest house in James Island, 1747.

00:01:47

Interviewer:  Well that’s a few years old.

00:01:48

ML:  It’s cool.

00:01:49

Interviewer:  Yeah; what state did you buy it in?

00:01:51

ML:  It was in great shape but very dated in its décor so we did quite a bit of work to it but structurally it was fine. It’s crooked but it’s going to stay that way.

00:02:03

Interviewer:  Old great homes are.

00:02:04

ML:  Yeah. 

00:02:05

Interviewer:  Okay; we’re good.

00:02:07

Interviewer:  All right are you going to get the clap? 

00:02:10

Interviewer:  Pardon me for a second sir. [Claps]
00:02:14

Interviewer:  Okay; so the only rule is to try not to look at the cameras or Sara. Sara might ask you a question or two but try to answer it to me.

00:02:20

ML:  Okay.

00:02:22

Interviewer:  So we’ll get you to start out by just telling us who you are and what you do.

00:02:25

ML:  Okay; my name is Mike Lata. I am from--

00:02:31

Interviewer:  Start it one more time.

00:02:32

ML:  Okay; my name is Mike Lata. I’m a damn Yankee transplant from New England since ’98 and I am a chef here in town.

00:02:42

Interviewer:  And so this will be for an audience that reaches far beyond Charleston so give us that one more time and--and tell--and speak of Charleston.

00:02:50

ML:  Okay.

00:02:51

Interviewer:  Or where we are.

00:02:52

ML:  The whole thing?

00:02:53

Interviewer:  Yeah.

00:02:54

ML:  Okay; my name is Mike Lata. I’m a damn Yankee so I’m a transplant from New England to Charleston, South Carolina. I’ve been here for 17 years and I’m proud to call it my home.

00:03:05

Interviewer:  Great; what do you do here?

00:03:08

ML:  I’m a chef restaurateur.

00:03:10

Interviewer:  And elaborate on it a little bit.

00:03:12

ML:  I came to--so we all know of a guy named Glen Roberts; he was actually a Director of Operations for a restaurant called Anson. And he wanted to find a young chef who would work the kind of hours that he thought a chef would work, which was me, from Atlanta and he brought me to Charleston to run a local food program or start a local food program at Anson Restaurant here in Charleston back in ’98.
00:03:37


So I did that for a few years for Anson and then decided ignorantly I guess that I could do it by myself. And luckily it worked out and we opened Fig in 2003.

00:03:50

Interviewer:  Okay; I didn’t realize Fig had been around for 12 years.

00:03:52

ML:  Yeah; 12 years.

00:03:54

Interviewer:  Great; okay. Tell us about where you grew up.

00:03:58

ML:  So I grew up in Western Mass, kind of south central Western Mass, Springfield area, not a very exciting place in my opinion. You know it was like I suppose we all take for granted where we grow up and I certainly did. I always thought it was beautiful but I was itching to leave the life at a very young age. So in high school I was ready to go somewhere else.

00:04:21


And so when I got the opportunity when I was 19 I went to basically I moved to New Orleans for a little while and then by the time I was 21 or 22 I was in Atlanta which I spent five years there. And I go back often to see my family and I find it to be more beautiful than I have ever thought it was when I was growing up there. But the food culture here in the South especially in Charleston is much more exciting and although I one day might like to do something up there where I grew up I’m happy that I had you know moved down South.

00:05:02

Interviewer:  Yeah; Western--

00:05:02

ML:  Mainly because the winters are brutal, so--.

00:05:04

Interviewer:  --Mass is gorgeous.

00:05:04

ML:  Yeah. It is gorgeous; yeah. 

00:05:08

Interviewer:  Why did you initially come south? Why--why New Orleans and Atlanta?

00:05:11

ML:  Well in I think it was ’92 we had a winter just like we had this year in Boston. So I was actually in Boston at that time. And being in the restaurant business and being you know 21, 20 years old, had no money, worked two jobs so I’d go to work at 8 o'clock in the morning and then I’d leave that job at 2:00, 2:30, or 3:00 and then I--after lunch and then I would start my next job at 5:00 and I got out at 4 o'clock in the morning and I’d have to walk home because the T was shut down.

00:05:38


And the toughest winter ever I’m walking a mile and a half to my apartment every morning at 3:00 or 4:00 in the morning. And I remember falling on some ice, just after--like strangely some old lady who was probably just waking up and she had like a walker or a cane, I can't remember, but she said hey sonny basically. Watch out for that patch of ice. And I was kind of like on the way home. I was a little grumpy. And I said yes; I’ve got it and I wiped out [Gestures] the second I got to it. I sat there on the ground and I was like I’ve got to get out of here. It’s too cold. I don’t like it.

