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[This interview with George Sarris takes place in a fast-food restaurant adjacent to Mr. Sarris’ 

restaurant, Fish Market Southside. Sounds from customers can be heard in the background. Mr. 

Sarris chose the location because customers at his busy restaurant constantly stop him to say 

hello.  Mr. Sarris still has a heavy Greek accent.] 

 

[START OF INTERVIEW] 

 

George Sarris:  Okay.  My name is George Sarris, S-a-r-r-i-s.  My— 

 

[00:00:08] 

Eric Velasco:  Date of birth is? 

 

[00:00:10] 

George Sarris:  —date of birth is 12/21/51.  And my Social Security.  [laughs] 

 

[00:00:18] 

Eric Velasco:  We don’t need the Social Security number. 

 

[00:00:21] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, that’s okay. 

 

[00:00:22] 
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Eric Velasco:  Thanks for getting us started, Mr. Sarris.  This is Eric Velasco for the Southern 

Foodways Alliance, and this is an oral history interview with George Sarris.  He moved to 

Birmingham from the Greek village of Tsitalia in 1969.  He has worked with and is related to a 

veritable Who’s Who of Greek restaurateurs in Birmingham.  Mr. Sarris owns The Fish Market 

Southside Restaurant and an import company.  It is March 31st, 2017.  We are at a fast-food 

restaurant adjacent to his very busy restaurant. 

 You’ve already introduced yourself, so let’s just get started.  Would you please describe 

how you and your family decided to come to the United States and what made that possible? 

 

[00:01:06] 

George Sarris:  We decide because when you’re poor, you just leave your country.  And my 

parents, they have five kids.  But let me interject.  Today is 3/31/17.  I came to Alabama at 3/30 

or 31, I don’t remember the date, 1969. 

 

[00:01:29] 

Eric Velasco:  It must have been the 31st. 

 

[00:01:30] 

George Sarris:  I mean, exactly, exactly, what, forty-six, forty-seven years? 

 

[00:01:34] 

Eric Velasco:  Happy anniversary. 
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[00:01:35] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, thanks.  I just noticing when you say the date. 

 It was very poor, my parents.  There was subsistence farming.  My father was adopted 

when he was twenty-one years old from his uncle because he was from a poor family of ten.  My 

mother comes from a family of ten. 

 My great-grandfather, he was here in Birmingham, 1885, and he came four, five trips to 

marry his daughters for dowry, and then he came back to Tsitalia in 1939 and he never come 

back.  Actually, he become blind.  But we have a lot of relatives here.  In Birmingham it was a 

stations for everybody from Tsitalia from this village with 250 people in Alabama, and, actually, 

with the ancestors and everything else, they might be about 300.  Actually, if you go to the 

cemetery in two places, you see tens and tens and tens of graves of our ancestors.  I put in my 

Facebook, and I got all kind of really feedback.  I took pictures of the graves, people they die in 

the twenties and fifteens and people they don’t even know where they was buried, the relatives, 

back then. 

 Anyway, it was very poor, and my parents—actually, my mother, my mother, she was the 

boss, and she is the boss, you know, and she say, “We’re going to leave.”  And we have some 

relatives in Australia, some in Germany, France, in different countries.  She say, “Look, let’s 

start with United States and see if we can go to the United States.”  She was here with two 

brothers in United States, which they come after the civil war in Greece.  The United States 

invite some people which there was victim of communists, the civil war, to come there, and two 

of my uncles came first in the early fifties, then another one. 

 

[00:03:48] 
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Eric Velasco: And this was the Greek civil war after World War II. 

 

[00:03:51] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, yeah, yeah, after, yeah, the 1949 to 19—really ’44 to all the way to ’49, 

yes.  I was in high school.  I was pretty good student, I think.  But the problem it was, they don’t 

have no money to send you anywhere.  You know, the country was poor.  You have no money to 

send you anywhere, and you would pick olives for a living or you would do manual work.  I 

mean, they don’t have no money even to send you to be a plumber, you know, electrician.  Then 

we decide to come to United States.  My mother said, “Let’s go.  We’ll go.”  My mother, my 

sister, and I came first, and then we work till September, send the money back to bring the rest of 

the family, which was three more siblings and my father.  So that’s how, yeah, but mainly 

because we was poor. 

 

[00:04:52] 

Eric Velasco:  Let’s back up a little bit.  What was your great-grandfather’s name, and would 

you spell the name? 

 

[00:04:56] 

George Sarris:  Triantafillos Balabanos, B-a-l-a-b-a-n-o-s, Balabanos.   

 

[00:05:12] 

Eric Velasco:  Would you spell the first name, too, please? 
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[00:05:14] 

George Sarris:  Triantafillos.  This is a long one.  Let me write this down.  [laughs]  T-r-i-a-n-t-

a-f-i-l-l-o-s.  In a short, name is Phil.  [laughs]  [Interviewer’s note: Most times when he is asked 

to spell a name, Mr. Sarris pauses to write it out first on a pad of paper.] 

 

[00:05:39] 

Eric Velasco:  Phil. 

 

[00:05:40] 

George Sarris:  Actually, my uncle, he took his name and he changed it to Phil here in United 

States, yeah.  I mean, it’s funny thing.  Yeah, Triantafillos Balabanos. 

 

[00:05:49] 

Eric Velasco:  And he first came here in the 1800s? 

 

[00:05:51] 

George Sarris:  1885, yeah, and we trace him—actually, Vulcan, they done a little thing for 

him, you know, in the first—yeah.  The village was poor and everybody was leaving.  I mean, 

it’s just like no different in Mexico now or South America or Africa.  If you was have a way to 

leave, you leave. 

 

[00:06:13] 

Eric Velasco:  Now, what brought him to Birmingham?  Why Birmingham of all places? 
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[00:06:17] 

George Sarris:  Really, I never ask him.  He die 6/6/66, and I actually was living with him, and I 

never ask him that, how in Birmingham.  I thought maybe somebody else, you know what I 

mean.  He was here with two, three cousins.  They came around the same time.  But how in 

Birmingham, I think—I’m not too sure.  I think they was follow the railroad work, and they sell 

sandwich or they sell some things to the workers.  But he was working in a restaurant.  He was 

telling me about oysters, how to open.  He was blind, but he was showing me how to open 

oysters.  And I don’t pay no attention, you know, because, look, I mean, I would never open 

oysters.  I don’t know why he told me. 

 

[00:07:11] 

Eric Velasco:  Why would you need to learn that in the mountains in Greece? 

 

[00:07:13] 

George Sarris:  Yeah.  Come to find out, I’ve been doing that for the last forty years.  [laughs]  I 

mean, you see how a guy works, yeah. 

 

[00:07:19] 

Eric Velasco:  Did he talk much about his experiences in Birmingham or about Birmingham 

itself at the time? 

 

[00:07:26] 
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George Sarris:  No.  I mean, the way he was talk, Birmingham, it was just this huge, huge big 

city, and, of course, it was to his eyes.  You know what I mean?  I don’t know when Birmingham 

incorporated, ’70-something, huh? 

 

[00:07:44] 

Eric Velasco:  1871. 

 

[00:07:45] 

George Sarris:  1871.  It was a small town, but for few hamlets in a village, a few houses in 

Tsitalia, it was like for you to leave from and go to New York.  I mean, to him, it was huge, huge 

thing. 

 

[00:08:07] 

Eric Velasco:  And he worked in restaurants? 

 

[00:08:09] 

George Sarris:  And he worked in restaurants, yes, yes. 

 

[00:08:15] 

Eric Velasco:  Did he mention the name of any of the restaurants he worked in? 

 

[00:08:17] 



George Sarris – The Fish Market Southside Restaurant   Page 9 
 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 
 

George Sarris:  No.  He might did, but, you know, I was fifteen years old when he died.  Really, 

I had more things in mind to listen to my grandfather, I mean, for hours, you know, really.  He 

was talkative man, but, I mean, you know, it was not my first option.  It was go play soccer with 

my friends.  Unfortunately, you see it, you’re looking back and you say, “I wish, I wish, I wish I 

remember everything he say.”  And some things stuck in my head. 

 

[00:08:47] 

Eric Velasco:  And he came back and forth a few times. 

 

[00:08:49] 

George Sarris:  He came back, I think so, five times he was here.  He marry all his daughters, 

because back then, you have to have a dowry to marry your daughter, to give it to the future 

husband of hers, and that’s how the people did. 

 The other thing in my village, there, I think, about 170 houses right now.  I would say 

probably 100 they built with money from Birmingham, Alabama.  The church is built with 

money from Birmingham, Alabama, from different families and a couple of huge, you know, 

bigger benefactors. 

 

[00:09:28] 

Eric Velasco:  This is money people would send back home? 

 

[00:09:30] 
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George Sarris:  Yeah, send to fix their school, to do—I mean, really, back then, it was not like 

today.  I mean, you work, but you send money back to better your community.  You always feel 

you’re part of it.  Yes, I mean, if you go, want to take friends to my village, Tsitalia, I say this 

house is their family Kanakis or Gerontakis or Sarris or Hontzas, and they built—all of what they 

built, really, after the twenties, 1920s.   

 

[00:10:04] 

Eric Velasco:  These are all the names of Birmingham Greek families.  [Interviewer’s note: 

These families have run several Birmingham restaurants.] 

 

[00:10:06] 

George Sarris:  Oh, yeah, people, Birmingham Greek families, yeah, yeah.  And everybody, 

everybody that send money to educate our kids, nephews, grandkids.  We have a few people 

from our village, they come here, they stay for thirty-five years before they go back, and they 

was here, they have a child infant, and the child was thirty-six years old.  And it happened to my 

uncle.  He was here in Birmingham.  Actually, he had a store in Bessemer.  Yeah, he come back 

after thirty-five years.  His child was thirty-six. 

 

[00:10:42] 

Eric Velasco:  So when your great-grandfather came back for the last time, his work was done, 

so he didn’t feel the need to come back? 

 

[00:10:50] 
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George Sarris:  His work was done, and after a few years, he become blind.  But for some 

reason, I think he become blind, then he, after a few years, he see a little bit again, but then, as 

far as I remember, as long as I remember, from late, middle fifties when I start remembering, he 

was blind.  Very big man, big mustache.  You know what I mean?  In fact, he told me when he 

die, he want me to fix his mustache.  When he was in his deathbed, I walk in the room, I say, 

“He die yet, Mother?  He die yet?”  And they chase me out because—I mean, really, I always 

remember he said, “Put a lemon on your fingers and fix my mustache.” 

 

[00:11:33] 

Eric Velasco:  Lemon? 

 

[00:11:34] 

George Sarris:  Lemon, yeah.  The lemon is just like—because it has the sugar is just—you 

know what I mean?  You know, fix your mustache not to move.  You know what I mean? 

 

[00:11:44] 

Eric Velasco:  And how would he like to wear his mustache? 

 

[00:11:46] 

George Sarris:  Long and—actually, we have a picture.  Long and just like the shepherd.  You 

know what I mean?  Long and in the end very thin, you know, yeah.  But that’s what I did when 

he die.  I mean, actually, my mother say, “He don’t die yet.” 

 I say, “How I know he die?” 
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 She said, “Tickle his feet.”  I tickle him and he move his feet.  She say, “See, I told you.” 

 Anyway, nice man, the nicest man.  I’m sure he wanted to go that way, I mean, really.  

But I remember I was trying to fix his mustache.  I was the boy. 

 

[00:12:18] 

Eric Velasco:  Now, one of those daughters was your grandmother. 