00:06:07

Interviewer:  It’s an aura.

00:06:08

ML:  And so coincidentally I was making my way to the Vineyard. Already had plans to cook at the Black Dog Tavern with a friend of mine and that was a seasonal job so that was a fix to get me out of Boston. And then that job ended in October and we had to go somewhere and we were cooks, so we said let’s just go to New Orleans. We’ve heard lots about it.

00:06:29


So we basically packed like duffle bags and just moved there and you know lived there for six months, experienced winter in the South for the first time and found it to be totally agreeable. And went back to the Vineyard for a second stint for the season and then I was convinced I had to go back South. So I chose Atlanta; it was a bit less volatile than New Orleans for me when I was 21 years old. So I picked Atlanta. It was a very exciting time actually.

00:06:56

Interviewer:  Was it?

00:06:56

ML:  Yeah.

00:06:57

Interviewer:  How come?

00:06:58

ML:  I had nothing you know I had no investments in anything. I had an ’81 Yamaha Virago motorcycle that I had like--that was--that went through oil like gasoline, so every time I filled up the gas tank I had to fill up the oil. And I rode it from New Orleans to Atlanta. Yeah; my favorite--one of my favorite stories of all-time and like if I have a couple of beers I’ll tell you the long version but I basically got stuck in Gaffney for almost a week because of the weather on this motorcycle ride and spent all of my money and I was staying in a hotel underneath the Peach Pit, or the Peach--the big Peach in Gaffney.

00:07:34

Interviewer:  Peach--

00:07:35

ML:  And the Peach Pit was the bar that I went to every night. And the Waffle House is where I ate my meals every day. And I was stuck there and I was out of money completely and I eventually--I had to leave in the middle of the monsoon so I made a wetsuit out of a dozen trash bags and a roll of duct tape and made that rip the rest of the way. And as soon as I got to the perimeter of Atlanta the sun finally broke and I had arrived in my new home. But it was--it was quite funny.

00:08:02

Interviewer:  Wow; so is that how you got your--?

00:08:03

ML:  And I vowed; I said I will never spend a night in South Carolina ever again after that experience. It was bizarre.

00:08:09

Interviewer:  Is that where you get your Waffle House credit for the snack--?

00:08:12

ML:  Yeah; I mean it’s woven in there somehow. Actually the one with the Waffle House, at the time I smoked cigarettes and you could in the Waffle House. In the morning that I left I was broke and I was grumpy and I was depressed because I was out of money and I am starting this new chapter in my life. And I said to the woman as I was drinking my coffee, I said could you please get me a lighter for my cigarette? And she said honey we don’t have a lighter for your cigarette. And she was kind of snarky with me and I was like that’s it; that’s the last straw. I’m out of here. That’s when I went to get the duct tape and the trash bags and left. But the Waffle House always gets you back.

00:08:44

Interviewer:  Right; you got it in your heart. So what did you do in Atlanta?

00:08:49

ML:  So I knew I wanted to be a chef, lounged around, didn’t really know who to work for, didn’t have much direction, didn’t--wasn’t that focused. So I took a couple of jobs, one at the restaurant called Luna-Sea and I was what some people may call cocky in the kitchen like a lot of chefs are when they’re young or a lot of guys are when they’re young and gals.

00:09:13


So I didn’t like the chef’s food that much and so I would doctor it up to my satisfaction. And--which got me fired at some point, and I was depressed and didn’t know--I wanted to be a chef but I couldn’t find the right place to work and I happened to live nearby this one French restaurant that I did not know existed that was next to the Blockbuster Music where I went and bought my CDs.

00:09:37

Interviewer:  I need to stop for a second. Sorry there’s something wrong with the flash cards and I’m going to switch it real fast. 

00:09:41

ML:  Sure.

00:09:41

Interviewer:  Hold that Blockbuster thought. Where did you live in Atlanta?
00:09:57

ML:  Mostly Poncey Highlands area. 

00:10:02

Interviewer:  Okay; we’re back. 

00:10:04

ML:  So where was I?

00:10:07

Interviewer:  The French restaurant.

00:10:07

ML:  Oh so I had taken a job flipping burgers at Smith’s Old Bar to figure out what my next step was which ended up being a very cool job because it was a--kind of a--you know very so-so kitchen but the room upstairs hosted some great acts in Atlanta. And because I was an employee and friends with the folks that ran it at that point I could you know go and see whomever I wanted to, so I saw like the Stone Temple Pilots play unplugged and like you know 95 I think was the radio station that would do--host a lot of like acoustic things with bands coming through town, so that was cool, a good social hub for me.

00:10:43


But I was like just floundering just trying to figure out am I going to be a cook or not and I feel like I had been at it for a couple years at that point. Went to buy a CD across the street which is near Smith’s Old Bar at the Blockbuster and I saw a menu and in the strip mall, so where I’m from there’s no restaurants in strip malls; there’s barely strip malls. So a strange place to find an inspired concept. And I went to the menu and I saw the name [C’Bollette] and knew it was a French restaurant. Read the menu; had not worked with many of the ingredients on that menu and it seemed like price point wise and what I could get through look at it through the window that it was a high-end restaurant.

00:11:18


And I was like well I mean I am looking for a better job, so I opened the door and walked in and talked to the chef and we hit it off immediately. And he said I’d love to have you start as soon as you can. And I said well I’ll start tomorrow. 

00:11:30



So the first day on that job, it’s a coincidence that I found it and I’m there and I tasted the food that they were prepping. There was a butcher, so that was new to me. That was like a big deal. There was a pastry chef who had just come from France. He was a young kid that was well-studied. And there was a lineage in that restaurant that included one of the most notable chefs of our time back in the ‘80s and ‘90s, [John Bon Shay], one of his protégés, so he was from Illinois. His--his fame came from La France in Wheeling, Illinois. One of his protégés, if not his star pupil wanted to open a restaurant in his hometown Atlanta, a guy named Tom [Coohill], so they partnered up. I don’t know what the arrangement was exactly but they opened it together. So [Bon Shay’s] name was on the--you know on the--on the restaurant. And the deal was that [Bon Shay] would use his name to help the restaurant kind of get going and then in a year or so he would be bought out by the protégé.

00:12:27


So I entered just after [Bon Shay] had been bought out. All this talk about him all day long about what he would do, how he would think, how he would--his work ethic and how he would scrub the grease trap if it needed it with his bare hands at 60 years old on his hands and knees at 8 o'clock in the morning, you know and he would be there until 12:30 at night making sure the food is great and it like gave me this sense of that I found something really special.

00:12:51


The--the brigade system was intact there. There was a chef, a sous chef, chef de cuisine, a [roastasieur], you know the pastry chef had a team of people in there and it was a small 80-seat restaurant but it was the real deal. So I found--I felt like I had struck gold and I remember how excited I was every night when I went home to talk to my girlfriend about what I was learning. And then but what I would do basically as a broken 20-something year old, I would sit in my house and just play guitar and like lounge around until 2 o'clock so--and do nothing. and one day I was like why I don’t just go--I love it there; why don’t I just be the first one there in the morning, meet the chef on the doorsteps and I’ll just you know shadow everybody in the daytime when I’m not getting paid and then come 3 o'clock when I--I’m supposed to punch in I’ll punch in and go to work?

00:13:36


So there was--they were totally okay with that so I was waiting on the doorstep every morning for the chef to show up every day of the week. And then I worked with the pastry chef for three months, the butcher for three months and you know the daytime routine; I became a big part of the routine every day because I was there reliably. I would tell them I couldn’t be there if I couldn’t be there even though I wasn’t supposed to be there. And shortly afterwards the chef de cuisine had left. The protégé maybe was a little too immature to be running the restaurant and didn’t understand how special it was and kind of got caught up in the celebrity that he was enjoying and in all defense, I mean he was a great chef but he wasn’t--he was absentee. And the chef de cuisine left. The owner looked at me and said you know the whole restaurant better than anybody else. You’ve been here now a year or so. We’d like you to make the chef de cuisine.

00:14:34


So he wasn’t there every day. He wasn’t really there to coach me and mentor me and I had no repertoire. I was pretty new to the business especially at that level so I scrapped my way into being the chef there for like four years I think after that.
00:14:51

Interviewer:  Hmm; you said it’s like--within your own restaurant?

00:14:55

ML:  Yeah; well it’s a really big part of my story because I had to decide what kind of chef I was. And nobody--I wasn’t going to ride on anybody’s coattails because there were none to ride, although the recipes that were there are you know amazing and I still have them and cook with them. That’s where the chicken liver pate that so many people have grown to love came from and I took it as my own as I left the restaurant. And the restaurant ended up closing anyway a couple years after I left. It was I think heading that way the whole time.