 

[00:12:21] 

George Sarris:  Yeah.  You’re going to find it complicated what I’m going to tell you.  One of 

his daughters, it was my grandmother.  The other daughter, another daughter, my grandmother, 

too, because she adopt my father and she become my step-grandmother.  But I mean, for all 

practical purposes—and I have four grandmothers.  I have his wife as a grandmother, and my 

father’s real mother is a grandmother.  One time for a few years I had four grandparents, I mean 

four set of grandparents, which very unusual, but everybody get along because my dad, he was 

adopted when he was one, by his aunt.  His aunt, it was a sister of my mother’s mother.  

Actually, I mean, my parents, they don’t have no relation between them, but after he adopted, 

you can say they was first cousins.  After he adopted, though, but there was not, of course.  They 

have no blood relation.  But it’s funny.  It’s complicated.  The people in the village, they know.  

But when I explain to somebody here, they say, “What the heck he’s talking about?”  [laughs] 

 

[00:13:48] 

Eric Velasco:  It gets very, very complicated [unclear]. 
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[00:13:50] 

George Sarris:  Yes, very complicated, yeah.  But in villages, and people, they do everything to 

survive.  And my grandparents adopt my dad because of the—you know, somebody to take care 

of them before they die. 

 

[00:14:06] 

Eric Velasco:  Did your mother’s mother die at an early age or— 

 

[00:14:12] 

George Sarris:  No, my mother’s mother lives ninety years old, yeah.  And my grandfather on 

my mother’s side, he was a priest.  He was a priest.  On my dad’s side, his real father, he was a 

shepherd, and his last name—my dad’s real name when he grew up, he was Kaloyiannis. 

 

[00:14:37] 

Eric Velasco:  Can you spell that for us? 

 

[00:14:39] 

George Sarris:  Okay.  K-a-l-o-y-i-a-n-n-i-s, Kaloyiannis.  But after they adopt him, his adopted 

parents, he was Sarris.  That’s why my name is Sarris. 

 

[00:15:03] 

Eric Velasco:  So that was his last name.  Kaloyiannis was his last name. 
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[00:15:06] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, yeah, exactly.  And his first name is Kostas. 

 

[00:15:11] 

Eric Velasco:  What was his full first name? 

 

[00:15:12] 

George Sarris:  Kostadinos, short Kostas or Dinos.  It depend what he want to take.  You know 

what I mean? 

 

[00:15:20] 

Eric Velasco:  Now, your son Dino, is he named for your grandfather? 

 

[00:15:22] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, he’s Kostadinos.  In our culture, you name your first son after your dad 

and your first daughter after your mom.  The second or third child, you make after your wife’s 

parents. 

 

[00:15:38] 

Eric Velasco:  Did your dad go by Kostas? 

 

[00:15:41] 

George Sarris:  Kostas, yeah.  My son’s name is Kostadinos, and we call him Dino. 
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[00:15:45] 

Eric Velasco:  That’s what I was trying to get to.  So Dino went by Dino to distinguish himself 

from your father? 

 

[00:15:51] 

George Sarris:  No, no, it was shorter.  It was shorter for school.  I mean, the kids to learn 

Kostadinos, I mean, was too long, and other thing, just too lazy to spell it. 

 

[00:16:00] 

Eric Velasco:  He was from the Flintstones era, Dino and Bam-Bam. 

 

[00:16:04] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, exactly. 

 

[00:16:08] 

Eric Velasco:  Now, we’re going to back up a little bit farther here.  We talked about your 

mother and your sister coming over with you years ago. 

 

[00:16:16] 

George Sarris:  Yes. 

 

[00:16:17] 



George Sarris – The Fish Market Southside Restaurant   Page 16 
 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 
 

Eric Velasco:  What’s your mother’s name? 

 

[00:16:20] 

George Sarris:  Theodoloula. 

 

[00:16:22] 

Eric Velasco:  You’ll have to spell that for me, please. 

 

[00:16:23] 

George Sarris:  Okay.  T-h-e-o-d-o-l-o-u-l-a, Theodoloula. 

 

[00:16:40] 

Eric Velasco:  What was her family name, or her family? 

 

[00:16:43] 

George Sarris:  Hontzopoulos, H-o-n-t-z-o-p-o-u-l-o-s.  [Interviewer’s note: The family, whose 

name in the United States was shortened to Hontzas by the 1950s, spells it Hontzopoulous.] 

 

[00:16:59] 

Eric Velasco:  And where was she from? 

 

[00:17:00] 

George Sarris:  The same village, Tsitalia as well. 
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[00:17:04] 

Eric Velasco:  So her family is related to the Hontzases here in town. 

 

[00:17:10] 

George Sarris:  Yes, yes.  There was Phil Hontzas and George Hontzas, they used to own 

John’s.  Jimmy Hontzas, the late Jimmy Hontzas, he used to own Niki’s on Finley Avenue with 

the Gus Hontzas.  Now you have a—and it was some people here and some people in Jackson, 

Mississippi, with his cousins and uncles.  [Interviewer’s note: Johnny Hontzopoulous settled in 

Jackson, Miss., and opened eateries including Johnny’s Restaurant.  His sister, Margaret 

Hontzopoulous Callas, wound up in Birmingham.  Both immigrated from Tsitalia soon after 

1920. Their nephews – brothers Phil, George and Jimmy Hontzas and the brothers’ cousin, Gus 

Hontzas – learned the business at Johnny’s Restaurant, which opened in 1954 in Jackson.  They 

moved on to Birmingham in the late 1950s to run Margaret’s restaurants, Niki’s Downtown 

(Phil, George and Jimmy) and Niki’s West (Gus).  That generation of the Hontzas family also 

owned Birmingham eateries John’s Restaurant (started in 1944 by Greek-born John Proferis) and 

Smoke House.  Today, a third generation is in charge of Niki’s West and Smoke House in 

Birmingham, and Johnny’s Restaurant in suburban Homewood.]  

 

[00:17:35] 

Eric Velasco:  So Phil and them were your sister’s—your mother’s brothers? 

 

[00:17:39] 
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George Sarris:  My mother’s brothers, yes.  Phil, George, and Jimmy, yeah. 

 

[00:17:43] 

Eric Velasco:  And then Gus would have been a cousin? 

 

[00:17:44] 

George Sarris:  Gus was a first cousin.  Actually, Gus’ father, he was here.  I’m sorry, he was in 

United States, but he was in New Orleans.  

 

[00:17:52] 

Eric Velasco:  I believe he had to go back home because his father had died and he had to take 

care of the family?  [Interviewer’s note: Pete Hontzopoulous arrived in New Orleans in 1915, but 

had to return to Tsitalia soon after because his father died and as the oldest son Pete became 

responsible for the family.  Johnny Hontzopoulous and Margaret Hontzopoulous Callas were his 

siblings.] 

 

[00:17:56] 

George Sarris:  Yes, exactly.  All of them come with ten kids.  Everybody back then, they have 

ten kids, really.  Kids back there, there was people that was poor and somebody to work the 

farms.  I mean, it was like—you know.  And usually a few kids die before they become adults.  

My father had a brother who died before he become an adult. 

 

[00:18:23] 
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Eric Velasco:  Now, the sister who came with you and your mom, what is her name? 

 

[00:18:27] 

George Sarris:  Yianoula, Y-i-a-n-o-u-l-a. 

 

[00:18:37] 

Eric Velasco:  And did she stay here in the States? 

 

[00:18:39] 

George Sarris:  She stay here and she marry somebody from the village.  They come here, they 

stay about fifteen years, and now they back.  But her kids, three of her kids, they’re here.  I 

mean, it’s just like—I’m telling you, it’s Birmingham and Tsitalia.  It’s just like so inter—I 

mean, you can ask them what is any other city.  I mean, everybody in the village, they know 

Birmingham because they have somebody here. 

 

[00:19:08] 

Eric Velasco:  It’s practically a suburb of Birmingham? 

 

[00:19:08] 

George Sarris:  Oh, yeah, exactly.  I mean, look here.  I’m going next week, I mean week after 

next.  I mean, really, everybody go and we see each others there, and, really, it’s like a suburb of 

Birmingham, and now especially the way we’re going with airplanes, it’s easy. 
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[00:19:29] 

Eric Velasco:  Now, you said October, your family’s able to send money over to bring over the 

rest of your family? 

 

[00:19:36] 

George Sarris:  Yes.  We came by boat.  They came by airplane. 

 

[00:19:39] 

Eric Velasco:  Your dad and who else? 

 

[00:19:41] 

George Sarris:  My dad and my brother and two sisters. 

 

[00:19:46] 

Eric Velasco:  And their names, please? 

 

[00:19:47] 

George Sarris:  Sofia, S-o-f-i-a; Maria, M-a-r-i-a; and Nikos, N-i-k-o-s. 

 

[00:19:56] 

Eric Velasco:  And did they all stay here? 

 

[00:19:57] 
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George Sarris:  All of them here.  Sofia, she was has a small restaurant here.  [Interviewer’s 

note: Sofia Sarris Faulk owned Sophia’s Deli at Seventh Avenue North and Richard Arrington 

Jr. Boulevard (21st Street North) with her husband from 1990 until they sold it in 2013.  She also 

worked with her uncles Hontzas at John’s Restaurant and owned Tom’s Coneys on Second 

Avenue North and 14th Street for some 14 years.] 

 Nikos, he was have his own little hot dog stand.  Now he just helped me a little bit.  And 

Maria, she came here, she was nine years old, and she go to school and become a lawyer, but 

then she married.  She has three kids, and she don’t practice no more.  But, I mean, she’s done 

very well.   

 

[00:20:22] 

Eric Velasco:  What’s the birth order of the children? 

 

[00:20:24] 

George Sarris:  Joanne is the first—I mean Yianoula.  I call her Joanne in English.  Me, Sofia, 

Nikos, and Maria. 

 

[00:20:37] 

Eric Velasco:  What was the name of Nikos’ hot dog stand? 

 

[00:20:39] 
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George Sarris:  It was Sarris Hot Dog Stand.  Used to be Dinos.  And after we bought it, I 

mean, after, yeah, it become Sarris Hot Dog Stand.  My parents have it, and they give it to my 

brother Nikos.  But still it was Sarris Hot Dogs on 18th Street and Fourth Avenue North. 

 

[00:20:59] 

Eric Velasco:  And when did your family take it over? 

 

[00:21:03] 

George Sarris:  I would say in early seventies, ’73, ’74.  They stay there with my parents, and 

after that, my brother till really late nineties, yeah. 

 

[00:21:14] 

Eric Velasco:  And was Dinos the name of the restaurant before your family bought it? 

 

[00:21:18] 

George Sarris:  Originally, yeah, Dinos, who used to have some other store.  You know what I 

mean?  It’s Aleck—what’s his last name? 

 

[00:21:26] 

Eric Velasco:  Choraitis? 

 

[00:21:28] 
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George Sarris:  No, no, no, no.  He has a son, he’s a lawyer here.  My god, I cannot right this 

split second.  I’ll remember his name. 

 

[00:21:42] 

Eric Velasco:  Greek or— 

 

[00:21:43] 

George Sarris:  Oh, Greek, of course.  Greek, of course. 

 

[00:21:45] 

Eric Velasco:  Of course. 

 

[00:21:46] 

George Sarris:  Actually, let me tell you something.  He was retiring.  Somebody told me he sell 

his business, and I go over there, and he was there.  Aleck Gulas.  Aleck Gulas.  He has a son, 

Ike Gulas.  And I go over there.  I speak English, and I say, “I hear—.”  I say, “How much you 

want?” 

 He say, “Fifteen thousand.” 

 I say, “I don’t have no money, but I’d be glad to buy your business.”  And really, he gave 

me terms.  I don’t even know what hot dog it was, but he stay, he help me.  Very nice man.  He 

died ninety-some years old a few months ago, a very nice man.  [Interviewer’s note: Aleck T. 