00:15:28


So but I was forced to say listen; I could tell that the chef prior to me and the owner, there was what I thought was a lack of--there was--it wasn’t very cohesive, the menu, and there was a lot of like fusion involved which was very popular back then, Asian ingredients, things like in the walk-in were you know we’d have the foie gras and we’d have the sweet breads and then we’d have star fruit. And the star fruit didn’t fit for me so I decided that since I was thrust into this position kind of that I would--I was determined to really hone into my fundamentals. So I cleared the walk-in of anything that was foreign to me and we--we decided that we would cook with the most basic ingredients and learn how to make those things taste good and then introduce ourselves to newer ingredients all the time, little by little.
00:16:22


So then we realized that all onions don’t taste the same that we got from wherever we got them from, our big you know produce company and that at certain times of the year onions tasted different and potatoes we learned that were harvested you know basically at one time of year and then sometimes in the year we’re using potatoes that were harvested months and months and months ago because they reacted differently. So we like eliminated all of the noise out of the kitchen and we were able to focus on the simplest recipes using ingredients. And we learned how produce was very inconsistent.

00:16:53


So then I said well, wouldn’t it be a coup back then to like be cooking seasonally which was not unheard of nationally--mostly on the West Coast and we were all very aware of what Alice Waters was doing and had done and California cuisine in general. But I said wouldn’t it be cool if we could find our own farmers? So at that same time Ann Brewer who just passed away formed the Georgia Organic Growers Association, Morningside Farmers’ Market had just started, so this is like maybe ’95 or earlier, and Cynthia Hizer who was the editor for the Atlanta Journal Constitution, she was a food editor I think, somehow I had developed some kind of relationship with her. She introduced me to Ann Brewer and Ann Brewer kind of just like adopted me. She was super-sweet, so I rode out to Covington, Georgia on my Harley Davidson and she was--thought that was great. We sat on her porch and had sweet tea and she told me all about the Farmers’ Market and about the growers that she was kind of collecting or curating throughout the State that--and they were going to start you know serving their--or delivering their boutique vegetables to the market and then to the restaurants.

00:18:12


So I said well great; why don’t I like take these motorcycle trips and go meet all these people? So I did and so I was up at North Georgia, South Georgia and I went and met all the farmers. And of course I saw them every week at the Farmers’ Market, but then I had like a group of folks that were growing vegetables and I had a great relationship with and the next thing you know the menu turned into a very seasonal menu, still French. And we reprinted it all the time and then we did vegetable tastings and vegetable dinners and celebrated the farmers and etcetera. And so and then I’ve learned how to cook basically that way. I’ve never done it differently so that was 25 years ago or whatever, 20 years ago and coming to that--and that’s what led me to Charleston. So Ann Brewer met Glen Roberts and Glen Roberts was buying their produce, bringing it to Charleston because nobody here was--had access--they didn’t have access to those kinds of ingredients here. And Glen said Ann who should I talk to about coming to Charleston and--and doing--or yeah and doing a local you know program? And she said Mike, so that’s how I ended up getting here. And then so--and then the--I was actually hesitant because I loved Atlanta and had a great network and as a young kid I had a little bit of--you know I was like hey I’m the chef at this really good restaurant and I was proud of that although I was--I knew that it was getting time for me to get ready to leave, so which is why I entertained the thought of coming here anyway.

00:19:36


So they courted me for like maybe eight months. I came to Charleston several times and finally Glen had introduced me to Celeste Albers who if you guys have never talked to her, she’s an incredible--

00:19:48

Interviewer:  She was here a couple hours ago.

00:19:50

ML:  Yeah; she’s amazing.

00:19:52

Interviewer:  She was supposed to say--she said you were known as veggie boy. She said ask him.

00:19:57

ML:  Oh yeah, yeah, yeah; so yeah. That’s part of my hazing. So Celeste had just started growing for--with the intent to sell to restaurants. Frank Lee who is another must for this seat at some point in time, said--she wanted to sell to Anson. So Glen kind of made that connection and he brought me out to her farm. And we hit it off immediately. I knew the language. She couldn’t believe that a chef knew about the stuff that she was growing. And we’re like well let’s go to work together; let’s do it. So I moved to Charleston because of her I think mainly; the produce was as beautiful as any produce I had ever seen from the reputable producers that were growing in Atlanta and they were great, but this was like just a different level.
00:20:42


So then we just started flooding Anson with all of her produce and changing that restaurant over into a locally you know market-driven or seasonal, whatever we say these days about the way we all cook, and yeah she’s the one that convinced me. I’m not sure where I was going with that but yeah I did that for a couple of years and then--

00:21:04

Interviewer:  When did Anson close?

00:21:05

ML:  So Anson had a fire last December, a year and a half ago, or whatever, a year--like December of ’13, Christmas Eve and they have been renovating it ever since--slow process.

00:21:19

Interviewer:  Huh okay. Before we get around the restaurants that you have now, earlier you said that Southern food is much more interesting than other food or where you come from. What’s interesting about it? Like what--what is Southern food to you?