Gulas, a World War II veteran of Greek heritage who grew up in Birmingham, died Jan. 22, 

2017, at age 93.]  
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But this the way it was with the Greek community.  They help each other.  They give 

each other credit.  They help you get in business.  Really, it was good.  It was good, really.  But 

that’s how—then I bought a deli.  Then I decided— 

 

[00:22:44] 

Eric Velasco:  Before we get into that, I want to start back with your uncles Hontzas.  April 1st, 

1969, you went to work. 

 

[00:22:51] 

George Sarris:  I work on Niki’s on Second Avenue.  [Interviewer’s note: aka Niki’s 

Downtown.] 

 

[00:22:53] 

Eric Velasco:  And these are your uncles. 

 

[00:22:55] 

George Sarris:  Yes, that is my mother’s brothers.  They was a little tough.  You know what I 

mean.  The thing back then, you see, they thought because they have a so hard time when they 

come here in early fifties, they have to be tough for the people to come.  Anyway, but they teach 

me a lot. 

 

[00:23:16] 

Eric Velasco:  And by “hard time,” what do you mean, starting from scratch? 
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[00:23:18] 

George Sarris:  I mean, they just, you know, wash dishes, mop the floors, clean the bathrooms.  

I mean, really, relentless.  I mean, they just drive you to work ninety hours a week, which I don’t 

like it that much, but, you know, there was no time for girls.  [laughs]  No, I’m just kidding. 

 

[00:23:39] 

Eric Velasco:  And that’s where you started out, washing dishes at Niki’s. 

 

[00:23:41] 

George Sarris:  Yes, wash dishes.  Me and my mother, I mean, my mother and I was washing 

dishes.  And let me tell you something.  It was a busy place back then, and my mother, 

sometimes she cries, says, “George, we are going to wash dishes all our life?” 

 I said, “No, Mother, we’re going to buy our own place.”  I mean, I was determined not to 

wish dishes for long, which I did quite long, really, couple of years.  And then a little bit later, by 

being in kitchen, you start cooking a little bit, or help, or, I mean, you just help.  I mean, there is 

no such a name sous-chef or salad man or not.  [laughs]  You do everything. 

 

[00:24:23] 

Eric Velasco:  How old were you? 

 

[00:24:24] 

George Sarris:  I was seventeen when I come here, and I become eighteen. 
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[00:24:28] 

Eric Velasco:  And then you came here to work.  You weren’t thinking necessarily in terms of 

an education. 

 

[00:24:35] 

George Sarris:  No.  I did go to Phillips High School for a few months just to learn English, but 

I was going to school like eight o’clock, take the bus, go to school, then get off two or three 

o’clock, then I would have to go wash dishes.  And really, after about a few months, I said, “At 

school they don’t pay me nothing.  I make money washing dishes.”  And I quit.  I mean, I don’t 

know if it was good or bad, but I quit. 

 

[00:25:04] 

Eric Velasco:  How old was your mom when she came? 

 

[00:25:06] 

George Sarris:  She was—she’s ninety now, minus forty-six years, she was in early forties. 

 

[00:25:14] 

Eric Velasco:  And how about your dad when he came? 

 

[00:25:16] 

George Sarris:  My dad, he was in early fifties.  Early fifties, yeah. 
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[00:25:21] 

Eric Velasco:  Is he still living? 

 

[00:25:21] 

George Sarris:  No, he died about six years ago.  He was eighty-nine years old, yeah.  But he 

liked it here.  He was happy, happy, happy, yeah. 

 

[00:25:32] 

Eric Velasco:  So you worked over at Niki’s Downtown.  Then you went over to Niki’s West. 

 

[00:25:43] 

George Sarris:  Me and my uncle, one of my uncles, he was too tough, and I decide to leave, 

and I go to work for another first cousin of my mother, which Gus Hontzas, which he was a little 

easier, but the work, it was hard because they’re open twenty-four hours a day there back then, 

and he was tough.  It was a lot of work, but I learned a lot.  Really, I mean, look, I would not be 

tough to somebody who they come here now, but in a way, it was a good lesson for us to get a 

work ethic and save money and all that kind of stuff, yeah. 

 Niki’s [West], it was a little different clientele.  Back then, the farmers’ market, nicer 

people, nice people, but I like it, but I always want to do something else. 

 

[00:26:38] 

Eric Velasco:  Now, was Niki’s Downtown always a kind of meat-and-three? 
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[00:26:42] 

George Sarris:  No.  When I first came here, it was a restaurant, but it was had a bar, which they 

call it the Office Lounge.  It was before your time, of course. 

 

[00:26:53] 

Eric Velasco:  Was this West or Downtown? 

 

[00:26:55] 

George Sarris:  Downtown, yeah.  And they have a band every night, and, I mean, it was girls 

and mens and boys, and, I mean, it was crazy place.  I mean, really—you know, the Office 

Lounge.  And they kept it quite a few years.  Then some unfortunate thing happened.  Somebody 

abduct two girls from the parking lot, and they decide to close the lounge and open a full-time 

restaurant.  But they’ve done very well. 

 

[00:27:31] 

Eric Velasco:  They were upset over what had happened? 

 

[00:27:33] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, I mean, the whole community.  Really, they lost some business because 

of the abduction.  Ellard.  His name was Ellard, and he killed one girl or something, or the other 

girl survive.  But it was terrible.  I mean, it was big news.  And bar business has never been 

good.  I never like bar business.  I mean, for that reason, yeah.  [Interviewer’s note: Richard 
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Mark Ellard kidnapped Nancy Conn and her cousin, Charlotte Parks, from the Office Lounge 

parking lot in 1971.  He murdered Parks by stabbing her multiple times, but Conn survived after 

he beat her, threw her over an large embankment and left her for dead.  The previous June, Ellard 

kidnapped and fatally stabbed a student from the University of Alabama at Birmingham, Sandra 

Swisher.  Twists and turns in his prosecution and incarceration sparked considerable controversy 

too.] 

 

[00:27:55] 

Eric Velasco:  So describe Niki’s West then [unclear]. 

 

[00:28:00] 

George Sarris:  Niki’s West, it was wild west.  They had a bar in the back.  You know what I 

mean?  People, they gamble a little bit.  You know what I mean?  [laughs]  It was—when I tell 

you wild, wild west, yeah,  it was.  I mean, you remember all the farmers that used to come, they 

make a lot of money, from all over Alabama, in the farmers’ market.  It’s a lot of truck drivers.  

It was very nice people, but different—they was very sweet to me, you know, but it was a 

different—  [Interviewer’s note: Niki’s West, which opened in 1957, was built adjacent to what 

was then a brand-new year-round farmer’s market on Finley Avenue in Birmingham.  The Finley 

Avenue market replaced a farmers market that was adjacent to Niki’s Downtown when it opened 

in 1951.] 

 

[00:28:32] 

Eric Velasco:  People who liked to have a good time, work hard and play hard. 
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[00:28:34] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, they have a good time and play hard, and, to me, it was, I mean, I enjoy it 

because, I mean, there was just a lot of fun. 

 

[00:28:41] 

Eric Velasco:  And that’s why Niki’s West was there, because they had opened up the truck 

farmers market. 

 

[00:28:43] 

George Sarris:  Absolutely, yeah, yeah, absolutely.  I remember after—between two and five 

[a.m.], it was my uncle and I in the store.  There you come, you sit down, and I come take your 

order, and you say, “Two eggs over light, medium, hash browns,” whatever.  Then I go to the 

window and I scream to the cook the order, and then I go back there and I make the—we don’t 

have no cook.  I was the cook.  [laughs]  But we don’t want to know the customer we don’t have 

anybody to cook.  And I go over there, fix the order, bring in front.  I mean, that’s how—I mean, 

that’s what I’m telling you.  It was different.  It was different. 

 

[00:29:23] 

Eric Velasco:  Did Niki’s West still have the dancing girls then?  [Interviewer’s note: In a 2004 

oral history with the Southern Foodways Alliance, Betty Hontzas says the bar at Niki’s West had 

what she called “go-go dancers” around the time she married Gus Hontzas in the early 1960s.] 
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[00:29:25] 

George Sarris:  They always have a bar back there, but I think it was more or less they was 

having country music, of course, and band here or there.  But it was a lot of gambling going on 

in the back.  [laughs]  And there they got tired of it, they got tired of it, and they opened a 

restaurant full time, foods and steam table and all that. 

 

[00:29:47] 

Eric Velasco:  Did you have to know a certain password to get back to the back there? 

 

[00:29:50] 

George Sarris:  No.  I was—I mean, really, I was— 

 

[00:29:53] 

Eric Velasco:  A customer, did they need a password? 

 

[00:29:55] 

George Sarris:  No.  I mean, I’m surprised now that they didn’t put anybody in jail, because 

they had fights and all that stuff.  No, but it was just like wild west, I’m telling you.  I mean, 

there was play with—how do you call it those things, you know, with the—you throw it. 

 

[00:30:12] 

Eric Velasco:  Dice? 
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[00:30:13] 

George Sarris:  Dice on the dance floor, I mean.  [laughs]  Anyway, but it was a lot of fun.  You 

know, and all these experience, one thing it teach me, or thank God I got to know a lot of people 

in a lot of socio-economics.  Everybody’s good people.  You know what I mean?  Niki’s, even 

back then, it was 1971, I mean, it was 50 percent black customers, which it was nice, really.  I 

mean, it was— 

 

[00:30:44] 

Eric Velasco:  Different from what was going on elsewhere in Alabama. 

 

[00:30:49] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, and it was, really, and I think so.  The most immigrants, there was little 

bit more easier or little bit more to—you know what I mean?  Look, I’m here as immigrant.  

How I can look somebody who not born here and look down or say bad word and all that? 

 But I’m going to tell you something that happened to me.  April the 1st, 1969, when I go 

to Niki’s to work, the beer man, which happened to be Greek, came in and he sit at the counter 

and he order breakfast.  He write the order for the beer, and the black gentleman bring the beer, 

and he put it in a kind of well, you know, the refrigeration wells.  And I say, “Let me help you, 

sir.” 

 And one of the managers there, he pulled me on the side, he say, “You never tell a black 

man—you never call a black man ‘sir.’” 

And it stuck me right there and then, and I say, “My god, what is going on here?” 
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[00:31:52] 

Eric Velasco:  Because you weren’t supposed to call him sir. 

 

[00:31:54] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, of course.  I mean, I don’t know, I mean, I never see him, I don’t see him 

no different than me. 

 

[00:31:59] 

Eric Velasco:  So what was going through your head when you heard that? 

 

[00:32:01] 

George Sarris:  So, I mean, I thought, “This is, I mean, crazy, really.”  Right now, being an 

adult, I can use little better choice of words, but, you know, it was surprise me, really.  It was 

surprise me how I knew a little bit about it.  It was a year after Martin Luther King die in 1968, 

and I knew the history, but it never was face-to-face till the morning.  Anyway, and he make a 

big, big thing at me.  You know what I’m saying?  Always make effort any business I have to be 

inclusive everybody, no matter the job or persons or whatever. 

 

[00:32:47] 

Eric Velasco:  Now, how were Greeks perceived at the time here in Birmingham when you 

moved here? 

 

[00:32:51] 
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George Sarris:  You know, I been here for forty-six, forty-seven years now, and I never have 

anybody tell me, “Go back to Greece,” besides one man, and this is funny story.  I was at 

Sammy’s Delicatessen.  We had this delicatessen.  This man come here, come in, and he asked 

me for change for $10, and I say, “Sir, I don’t have no change,” which the truth, I don’t have no 

change. 

 And he got mad with me, and he said, “You ought to go back where you come from.” 

 And I can tell the man, he’s not from here.  I say, “Where you from?” 

 He say, “Iran.”  [laughs]  I have one Iranian guy tell me, “Go back to your country.” 

 I mean, never ever, never ever noticed or felt or anything remotely as somebody say 

something [unclear].  I mean, really.  And I would deal with all social—really, never, ever, ever I 

felt uncomfortable or I felt—really.  I mean, Birmingham is unique.  You hears this craziness, 

but yet people deep down are very decent. 

 

[00:34:05] 

Eric Velasco:  How did you learn English? 

 

[00:34:08] 

George Sarris:  You think I learned English?  [laughs]  No. 

 

[00:34:13] 

Eric Velasco:  How did you get this far?  [laughs] 

 

[00:34:14] 
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George Sarris:  Yeah, how I get that far.  I used do better.  Really, when we first—when we 

decide to come to United States and we wait for the papers, I mean, wait for the papers to come 

with the doctors, we was in the village, and it was a teacher, Donda Martin [phonetic] in 

Leonidion.  There’s the name of the town.  L-e—-you see I have to spell.  L-e-o-n-i-d-i-o-n.  

There’s the name of the town I go to high school, and it was— 

 

[00:34:55] 

Eric Velasco:  How far from Tsitalia was that? 

 

[00:34:57] 

George Sarris:  It is about 10 kilometers straight down the mountain. 

 

[00:35:03] 

Eric Velasco:  Coming home was harder than going to school, then. 

 

[00:35:06] 

George Sarris:  Yeah.  What it is, we have a donkey, and I remember I always have headaches 

because the sun was bothering me, and somebody gave me some glasses.  I wouldn’t have no 

money to buy the sunglasses.  Anyway, I get on the donkey in the morning, and the donkey take 

me outside.  The teachers would teach me English at school.  Tie the donkey, give it something 

to eat, then get back on the donkey and go up in the village, all the way sleep back and forth.  

Cars go by.  The donkey knew the road down, the road back to the house.  It was a craziest thing. 
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[00:35:43] 

Eric Velasco:  Did he have blinders on or— 

 

[00:35:45] 

George Sarris:  No, it’s just— 

 

[00:35:46] 

Eric Velasco:  —he just knew the way. 

 

[00:35:47] 

George Sarris:  —just knew the way, and you can tell when he stop and you just—I mean, 

really, it’s like—anyway, I took about— 

 

[00:35:55] 

Eric Velasco:  The original driverless car. 

 

[00:35:56] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, original driver—I mean, I took about five months of English lessons, I 

mean just basics, but I took five years’ French, because you’re required to get another language, 

and I decide French.  I don’t know why.  It was a French teacher in high school.  But, you know, 

if you don’t practice, you lose everything.  I mean, that many years, yeah. 

 

[00:36:29] 
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Eric Velasco:  Do you remember much French? 

 

[00:36:31] 

George Sarris:  No.  I mean, words, yeah, you know, and I was very bad.  The teacher called me 

hérisson, which mean “hedgehog.”  Because she want to hit in my neck, I don’t have no neck.  

[laughs]  You know what I mean?  That’s what she called me, and sometimes she throw me out 

of the class because I was a troublemaker.  But I was not interested, yeah. 

 

[00:36:56] 

Eric Velasco:  Tell me about Sarris Hot Dogs.  Describe the— 

 

[00:37:00] 

George Sarris:  Sarris Hot Dogs is on 18th Street. 

 

[00:37:03] 

Eric Velasco:  Was it one of those little tiny shops [unclear]? 

 

[00:37:05] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, it was on the [unclear] corner, and it was a lot of Jewish people around, 

you know, Jewish business, and the customers, is was 98 percent African Americans, and really 

the nicest people, very—I mean, really, very protective of my parents.  I worked there for three 

or four months, and then I turned it over to my parents.  I mean, we make hot dogs.  But I 

remember, the funny thing, they tried to teach you, but you open cans of tomatoes, for instance, 
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if you don’t see the picture outside, you don’t even know what it was inside.  But it was you 

learn a lot.  You learn a lot because automatically one day you get up, you’re twenty years older 

and you have your own business, and you have a cash register, and your customers come and he 

say, “I want a hot dog,”  or chili dog with no onions, and this and that, and you have to know.  

You have to talk to them, and not only you have to talk to them, you have to get to know them to 

become a regular customers.  And it was nice, really, it was nice. 

 It was a different world back then, and it was no many Greek people around, but it was 

Jewish people, and always they help us.  I remember our first business, I don’t know how to 

write the checks.  I have somebody come and write my checks, and he say, “Sign here.”  The 

first menu made, I don’t even made it.  Somebody else.  It was a guy, Billy, on the Jefferson 

County Courthouse.  He used to come.  I say, “Can you make me my menu?” 

 He say, “What do you want to put on it?” 

 I say, “Just put them on.  I’ll fix it.”  I mean, really crazy stuff.  I don’t know how we 

survive in business, but always we like to cook.  And if you like to cook and you like food, then 

most times they will like your food. 

 

[00:39:13] 

Eric Velasco:  Did Sarris’ have one of those variations on the Birmingham Greek Dog? 

 

[00:39:17] 

George Sarris:  Oh, yeah, yeah.  Actually, they done it before my dad pass.  They done this Hot-

Dogopolis.  [Interviewer’s note: Hot-Dogopolis is a Southern Foodways Alliance student film by 

Eric Feldman and Leyla Modirzadeh featuring Birmingham’s Greek-owned hot dog shops.]  
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[00:39:25] 

Eric Velasco:  Hot-Dogopolis. 

 

[00:39:28] 

George Sarris:  Hot-Dogopolis, whatever.  Yeah.  And of course, my dad’s special, he thought 

he was making the best sauce and this.  I mean, it was so many hot dog stands by then, and 

always mine is better and there was secret recipes, and, I mean, you know, it was secret, but 

come on.  I mean, they don’t have to put the recipe in Fort Knox.  You know what I mean.  

Anyway, it was funny, though. 

 

[00:39:53] 

Eric Velasco:  Everybody would try to do something a little bit different [unclear]. 

 

[00:39:55] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, something a little bit different, put a little bit more cinnamon, I guess, or 

nutmeg.  I mean, really, yes, they tried to be a little more some—some people, they put a little 

more vinegar.  Some people, they put a bay leaf.  Some put a—and the funny thing, the hot dog 

stand is hard to—the hot dog sauce is hard to duplicate it if you don’t know the recipe, because 

they put this exotic things for the palate.  I mean, bay leaves.  Who knew bay leaves?  Even back 

then when we come, it was not that much oregano, basil, or thyme, I mean all this regular spices 

by then.  I mean, more or less of leeks and all that kind of—it was not—and the spices they used 

was—I mean, most people, American people, they’re afraid to put cinnamon on, or nutmeg or 
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whatever, I mean, to have the sweetness or this or that.  I mean, really, and it was unique.  

Unfortunately, all these people left now, and it’s not many left, die or their kids don’t want to do 

it anymore. 

 

[00:41:02] 

Eric Velasco:  Yeah, I heard that Mr. George over at Gus’s is retiring.  [Interviewer’s note: 

George Nasiakos became the third Greek-born owner of the original Gus’s Hot Dogs on 

Birmingham’s Fourth Avenue North when he was recruited to take it over in 1995.  Mr. 

Nasiakos retired on March 31, 2017, which is the year Gus’s Hot Dogs turns 70.]  

 

[00:41:06] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, that’s what I hear, too.  You see?  I mean, there’s how many more?  

There’s not really that many more.  I mean, Sneaky Pete’s, but it become—I mean, it’s not the 

same. 

 

[00:41:16] 

Eric Velasco:  It’s been out of the family for decades. 

 

[00:41:17] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, absolutely, yeah. 

 

[00:41:29] 
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Eric Velasco:  Back at Niki’s West, you mentioned that about half the clientele was African 

American.  How about your staff?  Were there many Greeks working there or— 

 

[00:41:38] 

George Sarris:  No, no.  Most of them, it was, you know, white Americans and African 

Americans.  Actually, I mean, really, in Niki’s, both Niki’s, I mean, we learn a lot from the 

African American ladies who they work in the kitchen or mens.  I mean, really, they took us 

under their wing to teach us.  I didn’t even know what sweet potato was or [unclear].  Let me tell 

you.  I was seventeen when I come here.  I never taste pork.  I never remember to have beef in 

my life.  I mean, we have a goat and lamb and rabbits and wild birds and all that stuff, but we 

don’t eat beef or pork in my village. 

 

[00:42:29] 

Eric Velasco:  How was the produce similar and different? 

 

[00:42:32] 

George Sarris:  The produce in Greece, it was better, especially the fruits, because they let it 

ripe on the vine.  Here, I mean, even now, let’s face it, you get an apple which has been harvest 

forty-five days before or grapes that come from Chile, they been three weeks before they are 

delivered.  I think but the biggest thing is I’ve been here forty-seven years now, I guess, today or 

tomorrow—today, we never being hungry, we never being thirsty.  When you was in Greece, 

quite many times you was hungry or thirsty, and everything, even a piece of stale bread, it tastes 



George Sarris – The Fish Market Southside Restaurant   Page 42 
 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 
 

good.  Here, I mean, you have everything, I mean, and sometimes you lose you—you don’t 

allow for the food—something has to be exceptionally very good to like it, yeah. 

 

[00:43:41] 

Eric Velasco:  And in terms of general food, it had to be fairly recognizable.  You come from a 

farming area. Here it’s an agrarian area. 

 

[00:43:46] 

George Sarris:  Oh, yeah.  There, I mean, you grow everything you eat.  I mean, from lentils, 

chickpeas, eggplant, all kind of fruits and vegetables.  I mean, you have your own wheat and you 

ground it and you make—you know what I mean.  You have everything.  I mean, come here, I 

remember when I was at Niki’s and I want to get French fries, and I just opened the refrigerator, 

got some French fries, put it on a plate.  Unknown to me.  And then the customer looked at me 

and he say something to my uncle, and my uncle come over, he say, “Why you don’t cook it?” 

 I say, “I thought it was already.”  I mean, it was frozen French fries, they thaw out a little 

bit.  But, you know, to me it was—I mean, I never— 

 

[interruption while a child rings a mock ship’s bell inside the restaurant] 

 

[00:44:42] 

Eric Velasco:  How did you learn to cook? 

 

[00:44:44] 
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George Sarris:  From the—I like it.  In Greece, I mean, in my village, when you become twelve 

years old, you move to go to the high school, and it’s like you move from here to Tuscaloosa.  I 

mean, the distance is not that big, of course, but for all practical purposes, I mean, it’s [unclear].  

It is, and you start living yourself with your sister or your friends, and you have to cook.  I mean, 

and that’s it.  [Interviewer’s note: Tuscaloosa is about 60 miles west of Birmingham.] 

 

[00:45:13] 

Eric Velasco:  You learn how to cook. 

 

[00:45:14] 

George Sarris:  If you want to eat, you cook.  And, of course, you have friends and the village 

kids, they get together and will cook, I mean, really, and you learn to like to cook.  I mean, really 

it becomes fun. 

 

[00:45:29] 

Eric Velasco:  Did you think you were a good cook? 

 

[00:45:31] 

George Sarris:  Not really.  I mean, I was mediocre, put it this way.  [laughs]  I was lazy back 

then to cook.  No, I was okay, really.  For some reason, I always make mean omelets.  [laughs]  

Really. 

 

[00:45:53] 
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Eric Velasco:  First of all, did your mother also work over at Niki’s West, or did other family 

members work there? 

 

[00:45:59] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, yeah, my mother worked there and my father worked for my uncles.  

They used to have another place named Sarris on 41st, and he was just cleaning.  He was cleaning 

the store at night.  I mean, you do everything to survive.  [Interviewer’s note: He is referring to 

Sarris Cafeteria, which opened in 1966.]  