00:21:35

ML:  Well I don’t think Southern food is more interesting. I think that it’s an interesting time to be in the South and what I did not know back then and what I did not know when I moved to Charleston was that it was kind of undiscovered by the rest of the country. And moving from Atlanta--from Martha’s Vineyard to Atlanta as a 21 year old kid is a big--for me it was; I wasn’t that well-traveled--was a big move to a much different part of the country. And I experienced what I considered to be zero cultural shock--culture shock. And I was like wow; I’m all the way down here in this--the capital of the South and I don’t feel that at all.

00:22:16


And I didn’t and it wasn’t really evident in any--any part of my life when I was down there. I mean the restaurants, we had our greasy spoons and diners that we went to that--you know but my only experience with grits was the Waffle House or whatever diner that we would go to late at night, and they weren't very good. So when I moved to Charleston it was completely different. And I had an incredible culture shock coming from Atlanta to Charleston.

00:22:39

Interviewer:  Wait; I want you to start there. Start with when I moved to Charleston and then what about it was completely different?

00:22:46

ML:  When I moved to Charleston I experienced you know just a much different culture and in regards to just about everything, the way people talked, acted, carried themselves publicly and--or you know just you know it was a different vibe completely, very nice but you kind of--I kind of felt like I had to become aware of the social nuances in Charleston. I’m not sure how I did but at any rate, the food had a much more of a sense of place; even though the city had yet to blossom to the culinary you know destination that it is today, it was different.

00:23:32

And the food that I was buying from the local producers was different. And as Charleston became recognized and as the South became recognized all that attention and positive energy, the tourism, the gastro-tourism and the media attention made it a great place to be at my age at that time a chef on the ground floor of something like that. So the Northeast was not and maybe still has not had that kind of revival although I’m sure if you take the same things that we’ve learned today and we were to move to a new place then you would discover the same things and find a lot of great stories and great products.

00:24:12


But so we rode the wave you know and so like we bought Apple stock basically when it was cheap. So and we’re here early and it’s been a great ride. I’m very grateful for that.

00:24:24

Interviewer:  What is--what is the style of the food in Charleston? What is--what is like Low Country cuisine?

00:24:32

ML:  So never been the best guy to answer that question but I can tell you what I--I can answer it my way. If you come--so at one point in time you would go to New York for the best food and what made that food the best? Well they had a lot of talent in the kitchens. They had--it was the place to go and train. It was a place to go and flex your muscles if you were a talented chef to prove yourself--to yourself that you could do it in the big city to compete with the greats in the country if not the world.

00:25:03


And it seemed that they were--what was exciting about it was the--the variety of cuisines, people, food styles, and that’s where a lot of the food came to first when it came to wherever it came from in the world. So foie gras from France or truffles from Alba, caviar from Russia, like it all came and was basically brokered out after that; so they had access to the best and most exotic ingredients, and that was special.

00:25:36


Well I think it’s a very different time where that no longer is important to us, you know what they do in Russia and what--you know like sure we like caviar and truffles plenty but that’s not what defines us as cooks anymore. What does now it’s like what--so what do we have here in Charleston that makes us unique. And if you go--if you’ve never been to Charleston before and you come and you eat at our restaurants or Hominy Grille and Husk and you know like the list goes on and on, the Grocery, McIntosh, etcetera, you’re going--you’re going to eat the food that’s grown by the people around here. And the demand and the supply is a pretty good relationship right now. There’s not a ton of it to go around but there’s plenty of it to give you an expression of what’s happening here.
00:26:22


So if you come from out of town and you go to those restaurants I mentioned and all the other ones in town that are participating in the same kind of you know mission statement that we all are you will taste different food and it will taste different from anything that you’ve had in your life because it’s from our waters, our soil, and it’s cohesively happening throughout the city so you’ll get that experience at every--all those restaurants.

00:26:45


When you go to New York you don’t get that anymore or the big cities because they don’t have the same kinds of resources, so what defines us now are like we all buy the same eggs, the same fish, the same oysters and we all have our special producers that we covet but we share and so that’s what we’re doing here now. And is it all being done with a Southern flair? In many cases it is; it’s hard not to take your cues from the traditions from the area. But the ingredients are really what makes it what it is today.

00:27:18

Interviewer:  Great; okay good. So ingredient-driven for sure but if there’s--if there’s one dish that you think sort of speaks to the food of this place what might that be?

00:27:31

ML:  Anything with shrimp or oysters; I mean obviously shrimp and grits are--is the iconic dish or the--the shrimp boil or an oyster roast are the things that I think are definitively Charleston dishes but it’s the shrimp itself that--that is amazing and the oysters that are amazing. Those two things I would not rather have any other ones in the country. The soft shell crabs, anything from the ocean for me really is--

00:27:59

Interviewer:  Okay; how would you say--how would you say--you’ve been here 12 years?

00:28:06

ML:  Almost 18 years.

00:28:07

Interviewer:  Eighteen years; how--how has the food changed here in Charleston? How is the food culture of this place different in the last 20 years?

00:28:17

ML:  I can only speak to my experience obviously but when I came to Charleston there was Frank Lee, Donald [Brackman], two guys that are credited with you know ushering Charleston into a--you know an enlightened area and era. And they were doing some cool stuff but it was few and far in between. The tourism was pretty brisk here back then but it was seasonal. And like many seasonal touristy towns, the food and the restaurants generally reflected something for everybody. The menus were safe. They didn’t change often so you might be eating grouper from you know--which is like a great local fish but it might be from Venezuela at certain times of the year or wherever, somewhere else. The shrimp might be from somewhere else. The crab might be from Thailand because at times of the year that’s all that’s available. And people didn’t just take their crab cakes off the menu because local crab wasn’t available.

00:29:21


And you know forward-thinking chefs like Frank Lee had parts of his venue that he might dedicate to local ingredients and weave them in but they had their standards. So did Anson’s, so do Magnolia’s and--and you know McGrady’s at the time. So we opened Fig because we wanted to be the restaurant that didn’t have to do that.

00:29:47

Interviewer:  Say that again; we opened Fig. We wanted to be the restaurant that didn’t have to do--and then say what.

00:29:52

ML:  We opened Fig because we didn’t want to be the restaurant that had to have something for everybody and we wanted to change the menu when the--when the local grouper or the local crab was not available--then it wasn’t available. When tomatoes weren't in season, they weren't going to be on the menu.

00:30:09


So yeah; chalkboard menu that was our--our theme and it was--it’s so funny because today people ask me what kind of restaurant Fig is if they haven’t been and you know nobody likes to say farm-to-table anymore. I’m trying to embrace it again because like let’s just call it what it is; it evokes a certain you know--people understand that.

00:30:30


But it’s--it’s funny because everybody cooks that way now so what kind of restaurant is Fig? It’s like ah it’s my restaurant, the restaurant that I opened to cook and serve the kind of food that I like to eat and whereas The Ordinary is a dedicated seafood restaurant.

00:30:46


But it was great. It was novel. It was no other restaurant opened like it for many years and we literally would change the menu every day not for the sake of changing but when we had to--we had to reprint every day because something was different every day. The growers would show up with things that we liked, sometimes they would show up with things that we expected we would like and we didn’t, so we wouldn’t run it on the menu and we’ve just constantly--walk in at 8 o'clock in the morning, look at what we had, make some phone calls, write the menu out, prep it, cook it, start over the next day. And that was a--it still is the way we do that at Fig.

00:31:22

Interviewer:  If you could speak about one dish that is iconic to you, not necessarily Charleston but to you as a chef that really speaks to your style and your interests what might that be?

00:31:34

ML:  I don’t know if I can answer that question. Like--like a composed dish like a--

00:31:42 

Interviewer:  Yeah.

00:31:47

ML:  Well--

00:31:48

Interviewer:  It doesn’t have to be something elaborate.

00:31:49

ML:  No; I--it’s funny because I don’t know why I can't answer that question, but I can--the first thing that came to mind was when I did move here I did not like grits. And I never had good ones. But there was a little restaurant on Folly Beach where I had an apartment and it was called The Seashell. And I don’t remember who owned it; I think Hank Holliday who is the owner of The Peninsula Grille and Planter’s Inn, etcetera, I think it was his brother that had it. And maybe The Black Sheep guy and they ran it like a beach diner, like so your food might never come to the table--seriously. You might like have to say hey guys; I did order an hour ago. But I’d walk down in my swimsuit and tee-shirt, New York Times on Sunday morning by myself and I would stay there for like three hours and it was like the best people watching ever. It was very local, not--like it wasn’t--it wasn’t that touristy back then, and I ordered the exact same thing every Sunday. And it was a bowl of grits with poached eggs and fried catfish. 

00:32:59


And this was even before--I don’t know where they got the catfish but it didn’t taste farm-raised, so because a lot of farm-raised catfish have that kind of muddy flavor. This was like really clean and delicious and it was crispy and it was always like amazingly good. And I ate that every Sunday. And then they eventually closed and--but that dish made me feel like I was eating something that I never ate before all the time. It became like I looked forward to it and so you know fish, grits, eggs, to me that’s what now with my son I had to consciously tell myself wait a minute; my son was born in Charleston. He needs to grow up eating grits. So now I’m finding myself recreating things like that for him because he needs to have those food memories as a young boy.

00:33:43

Interviewer:  So you came around to grits?