 

[00:46:15] 

Eric Velasco:  Now, Sarris’ was owned by a third cousin, I believe, [unclear]? 

 

[00:46:20] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, third cousin, yeah, George Sarris.  Actually, my Uncle Phil bought the 

place.  It was Peyton Place years ago. 

 

[00:46:27] 

Eric Velasco:  Phil Hontzas. 

 

[00:46:28] 

George Sarris:  Phil Hontzas.  He changed the name—no, he left it Peyton Place.  Then my 

third cousin George bought it, and he changed it to Sarris.  And my dad, it was working there, 

and my uncle, which had the place clean up, and to go over there at night the minute they close 
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or they come in the morning to open for business, he clean the place, he clean everything, he 

prep a little bit, yeah. 

 

[00:46:58] 

Eric Velasco:  Now, that George Sarris, what was his middle initial? 

 

[00:47:01] 

George Sarris:  N.  [Interviewer’s note: The middle initial of the Fish Market’s George Sarris is 

C.  The fact the two had the same first and last name, and were restaurateurs, frequently caused 

confusion in Birmingham.  After George N. Sarris died in 2014, the local newspaper ran an 

article online a few weeks later entitled, “Which beloved restaurant-owning George Sarris died? 

The one who owned Sarris Café in Pelham (not Fish Market)”] 

 

[00:47:02] 

Eric Velasco:  And he was also born in Tsitalia? 

 

[00:47:05] 

George Sarris:  His daddy was from Tsitalia.  I don’t know.  One of his kids born in Tsitalia.  I 

mean, but they used to come in the summer.  I mean, we knew them very well.  Was coming in 

the summer. 

 

[00:47:16] 

Eric Velasco:  When did George N. come to the United States? 
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[00:47:19] 

George Sarris:  He came, I think so, about ’67.  He came couple years, because when I came 

here, I mean, when I first saw him the first day I come here, I say, “My god, how he know so 

much?”  You know what I mean?  He was [unclear]. 

 

[00:47:37] 

Eric Velasco:  Now, back then you had to have a family sponsor, I believe, to come here? 

 

[00:47:42] 

George Sarris:  Yeah. 

 

[00:47:44] 

Eric Velasco:  Who was your sponsor? 

 

[00:47:45] 

George Sarris:  My uncles.  I mean, you have to sign.  I mean, they do, still do now. 

 

[00:47:49] 

Eric Velasco:  So that’s why you went to work for them? 

 

[00:47:50] 
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George Sarris:  Not really.  I mean, it was the first job I got.  I mean, they have a job and they 

give it to us.  I mean, really, it’s not— 

 

[00:48:03] 

Eric Velasco:  But these are the uncles, your mother’s brothers over at Niki’s Downtown? 

 

[00:48:06] 

George Sarris:  Yes, yes, yeah, yeah. 

 

[00:48:08] 

Eric Velasco:  So what did you do after Niki’s West? 

 

[00:48:13] 

George Sarris:  I left and I go to Michael’s and work in Michael’s. 

 

[00:48:16] 

Eric Velasco:  Tell us what Michael’s is and who owned it. 

 

[00:48:19] 

George Sarris:  Michael’s, it was on Fifth Avenue South and 20th Street, and Mike Matsos, 

Connie Kanakis, and Ted Kakoliris owned it.  There was three partners, but Mike Matsos, I 

would say he was the CFO-type thing.  And there I cut steaks, I cook, I clean floors, wash dishes.  

I mean, I done everything, and I learn a lot there. 
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[00:48:46] 

Eric Velasco:  Michael’s was— 

 

[00:48:48] 

George Sarris:  It was the busiest place back then.  Oh, my god, it was busy place.  I mean, 

every dignitaries, I mean, Coach “Bear” Bryant and everybody come there. I got to see them, you 

know.  I remember Pat Sullivan, Heisman Trophy, I mean, he come there.  I mean, it was the 

place to be.  [Interviewer’s note: Paul “Bear” Bryant was a legendary coach who led the 

Alabama Crimson Tide football team to six national championships during his career there, from 

1958-1982.  Sullivan, a Birmingham native, was the starting quarterback at Auburn University 

from 1969 through his Heisman Trophy-winning season in 1971.]  

 

[00:49:11] 

Eric Velasco:  There was a hotel down there where everybody stayed. 

 

[00:49:13] 

George Sarris:  It was across the street.  It was a hotel named the Parliament House.  That’s 

where I saw Spiro Agnew speak.  [laughs] 

 

[00:49:20] 

Eric Velasco:  During the election? 
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[00:49:22] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, during the [1972] election, yeah.  And then he was a thief and threw him 

out. 

 

[00:49:28] 

Eric Velasco:  That was before he went to jail. 

 

[00:49:28] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, before he go to jail.  No, I don’t think so.  He go to jail?  No, I don’t think 

so.  He go to— 

 

[00:49:33] 

Eric Velasco:  I believe he did, or at least he got convicted.  [U.S. Vice President Spiro Agnew 

was charged with accepting some $100,000 in bribes while Baltimore County Executive, 

Maryland’s governor and U.S Vice President under Richard Nixon.  In October 1973, Agnew 

pleaded no-contest to a single federal charge of not reporting income of $29,500 several years 

earlier, a plea deal that required Agnew to resign from office.  President Nixon resigned in 

disgrace the following year rather than face impeachment and potential removal in the Watergate 

scandal.] 

 

[00:49:34] 

George Sarris:  He did, okay, anyway.  They threw him out, yeah.  He was the only Greek who 

might be—he give us bad name.  Yeah. 
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 Michael’s, it was the place back then. 

 

[00:49:45] 

Eric Velasco:  Then Rossi’s was open at the time. 

 

[00:49:48] 

George Sarris:  Rossi’s open upstairs, and Emil’s Cantina.  No, Emil’s Cantina upstairs, and it 

was a player from Alabama, Pat James Lounge, it was there. 

 

[00:50:03] 

Eric Velasco:  Pat James is the same man who opened up Full Moon Bar-B-Que, the original 

Full Moon Bar-B-Que. 

 

[00:50:06] 

George Sarris:  Yes, yes, he used to work with us.  You know what I mean.  A tough man too.  

He was a lot of fun, though.  There, we have a lot of Greeks working.  But I’m going to tell 

you—and I tell the people, the restaurant people, I tell this story.  They make their own desserts, 

and we like the desserts, and they no let us eat steak, only hamburger.  Anyway, I mean, we’re 

Greeks, we were so smart-aleck.  Number one, we stole—one man would have the key, one 

Greek man who they trust.  We stole they key, we make a copy, to get a cheesecakes, the cakes.  

But the worst thing of all, I mean, what we did, say you come and order medium rare steak, we’ll 

cook it medium well.  Then you send it back, and we eat them.  [laughs]  And I’ll tell you, the 

restaurant people— 
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[00:50:59] 

Eric Velasco:  Don’t want to throw it away, do you? 

 

[00:50:59] 

George Sarris:  No, no, you don’t want to throw it away.  [laughs]  And if we beg enough, they 

give us glass of wine with it.  You know what I mean? 

 

[00:51:07] 

Eric Velasco:  So they figured out what was going on? 

 

[00:51:09] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, they was closing the eyes.  But it was about seven, eight Greek people 

work there.  I mean, we have a lot of fun.  It was a good time.  Then I start enjoy—before, it was 

too much work and I was closing, but at Michael’s it was start open up. 

 

[00:51:30] 

Eric Velasco:  Open up in what way? 

 

[00:51:33] 

George Sarris:  Open up, you start make friends more.  Now, instead of clean the floors all the 

time, you cook somebody’s steak.  You cut steaks, you make prime rib, you help them make 
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desserts.  You start learning really real stuff.  I mean, you can do all the menu by yourself.  Then 

over [unclear] time, you cook your steak. 

 

[00:52:03] 

Eric Velasco:  You’re building your skills. 

 

[00:52:03] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, you’re building your skills.  Yeah.  And it was good.  It was, really.  And 

we caught fish, and it was a busy place. 

 

[00:52:12] 

Eric Velasco:  When did you work at Michael’s? 

 

[00:52:13] 

George Sarris:  I work one year, another year, two years, on the third year. 

 

[00:52:22] 

Eric Velasco:  The third year you were here in the country? 

 

[00:52:23] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, yeah.  I work for nine months, nine months.  And I left, and my uncles 

and me, we bought John’s Restaurant.   
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[00:52:36] 

Eric Velasco:  Everybody’s your uncle, Mr. Sarris.  Which particular uncle was this?  [laughs] 

 

[00:52:40] 

George Sarris:  Okay.  Phil and George [Hontzas], we bought John Proferis, the John’s 

Restaurant.  I was the third partner, but I was young, like twenty-one, twenty-two by then.  

[John’s Restaurant was opened in 1944 by John Proferis, a Greek immigrant.  He sold it to the 

Hontzas brothers in 1972, just before his death.  Under non-Greek ownership since 2004, John’s 

Restaurant remains a Birmingham landmark.] 

 And I worked there for a year and, really, I was working in the kitchen as—I like to call 

myself a chef, but I was a cook.  And, you know, I cut steaks, fish, everything.  We have omelet, 

brains and eggs.  Really, I’m serious, we have brains and eggs omelet, and it’s crazy. 

 

[00:53:20] 

Eric Velasco:  Did you sell many? 

 

[00:53:21] 

George Sarris:  Yes.  What happened back then, it was a lot of Jewish people from the Old 

World.  You know what I mean, and they was familiar with omelets, and brains and eggs, it was 

one of those—and I liked it.  I mean, it was calf brains and eggs.  We have all kind—Newbergs 

and au gratins.  It was upscale restaurant, and the food, actually, a lot of these things, they’re still 

good to this day.  I mean, the menu, I thought it was excellent menu. 
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[00:53:53] 

Eric Velasco:  Tell us about the menu. 

 

[00:53:55] 

George Sarris:  The menu, it was seafood, it was mostly seafood, but it was new things, like au 

gratins and Newbergs and crabmeat omelets and liver steak, I mean calf liver quality steaks, and 

you have lamb chops, which there was no many people back then, and you have a stuffed 

flounder and you have a grouper, you have a snapper, you have a speckled trout, you have a—we 

was the first—actually, the previous owner of course, and we keep on the—to bring life soft-

shell crabs in Birmingham.  You’re talking about 1972, ’73.  I mean, it was really very, very 

busy.  The restaurant always have100-some seats, but it was don’t have no back door.  There was 

the first door.  The garbage cans go out the first door.  The cabbage come from the first door.  

The fish come from the first door.  I mean, it was the craziest thing.  You know what I mean?  

Here the restaurant is open and going, and you have a— 

 

[interruption as Mr. Sarris greets two Birmingham police officers sitting down to eat] 

 

[00:55:14] 

George Sarris:  But I learn a lot.  I learn a lot and I work with couple older people, I mean old 

chefs, I mean eighty years old.  They knew more—I mean, really, they was just amazing. 

 

[00:55:26] 

Eric Velasco:  Were they Greek? 
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[00:55:27] 

George Sarris:  One of them was a Greek, Mr. Tsebelis, T-s-e-b-e-l-i-s.  The other one, the 

other gentleman, who was a skinny black gentleman, Eddie, I don’t remember—the only thing I 

know about Eddie, he was seventy-nine years old and his wife was twenty-six. 

 

[00:55:45] 

Eric Velasco:  [laughs]  Eddie was a player. 

 

[00:55:48] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, Eddie was very brilliant.  I mean, Eddie have two teeth only, but he was 

just amazing.  But he always have this thing, and he was passing out quite a few times from the 

heat, and he would tell us, “When I pass out, take me, put me in the cooler, put a chair in the 

refrigeration,” in the cooler back then.  That’s what it was, refrigeration.  “And sit me down.”  

And he say, “When I’m be okay, I’m going to just come and help you.”  And unfortunately, one 

day he never come out of the— 

 

[00:56:26] 

Eric Velasco:  Oh no. 

 

[00:56:27] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, yeah, we have to come the ambulance and he die after a few days, yeah.  

But this was his life.  This how he want to go.  I mean, all these things you learning, and you 
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learn the families, and you learn the—but I would say Eddie was one of the best.  I mean, I learn 

more him and with Mr. Tsebelis, I learn more from those people than anybody ever since.  They 

love the food, they love what they was doing, I mean, they loved what they did. 

 

[00:56:55] 

Eric Velasco:  Did you know Mr. Proferis at all? 

 

[00:56:57] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, yeah, of course.  Yeah, yeah. 

 

[00:56:59] 

Eric Velasco:  What was he like? 

 

[00:57:00] 

George Sarris:  He was a little grumpy.  I think so.  When we come here, we met him two, three 

times, but, you know, you’re young, you don’t really pay attention that much to the older people.  

After we bought the place, he die after a few months, and then he was not feeling good.  But he 

was a good front man and he know his—he don’t know how to cook, but he knew if the food is 

good or not, which is another key you have to have.  You know what I mean.      

 

[00:57:29] 

Eric Velasco:  He’s more of a front of the house man. 
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[00:57:30] 

George Sarris:  Front of the house, but he knew his food.  You have somebody front of the 

house, they don’t even know if the food is good or bad, but this particular—yeah. 

 

[00:57:38] 

Eric Velasco:  He had [unclear]. 

 

[00:57:39] 

George Sarris:  A big man, big man.  He came.  He was some long relative of my mother’s side, 

and he came from village probably about 20 kilometers from ours. 

 

[00:57:54] 

Eric Velasco:  Which village is that? 

 

[00:57:55] 

George Sarris:  Mari, M-a-r-i.  That’s where he come from, yeah. 

 

[00:58:03] 

Eric Velasco:  And then his daughter was Zoe Cassimus.  [Interviewer’s note: Mrs. Cassimus 

started Zoe’s Restaurant in 1995, after raising her children.] 

 

[00:58:05] 
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George Sarris:  Zoe, yeah.  Yeah, Zoe, and actually John Cassimus, which her son, now, I 

mean, he was there, owner of Zoe’s or, you know, CFO. 

 

[00:58:18] 

Eric Velasco:  He built that franchise. 

 

[00:58:19] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, build a franchise to, what, 200 stores now?  And he was a little thing.  He 

was a terror.  He used to come in the kitchen, terrorize everybody and everything.  I mean, really, 

we just kind of put a chair behind the door for him not to come in. 

 

[00:58:34] 

Eric Velasco:  He had high energy. 

 

[00:58:35] 

George Sarris:  Oh, my god, too much, yeah. 

 

[00:58:36] 

Eric Velasco:  He went on to play football, too, didn’t he? 

 

[00:58:38] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, he played football for Alabama, yeah, yeah.  Good kid, good guy, good 

guy. 
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[00:58:42] 

Eric Velasco:  So from there, I think, is that when you went up to New York? 

 

[00:58:47] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, I go to New York to learn how to do a deli business. 

 

[00:58:50] 

Eric Velasco:  Why delis? 

 

[00:58:52] 

George Sarris:  I thought there was a lot of Jewish people up here, why not open a deli?  

[Interviewer’s note: Birmingham’s first Jewish congregation  incorporated in 1882 and dedicated 

its first synagogue in 1888.  Birmingham now has Reform, Orthodox and Conservative 

synagogues.]  

   And I go up there and I work quite a few places, and I work one week and I leave.  I 

never pick a check; I just want to learn.  Then I work a little bit in a Greek restaurant, and I come 

here and everybody say, “You stupid to—there’s no kosher food here.”  You know what I mean?  

And there must be—I mean, you have two, three places that sell your corned beef, roast beef, 

and all that kind of stuff.  But I was determined someday to open a deli.  Then the hot dog stand 

come, open, and about three months later, my present father-in-law, he was have a deli called 

Sammy’s Deli, and I bought it from him. 
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[00:59:57] 

Eric Velasco:  What’s your father-in-law’s full name? 

 

[00:59:59] 

George Sarris:  George Anselmo.  He’s Italian.  A-n-s-e-l-m-o. 

 

[01:00:05] 

Eric Velasco:  And your wife’s name? 

 

[01:00:07] 

George Sarris:  Rose, R-o-s-e.  I mean, anyway, we’re ten years apart.  I was like twenty-two or 

twenty-three and she was like thirteen.  [Interviewer’s note: When Sarris bought the deli.]  

 Anyway, he sold me Sammy’s Delicatessen. 

 

[01:00:25] 

Eric Velasco:  Where was that? 

 

[01:00:26] 

George Sarris:  It was on 18th Street between Third and Fourth Avenue North.  It was about two 

doors down from Kress’ building, two, three doors down.  It was lunches in the corner.  It was a 

lot of fun.  I bought the place and I go to Zayre’s, back then it was this Zayre’s Department 

Store, and bought pictures of Evel Knievel, these posters, about five, six posters, painted, myself 

and I.  Then I put the posters of Evel Knievel.  I don’t know why I did that.  [laughs] 
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[01:01:01] 

Eric Velasco:  [unclear]. 

 

[01:01:02] 

George Sarris:  To this day, I don’t know.  I find it cheap.  It was cheap. 

 

[01:01:05] 

Eric Velasco:  And colorful. 

 

[01:01:07] 

George Sarris:  And I kind of like Evel Knievel.  I mean, I thought he was back then, he want to 

jump this and jump that.  You know what I mean.  Anyway—  [Interviewer’s note: Robert Craig 

“Evel” Knievel was a motorcycle stuntman who jumped everything from multiple busses to 

canyon openings in a career that started in 1966 and ended in 1980.  Along the way he broke 

nearly three-dozen bones.] 

 

[01:01:14] 

Eric Velasco:  Were you feeling real patriotic when you got it, because he had that red, white 

and blue uniform? 

 

[01:01:16] 
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George Sarris:  Yeah, it was—oh, my god, yeah, yeah.  And changed the menu a little bit.  I put 

a corned beef, had roast beef.  But it was not kosher, of course.  It was kosher style.  But in the 

meantime, I sell barbecue too.  And it was a good business. 

 

[01:01:36] 

Eric Velasco:  What kind of barbecue would you do? 

 

[01:01:38] 

George Sarris:  I was doing roasted barbecue in the oven, and I make my barbecue sauce.  You 

know what I mean?  It was not—actually, I remember I cook it and I put a rosemary and I put 

a—you know, I do it Greek style, but then I slice it and I make barbecue.  A guy sold me a 

barbecue sauce recipe for $10, and it was easy to make. 

 

[01:02:05] 

Eric Velasco:  Who was this guy? 

 

[01:02:07] 

George Sarris:  His name is Joe Reed.  He passed away about—no longer [unclear]. 

 

[01:02:11] 

Eric Velasco:  Joe Reed? 

 

[01:02:11] 
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George Sarris:  Joe Reed.  Actually, he got in trouble to be with the water work.  You remember 

him? 

 

 

[telephone interruption; Sarris’ cell phone ring-tone is a train whistle.] 

 

[01:02:33] 

George Sarris:  Anyway, yeah, he sold me the sauce, and, for him, he can eat barbecue till he 

die, I mean, you know, yeah, because I don’t even know what barbecue sauce was, you know.  

Anyway, but the barbecue, I use rosemary and Greek spice.  I make them only Greek spices.  

Actually, I was doing it in oven, slow cook, and about thirty minutes before you get it out, you 

put a high heat.  It seals, it’s crusty, and it was good.  I mean, I used to sell a lot, anyway. 

 

[01:03:07] 

Eric Velasco:  That’s an example that I’ve seen with a lot of Greek restaurants owners around 

here, is give the people what they want and then throw a little bit of Greek stuff in there. 

 

[01:03:16] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, I think so.  You just can do it without even thinking.  I mean, it’s like—

that’s what I call it, you Greek it a little bit.  You know what I mean?  You just throw your own 

spin.  I mean, I do that now all the time.  Every recipe in the store now, it has something different 

in it which is not in the original recipe.  I’ll cook on TV on Thursday, every Thursday, and I do 

the same thing there, and sometimes I catch myself.  I always tell them, “Look, I’m going to 
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Greek it a little bit,” because, I mean, I’ll put some things.  [Interviewer’s note: Mr. Sarris, who 

is somewhat of a local celebrity, regularly cooks on Birmingham television broadcasts.]  

 

[01:03:58] 

Eric Velasco:  What does one add to “Greek it up a little bit?” 

 

[01:04:02] 

George Sarris:  What does that mean? 

 

[01:04:05] 

Eric Velasco:  Yes, what do you add to “Greek it up a little bit?” 

 

[01:04:07] 

George Sarris:  Of course, oregano is the first thing, you know.  Oregano, thyme, rosemary, 

chopped rosemary.  You see, when we first come here, you see it was not the restaurants, they 

was just meat and potatoes, I would say, most of them.  There was nothing special.  I mean, you 

go to the grocery store and you see yellow cheese and a couple others.  I mean, it was different.  I 

mean, now you go to the grocery store, you get fifty cheese, I mean fifty different type of cheese.  

And the other thing, you cook with olive oil.  I mean, even now I don’t use no butter.  On the 

shrimp and grits, that’s about the only recipe we use butter.  Nothing else. 

 

[01:04:55] 

Eric Velasco:  Which recipe is that? 
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[01:04:56] 

George Sarris:  Shrimp and grits. 

 

[01:04:58] 

Eric Velasco:  That’s one of the things I wanted to ask you about, because there are a lot of very 

traditional southern dishes, regional southern dishes: shrimp and grits, turtle soup. 

 

[01:05:05] 

George Sarris:  Okay.  But you can Greek it. 

 

[01:05:08] 

Eric Velasco:  But you’re Greeking them up. 

 

[01:05:09] 

George Sarris:  I mean, you’re Greeking it up.  I’ve been shrimp and grits with little thyme and 

ground basil, I mean just enough to give a hint.  I mean, we’re not talking about, you know what 

I mean, overwhelm anything.  Just enough for the person say, “Something different is here.”  

And most people, sometimes people that come and they say, “Oh, I cannot get mine to taste at 

home like that.”  It’s something we do at restaurant which you don’t do it at home, or you don’t 

even know, you don’t even think to do it at home.  You follow me?  I mean, it is just—for us to 

use a chicken broth, for instance, make a chicken broth or fish broth, most people, they don’t 

even think to do it.  Then on your fish broth, to put your rosemary, your fresh basil, your fresh 
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herbs, and all that kind of stuff, just thrown them in there, and the bay leaves, and let it cool.  Put 

your lemon, your wine, and most people, they would not do it.  That’s why I’m never afraid the 

restaurant’s going to be out of business, because at home most people, they don’t do it.  They are 

afraid to do it. 

 

[01:06:21] 

Eric Velasco:  Or you don’t have the time to do it. 

 

[01:06:23] 

George Sarris:  Or you don’t have the time to do it.  But Greek it, I mean, I Greek just about 

everything. 

 

[01:06:29] 

Eric Velasco:  So we’re kind of at that point now, we’re kind of at the transition to Fish Market 

Southside. 

 

[01:06:36] 

George Sarris:  But then I bought another Sammy’s Delicatessen.  I bought another Sammy’s. 

 

[01:06:39] 

Eric Velasco:  Did you open up one or was this another location? 

 

[01:06:41] 
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George Sarris:  No, no, I opened the other location. 

 

[01:06:43] 

Eric Velasco:  And where was that? 