00:33:44

ML:  Yeah. Well so Glen Roberts and I before you know so he was just the Director of Operations of the restaurant so he came to work, you know he went up in the office, he thought of--you know if y'all know Glen Roberts well enough to--he was always thinking about what to do next. Bringing me was part of his program and then grinding our own grits was a big part of our program.
00:34:07


So he showed up one day with a grist mill, hand cranker, you know that you know just kind of like clamp to the table. And of course Anson did like 400 covers a night. So he’s like here. I was like what am I going to do with this? I’m like we grind--we go through 20 pounds of grits a day or something. And he was like well just do like one dish maybe and we’ll see how it goes.

00:34:26


So I cranked them up; we cooked them and you’re like how did I not know these are going to be that much better? Like why didn’t--why didn’t we just put together that we’re grinding our own corn and it’s like the best. It’s like going from Folger’s to you know Stump Town Coffee, like it was like unbelievable.

00:34:43


So the light went off there and immediately I mean I fell--we had already been buying and using good grits at that point but this was like a whole other level for me. And then yeah we ground grits; we eventually bought a bigger mill, an electric mill and ground grits every day for the restaurant for the last two years that I was there. And eventually Glen was like well this is a great idea. I’m going to go open--going to start a company.

00:35:05

Interviewer:  There you go.

00:35:06

ML:  Yeah. 
00:35:08

Interviewer:  What are grits?

00:35:08

ML:  In general, any cracked grain I believe.

00:35:13

Interviewer:  Well can you define it for us?

00:35:15

ML:  Well I don’t know exactly--I mean so to my knowledge a grit is any cracked grain. It could be rice, it could be corn, and stewed into a porridge. 

00:35:30

Interviewer:  Boom. Sara Wood what you got?

00:35:33

Interviewer:  Well you said something before we started rolling about people used to talk about pork and now people talk about seafood all the time. Can you talk a little bit about that? 

00:35:45

Interviewer:  And you’ll answer over here.

00:35:47

ML:  Sure; so I’d like to think that I have a bit of an entrepreneurial spirit and watching restaurants open and seeing what’s trending I’ve you know--I think we all pay attention to that in the business--but so many restaurants were embracing pork. So when pork kind of like came to its you know--the decade of pork was like it’s been going for almost 20 years now but cooks and chefs alike were discovering how great pigs were, doing charcuterie, learning about different breeds of pigs, a lot of whole-hog production was happening, and what I always felt in Charleston is like I like it but I like it in small doses, right. And like these kids are going way too overboard serving pork belly and the fatty smoky heavy flavors all the time. And I like it as much as the next guy but I like it in doses.

00:36:46


And I noticed that people--well and you know vegetables had come of age, right in--in my career, like that--I rode that for a while and I mean it spoke to me but I also was at the benefit of like hey we all just realized that vegetables can be so much more than what we used to get. And people weren't talking about seafood. But my restaurant was serving 75-percent of everything we served--or was ordered was seafood at Fig and the one question every single person asked in town was--where’s the best seafood?

00:37:16


So I was like well maybe we should start thinking about answering that question with our own company. And we had you know collected or now developed relationships with the best crabbers, the best oyster people, the best fishermen. And nobody was talking about them and they were struggling and they needed a champion to say hey we’re here trying to keep this going and it’s like we’re barely surviving. Most of the restaurants are serving imported shrimp, not caring where their fish came from. And I said well what a great opportunity for us to capitalize on that.
00:37:53


And people in Charleston want to eat lighter anyway so let’s give them that at the same time. 

00:38:00

Interviewer:  And thus The Ordinary was born?

00:38:02

ML:  And thus The Ordinary was born.

00:38:03

Interviewer:  Tell us about The Ordinary.

00:38:04

ML:  So The Ordinary is exactly that; it’s a restaurant that I thought would be a great place to celebrate the seafood of the Low Country, you know and then of course because you know you can't just survive on what we get here, the conversation broadens to the whole East Coast generally. We kind of stay away from the Gulf Coast and kind of the West Coast; I’m a sucker for king salmon so I make a few exceptions here and there.

00:38:29


So yeah; when you come to The Ordinary you’re going to eat some fish from the Low Country and you’re going to taste it and we’re going to not--hopefully not mess it up and so if you want the freshest fish and you want to know where it came from and who caught it and how long it’s been in the house, we’ll give you--our staff will give you all those answers and it’s--to me it’s great when you come to a place like Charleston and you can have that kind of connection to the food they’re eating.

00:38:55

Interviewer:  The Ordinary is a gorgeous restaurant. It--it’s extraordinary. Can you talk a little bit about the space?

00:39:04

ML:  Sure; so where it’s located in the city is kind of on Canon and King and if you’re coming in from the South, from 17 South or West Ashley, James Island, the chances are you’re going to be coming down Canon Street that dead-ends into King. That’s one way to get downtown. And this building has been kind of fallow since 2006 and you know up until recently you know that whole block was kind of just being put together, parceled by you know some developers to do this hotel and The Ordinary was--you know that building, that bank building was a piece of that parcel.

00:39:43


And they didn’t need it. So it had been sitting there and like we--everybody that lives here saw it every day and would be like--and everybody thought that would make a great space, but it seemed unapproachable and it wasn’t on the market. And it looked kind of beat up. And then one day we got the phone call; we actually had put an offer in on a different property. The owners of that property didn’t want to have our restaurant group there for some kind of competitive situation. So they turned down our offer. And that same day I get a phone call saying hey there’s a space on Upper King Street; would you like to come look at it? And we said sure. And then when we got there we couldn’t believe it--that it was available. And that--that company that was making that big hotel, 300-room hotel was like do you guys want to do something here? We’re like yeah; we’d love to buy it, so we bought it.

00:40:36


And it was built in 1921 I think by a pretty famous Charleston architect, Albert Simmons and 22-foot ceilings; it’s actually--you know there’s--the architect on the job was David Thompson and he does a really good job trying to explain this theory that it’s like some kind of scale that is like perfect for the human to be in. And it goes back to--I’m forgetting the name of the Da Vinci, right and he said--he talked a lot about scale. And he said there was something about the building that was magical to the space; actually it makes you feel good when you walk in the door there for a specific reason, the design of the building. It’s actually much smaller than people think it is. It’s only 100 seats and it’s got--it’s like 3,000 square-feet including the mezzanine which is kind of--it’s smaller than Fig which is crazy.

00:41:29

Interviewer:  Interesting.

00:41:29

ML:  But it’s beautiful and it’s been there for you know almost 100 years and it’s--it’s surreal to have put a restaurant in it. It was--you know it’s the easiest design ever for us to do because it was just like let’s not do too much to it. It’s beautiful already.

00:41:45

Interviewer:  Uh-hm; it’s gorgeous. 

00:41:47

ML:  Yeah.

00:41:47

Interviewer:  I think that’s about all I have. Is there anything that we haven’t asked you about that--?

00:41:51

ML:  No; the veggie boy thing?

00:41:53

Interviewer:  Yeah; let’s hear it. We also heard that you sing.

00:41:57

ML:  Oh I did last night. I walked off the stage and the woman goes stick to cooking. [Laughs]
00:42:06

Interviewer:  Well--

00:42:07

ML:  I was like I just poured my heart out for you guys, made you a big dinner, and like was stone-cold sober and I went up anyway and you--that’s the first thing you said to me. Anyway it was fun. So when I got to town there was--so Glen wanted to market my arrival and saying that Anson is now going to have this local program and this is the guy that’s going to do it and you know there was a bunch of swinging dicks in town that wanted to you know haze me.

00:42:36


And we were at--at a dinner and I did this dish that I was--it was a great dish. I was very proud of it. And one of the chefs in town, so there was--Louis was in the room. He was always a great supporter of mine. Frank Lee was, who also was, and there was a couple other guys that liked to rib me. And I deserved it too; I mean I was a bit cocky. 

00:42:55


And I did this dish and one of the chefs looks at me and he’s like hey veggie boy; he’s like why don’t you tell me--and he sort of like as I’m plating my dish--he’s like how--what kind of carrots are you using now? Are they--and he was like trying to make up names for carrots ‘cause I always put the names of the vegetables on the menu and everything. And the chef--it was great; he has not kept his career going but he was--back then he was like hey you know I think that I’ll just get my carrots peeled and cut so I can use my expertise to make them delicious. He’s like I don’t care where they come from. Frankly I don’t even want to see them until they’re ready to be cooked. And he was like that’s how you run a kitchen. You don’t mess around with a walk-in full of all these different things. And it was pretty funny. And he actually went to Celeste a few years later and she goes actually I remember the story that Mike told me about what you said. She’s like I have a long list of people that want to buy my product and you’re at the back of it. [Laughs]
00:43:53

Interviewer:  [Laughs]
00:43:54

ML:  But yeah; it was funny. 

00:43:57

Interviewer:  That’s good.

00:43:59

ML:  Very funny.

00:43:59

Interviewer:  The last one that ticked you off--

00:44:02

Interviewer:  She said who else is coming today? And I told her and she’s like ask Mike about veggie boy. [Laughs] She’s really great. I’m going to turn--

00:44:09

[End Mike Lata Interview]
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