 

[01:06:44] 

George Sarris:  Used to be Chuckles.  That’s what the name of the sandwich shop.  Chuckles.  It 

was next door to Florsheim’s on 20th Street [North] on the Farley Building.  And open it and it 

was Sammy’s Delicatessen Number 1 and Sammy’s Delicatessen Number 2.  And there I 

learned, there again, it was around two-thirty, three o’clock, all the Jewish businessmen come to 

drink coffee, and really, I got more advice and more business ethics and how you do business the 

right way from that group over there, of the group of the [unclear] with department store and the 

Pizitzes and the Bermans and all this big families in Birmingham, which they used to come drink 

coffee, and I ask them.  And I was always a sponge, always.  I never afraid to ask.  But they give 

you really how do business, how to save your money, which I wish I listen, but, yeah. 

 

[01:08:01] 

Eric Velasco:  When did the Sammy’s open? 

 

[01:08:05] 

George Sarris:  It was open around late seventies, the second one.  In ’83, 1983, I came to Fish 

Market.  Fish Market originally opened by my mother’s brother Jimmy as a wholesale.  Then in 

’82, 1982, then he put six seats in it.  Actually, it was not even seats.  It was a school—he got it 
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from some school.  [Interviewer’s note: He is referring to Jimmy Hontzas, who also co-owned 

Niki’s Downtown and helped run John’s Restaurant after the Hontzas family took it over in 

1972.] 

 

[01:08:40] 

Eric Velasco:  Just those little built-in chairs with desks? 

 

[01:08:44] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, built-in chairs, which they have, yeah, and which if you were too fat, 

really, you cannot sit in it.  You got to be skinny to sit on those.  Anyway, he had six those.  Six 

those is twelve seats, twelve seats.  It’s two seats, you know, they come connected.  And he was 

doing some wholesale out of there and he was starting.  He said, “Why you don’t come take it 

over?”  And I always want to do something else besides Sammy’s Delicatessen, and I sold mine 

and I come there. 

 

[01:09:14] 

Eric Velasco:  How many different kinds of fish was he selling? 

 

[01:09:20] 

George Sarris:  Your Snapper, your grouper, flounder, speckled trout.  But then I decide to sell 

something different.  After I bought it, I can focus on it and I enjoy it.  I was first selling 

amberjack on the menu.  I was the first selling tilapia.  I’m going to give you a story.  University 

of Auburn, they come and they say, “We want you to bring some tilapia here,” because Auburn 
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back then, they tried to farm tilapia in a big scale, which they were the ones that teach the 

Chinese, by the way.  And I say, “If you give me for free, I’ll take it.”  And really, they supply 

me for four or five months with free tilapia, I mean, and it was the first ones.  Mahi Mahi— 

 

[01:10:13] 

Eric Velasco:  You were the first to sell tilapia.  

 

[01:10:13] 

George Sarris:  Yes.  Mahi Mahi.  I mean, it was no other restaurant.  When I first done Fish 

Market, I mean, I sell eel.  I sell any damn thing I find, and nobody else have on the menu, I sell 

it because to me, that’s what I want to do.  I want to sell something—I mean, monkfish.  Who 

knew about monkfish?  They say, “How it taste?”  “Like a lobster.”  I mean, that’s what I hear.  I 

mean, really.  And king mackerel and mackerel and bluefish from Boston, and I started selling 

anything different anybody else have in Birmingham, and it worked. 

 

[01:10:56] 

Eric Velasco:  Did you become owner in mid-’83, I think it was? 

 

[01:10:58] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, it’s ’83, ’83.  It was June of ’83. 

 

[01:11:04] 
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Eric Velasco:  And then?  It’s probably where you were heading.  You kind of expanded it more 

into a restaurant? 

 

[01:11:12] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, I expanded more to a restaurant, yes, expand more to a restaurant.  We 

started doing good.  I mean, fixed the front.  There the kitchen was too small, and we decide to 

move the kitchen and the bathrooms, and I do think is the only restaurant in Birmingham where 

we move the kitchen and the bathrooms without closing.  This is a true story. 

 

[01:11:36] 

Eric Velasco:  Now, how did you pull that off? 

 

[01:11:37] 

George Sarris:  We put those blue tarps and we work on a different segments.  And I remember 

some inspectors come from Birmingham to eat, and they say, “What is behind those blue tarps?” 

 I say, “Let me ask you, you come here to eat or to inspect?  Decide what you want to do.”  

[laughs] 

 They say, “You crazy.”  Of course, back then in early eighties— 

 

[01:12:00] 

Eric Velasco:  They saw the tarps, they may not have wanted to eat. 

 

[01:12:01] 
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George Sarris:  Yeah, early, thirty years ago, things it was a little different.  I mean, there was 

no code.  There was more relax.  Everybody was more relax.  But I think so the thing which, I 

mean, it was not—I mean, it just happen, it was not only the quality of the seafood, it was the 

species we use. 

 

[01:12:27] 

Eric Velasco:  Because it was different. 

 

[01:12:29] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, because it was different.  People, they knew about flounder, snapper, 

grouper.  I mean, they never knew about bluefin, bluefish, or king mackerel.  The people on the 

coast, they knew, but here, nobody was selling it.  And you got to remember, people that go to 

the coast but not that much back then.  I mean, people they don’t have the money.  They go once 

a year. 

And we started doing scallops.  I used to fly from Rhode Island, and I used to fly mussels 

and all kind of stuff , and it catch.  And we’re still doing it.  I mean, we’re still doing it these 

days.  We still have any fish.  You remember, like amberjack, it was junk fish back then.  I 

remember we used to buy whole amberjack, 30 cents a pound.  Right now, whole amberjack 

with the head is somewhere about $3 a pound.  By the time you clean it, it becomes $7.  And 

octopus.  I mean, people, they no, you know. 

 

[01:13:43] 

Eric Velasco:  Frog legs. 
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[01:13:47] 

George Sarris:  Frog legs.  I quit doing the frog legs.  And I’m going to tell you with the frog 

legs.  Why I stopped doing the frog legs, because stupid friend of mine, in New Yorker magazine, 

it was a frog coming out of the kitchen on a little cart with no legs.  You ever see the thing, the 

cart with no legs?  And he say, “Today’s frog legs on the special.”  Stupid me, I enlarge that, and 

I put it for the special.  And two or three people cussed me out when they walk in.  Took the frog 

legs off the menu.  [laughs]  I mean, I’ve done some stupid things, you know.  Anyway.  

[Interviewer’s note: He is referring to a famous cartoon speculating on a frog’s life after 

sacrificing its back appendages for the culinary arts.] 

 

[01:14:22] 

Eric Velasco:  Didn’t quite get your sense of humor on that one. 

 

[01:14:26] 

George Sarris:  No.  I mean, I don’t think it was sense of humor.  I think it was stupid of me 

anyway to make a poster for—yeah. 

 

[01:14:32] 

Eric Velasco:  Why did your uncle sell to you? 

 

[01:14:39] 
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George Sarris:  My Uncle Jimmy, he want to go back at John’s, and I think so he was 

overwhelm with—you know, he was having some issues a little bit.  He was high-strung person, 

and he always have some personal issues.  You know what I mean?  Really.  And it was take a 

lot of work, and he don’t want to work that hard, yeah. 

 

[01:15:15] 

Eric Velasco:  And he’d been at it for a long time at that point. 

 

[01:15:19] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, he been in the restaurant business but always with partner.  When he go 

by himself, I think so overwhelm him, and his brother, I mean, they was pretty tight family here 

with his brothers. 

 

[01:15:34] 

Eric Velasco:  Where did you live growing up in Birmingham? 

 

[01:15:38] 

George Sarris:  Fourth Court West, the first house, 531 Fourth Court West. 

 

[01:15:43] 

Eric Velasco:  What part of town was that? 

 

[01:15:44] 
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George Sarris:  It was about a block and a half from Legion Field.  And we’d rent the lot.  I 

remember the first fall, we’d rent the lot for people to park cars to go to Legion Field.  We make 

some money.  I say, “Man, this is good in United States.  Thank God we here, that people pay 

you to park.”  You know what I mean?  Yeah. 

 

[01:16:07] 

Eric Velasco:  This was back when University of Alabama Crimson Tide played football there. 

 

[01:16:10] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, you see back then, they used to play football at Legion Field, yeah. 

 

[01:16:13] 

Eric Velasco:  All their home games. 

 

[01:16:14] 

George Sarris:  Yeah.  It was, like I say, about a block and a half from Legion Field.  

 

[01:16:18] 

Eric Velasco:  And always the Iron Bowl there, too, right?  The game between Auburn and 

Alabama?  [Interviewer’s note: The annual match-up between in-state and Southeastern 

Conference college football rivals Alabama and Auburn ends the regular season.  It was played 

at Legion Field from 1948-1988, with one more meeting there in 1991.  Although located in 



George Sarris – The Fish Market Southside Restaurant   Page 75 
 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 
 

Tuscaloosa, the University of Alabama played most of its home games at Legion Field from the 

1920s into the 1980s, and occasional games there until 2003.] 

 

[01:16:21] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, Alabama and Auburn, yeah. 

 

[01:16:28] 

Eric Velasco:  What language did y’all speak in the house while you were growing up? 

 

[01:16:32] 

George Sarris:  Greek.  Greek. 

 

[01:16:33] 

Eric Velasco:  All Greek? 

 

[01:16:34] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, all Greek.  But I’m going to tell you this.  The first year I was here in 

November, my mother say—it was Thanksgiving, and my mother say, “No, we’re going to do 

Thanksgiving like American people do.”  And she get turkey and all that good stuff and all that.  

And since Thanksgiving, it was Thanksgiving, yeah. 

 

[01:16:55] 

Eric Velasco:  What else?  Otherwise, what would you eat at home? 
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[01:17:01] 

George Sarris:  Greek food.  [laughs]  I mean, really, she cook Greek.  I mean, we cook Greek.  

I mean, it was no such a thing as a sandwich.  You know what I mean?  And I remember my 

parents, they go out in the farms, they get a wild greens, and they used to go by fairgrounds 

where somebody’s farm, they chase them out.  They see these people picking greens from their 

yards, they say, “Who are these people?”  But, yeah, we grew up eat Greek, I mean, you know, 

the Mediterranean diet per se, yeah. 

 

[01:17:38] 

Eric Velasco:  Which everybody at this point wants to eat. 

 

[01:17:40] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, really. 

 

[01:17:41] 

Eric Velasco:  To what degree did your parents learn English? 

 

[01:17:45] 

George Sarris:  My father kind of more or less refused to talk English, because, I mean, he was 

older, and he never—my father, he’s been two years in a school.  That’s all, two years.  My 

mother— 
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[01:18:00] 

Eric Velasco:  That’s the extent of his education? 

 

[01:18:01] 

George Sarris:  That’s it.  My mother, she finish grammar school, but she learned pretty good 

English.  I mean, see, look here, both they open—I mean, they have the business after three, four 

years—three years, and she’s done well.  I mean, she’s done very well.  My father, he can’t—he 

don’t want to drive.  He don’t want to—my father, funny thing, he never care about money.  He 

never have money on him, you know.  I mean, good, good, good man, but my mom was the boss.  

And I would say she have high I.Q.  And no, my father, he was no smart.  My father was smart 

in survival.  You know what I’m saying?  I mean, it was— 

 

[01:18:49] 

Eric Velasco:  That’s its own intelligence. 

 

[01:18:52] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, yeah.  I mean, I read the book and they say about diamond—what is that?  

Guns, German steel, whatever.  No, what was that?  Anyway, it say a five-year-old from 

Amazon and five-year-old in Manhattan, which one’s the smartest?  And, you know, you get the 

five-year-old from Manhattan to Amazon, he’s going to be eaten alive in two minutes. 

 

[01:19:19] 

Eric Velasco:  It’s all in how you define it. 
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[01:19:19] 

George Sarris:  You see, that’s what I’m saying.  That’s what my dad was.  I mean, he was very 

practical, very smart in the survival.  You know what I mean, yeah. 

 

[01:19:27] 

Eric Velasco:  And as a businessman, I guess he had to at least learn the business English 

[unclear]— 

 

[01:19:32] 

George Sarris:  I mean, the thank you and— 

 

[01:19:33] 

Eric Velasco:  —to deal with customers. 

 

[01:19:34] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, but, I mean, for some reason, he was always smiling, literally always 

smiling.  He was like President Carter, I mean, you can raise hell and smile.  And he was like 

that.  He’d get by with that.  Yeah. 

 

[01:19:51] 

Eric Velasco:  In your household growing up, which was the bigger celebration, Fourth of July 

or Greek Independence Day?  [Interviewer’s note: Greek Independence Day, which 
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commemorates the beginning of Greece’s war for independence in 1821 after centuries of 

Ottoman rule, is on March 25.] 

 

[01:19:58] 

George Sarris:  Really, no.  Easter. 

 

[01:20:03] 

Eric Velasco:  Easter? 

 

[01:20:03] 

George Sarris:  Yeah.  Greek Independence, we’ll go to church, but it was not—you know. 

 

[01:20:08] 

Eric Velasco:  What would your family do to observe Easter? 

 

[01:20:10] 

George Sarris:  We’d cook a lamb, and everybody get together, you know, thirty, forty people.  

I mean, it was—you see, Easter in a Greek tradition or Greek religion is like ten times bigger 

than Christmas. 

 

[01:20:26] 

Eric Velasco:  Why is that?  Just because of the devoutness? 
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[01:20:30] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, I think so, because the Holy Week is longer.  And I think so Easter is 

mean a lot more than—you know, and besides, we don’t give a present for Easter and for 

Christmas.  Now they do.  We never did.  But, I don’t know, Easter it was—yeah.  Actually, 

that’s where I’m going to Easter, I mean— 

 

[01:20:55] 

Eric Velasco:  Is that when you’re going back to Tsitalia? 

 

[01:20:56] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, yeah. 

 

[01:20:57] 

Eric Velasco:  What do they do in Tsitalia for Easter? 

 

[01:21:00] 

George Sarris:  Every night you go to church for seven days, and they have a celebration on 

Sunday.  I mean, it’s a very moving liturgy.  And they cook lambs, and the festivities, dancings 

and all that kind of stuff.  Yeah. 

 

[01:21:23] 

Eric Velasco:  How often, going back a while back, but how often have you gone to Greece?  

How many times have you returned home? 
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[01:21:33] 

George Sarris:  I probably been about forty times.  I used to have this little company, import 

company, and I used to go to Greece a lot.  This year I’m going to go three.  For Easter, my wife, 

she want to go vacation there, and my son wants to marry there. 

 

[01:21:49] 

Eric Velasco:  He’s getting married? 

 

[01:21:51] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, he’s getting marry, and he wants to marry in a village, and his wife, she’s 

from here, but they want to go there.  I mean, really.  And I’m glad, and I’m glad he keep the 

culture. 

 

[01:22:06] 

Eric Velasco:  Where did you and your wife marry? 

 

[01:22:08] 

George Sarris:  Here in Birmingham.  We were here in Birmingham, yes. 

 

[01:22:11] 

Eric Velasco:  In Holy Trinity-Holy Cross? 
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[01:22:12] 

George Sarris:  Yes, sir.  Yes, sir.  Yeah, yeah, we marry there.  My wife, she was a Catholic, 

but, you know, she married in the Greek Orthodox Church. 

 

[01:22:24] 

Eric Velasco:  And does your family regularly attend the church? 

 

[01:22:29] 

George Sarris:  No, I’m ashamed to say I don’t go to church that much.  I should. 

 

[01:22:33] 

Eric Velasco:  It’s hard with all that working you’re doing. 

 

[01:22:35] 

George Sarris:  I mean, to go to church, you always find excuse why not to go.  I mean, I work 

late on Saturday.  I mean, I can find—no.  The point is, I think the church, to go to church, it’s 

become a little bit like a habit.  You go or you don’t go.  If you go, you feel like you should go.  

If you don’t go, you just—it’s a shame, but you know. 

 

[01:22:59] 

Eric Velasco:  Describe your restaurant to us, the restaurant itself and the food. 

 

[01:23:04] 
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George Sarris:  The restaurant is a seafood—I mean, I think the service is terrible.  You got to 

be patient.  I mean, look, it’s chaotic.  [Interviewer’s note: Mr. Sarris’ joking tone does not come 

through on a transcript.] 

 

[01:23:19] 

Eric Velasco:  You have a combination of order at the window and tables. 

 

[01:23:25] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, and table service.  The restaurant, I mean, it’s huge restaurant, as you 

know.  It’s close to 400 seats.  I think what is different from everybody, I mean, we have about 

fifty different types of seafood, all kind of specials, different ways of cooking, a lot of things you 

don’t find anywhere else.  I mean, for instance, oyster stew.  I don’t know anybody in 

Birmingham sell that.  Octopus, maybe a couple of people selling it. 

 

[01:23:55] 

Eric Velasco:  It’s the trendy thing now, but you’ve been doing that all along. 

 

[01:23:57] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, I’ve been doing it all along.  I mean, it is a lot of things we do, and the 

restaurant is southern flair with a Greek—you know what I mean?  Greek it a little bit.  I don’t 

care if it’s green beans or is collard greens or—for instance, on my collard greens, I don’t put no 

ham bone, I don’t put nothing.  I put extra virgin olive oil, salt and pepper.  I mean, we do those 

things, you see.  And the portions, they pretty good.  Okay price. 
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And I think so, it feels homey, even if it is that big.  I remember when we first open, the 

first day, I mean, I was on pins and needles.  Actually, I did not show up the first day.  I let the 

help run it.  The second day, I was so nervous, we move from 100 seats to 400 seats.  

[Interviewer’s note: This is when Sarris relocated his restaurant a block to its current location in 

2007.] 

Anyway, they say one day, like 9:30, a black lady come in and she walk in the door and 

she look around, and she say, “George, it feels like home to me here.”  That lady, she never been 

in it before.  I mean, it just opened.  And I think so that’s what a lot of people—you know, we 

have a lot of people, they been with me for thirty-five years.  I have a lady, she’s been there over 

forty years with me.  We started wash dishes together.  I mean, we wash dishes together forty-six 

years.  And I think so that’s— 

 

[01:25:46] 

Eric Velasco:  Now she works for you? 

 

[01:25:47] 

George Sarris:  Yes, she been work for me, yeah, all along. 

 

[01:25:51] 

Eric Velasco:  Was she one of your first hires? 

 

[01:25:53] 
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George Sarris:  No, we work together, yeah.  It’s kind of more or less you become family.  I 

mean, they come with you.  It’s not like you hire somebody.  I mean, you open the place, they 

there.  The head cashier, she’s been there from the first day just about, Pam.  And I think it 

becomes family.  We have some people that come six days a week to eat.  Sometime I tell them, 

“Let me ask you.  You never get tired to look at me?  I get tired to look at you.  Can you go 

somewhere else?”  I mean, we’re joking, of course, but what I’m trying to say is it becomes 

family.  Your customers is—I have customers from first time I opened the hot dog stand, they 

still come.  I mean old, eighty-five years old, ninety years old, I mean, you know. 

 

[01:26:48] 

Eric Velasco:  You have one of the most diverse customer bases of any place in this city. 

 

[01:26:51] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, we have young, old, any kind of socioeconomics, Spanish people, black 

people, you know, Arabic people, Jewish people, yeah, I would say in Birmingham.  And I 

think—I’m not patting myself on the back, but I do always want a place which everybody is 

welcome.  Even back then when I have Sammy’s Delicatessen, early seventies, I advertise on 

black radio stations.  After there I was advertising in Korean newspaper locally.  They have a 

little local newspaper.  Because to me, that’s what is community, is everybody, and that’s quality 

of life too.  Otherwise, you get bored.  And after a little while, the customers is—they can say 

anything to you, you can say anything to them, and it’s just like friends and family, I mean, you 

know. 
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[01:27:51] 

Eric Velasco:  Even though you’re from very different backgrounds. 

 

[01:27:54] 

George Sarris:  I mean, sometimes I go to the bar and I see somebody and I say, “I’m too busy 

to talk to you.”  [laughs]  I mean, really, “Just leave me alone.”  I mean, they laugh because they 

feel—I mean, you have that warm between them and you. 

 

[01:28:13] 

Eric Velasco:  And you have that kind of connection and understanding of each other. 

 

[01:28:16] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, yeah, exactly, and it’s no one or two; it’s few hundreds.  You know what 

I mean. 

 

[01:28:23] 

Eric Velasco:  You’ve got quite a diverse staff as well. 

 

[01:28:25] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, I mean, a few months ago, because a couple people left, we have nine 

language.  They speak nine language. 

 

[01:28:35] 
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Eric Velasco:  What languages? 

 

[01:28:37] 

George Sarris:  It was Turkish.  Actually, we have two Turkish people.  From Ukraine, French, 

Vietnam, China, of course Spanish, Greek, English.  We have people who speak few dialects 

from Swahili, Senegal, Gabon—they speak French.  We have Italian, and then he move, he got 

another job.  The guy from Turkey got another job.  But it was nice, I mean, really.  And 

sometimes you hear a choice word.  I mean, of course you always learn a few bad words of each 

language, you know. 

 

[01:29:31] 

Eric Velasco:  Isn’t that the first word everybody learns is the bad ones? 

 

[01:29:32] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, we try.  I tell them just not overdo it.  But really.  We have three 

Vietnamese brothers and sisters work there.  Yeah. 

 

[01:29:43] 

Eric Velasco:  And that’s one of the things I want to get into.  You’re an immigrant yourself, 

proud American. 

 

[01:29:48] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, of course.  I tell everybody I’m American by choice. 
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[01:29:52] 

Eric Velasco:  What do you mean by that? 

 

[01:29:54] 

George Sarris:  I mean, I decide I want to be American.  I decide.  Nobody—I mean, I was not 

born here.  I want to be American.  And this don’t mean I’m better or worse or other, but when 

you decide to be American, it is a big deal.  I mean, it is—and you don’t do it—I mean, you do it 

because you want to be a citizen of this country. 

 

[01:30:25] 

Eric Velasco:  And you decided to be a southerner as well. 

 

[01:30:28] 

George Sarris:  Yeah.  And I love the South, really, I do.  I do.  I love the culture, I like the 

music, I like the southern writers.  I mean, to me, the South is a little bit like—the South, I think, 

has more soul, and, you know, you have to kind of talk to people to find that, because sometimes 

we say hello, good morning, and all that good stuff, but when you sit down with a southern to 

talk, you find out really and you go a little deeper and you find out really is they’re good people.  

They’re just very conscious and they’re very generous, really.  Sometimes here and there you 

find somebody like a little rooster with a southern flag, I mean with a Dixie flag or whatever you 

call it, but then when you get to know them, really, they decent people.  I mean, they just—they 

want their identity.  You know what I’m saying?  And it’s fine to me.  I mean, I’m not—and I 
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like politics, I like talk politics, and I argue with the chair about politics.  I’m a little more liberal 

most of the times, yeah, but I find a lot, a lot, a lot, a lot of common ground with the southern 

culture. 

 

[01:32:10] 

Eric Velasco:  But as an immigrant yourself, as somebody who works with a bunch of 

immigrants, are an immigrant and all that, what are your thoughts on some of the talks right now 

going on about the role of immigrants are playing and should play in America? 

 

[01:32:22] 

George Sarris:  You see, you can say this is a country of immigrants and all that kind of stuff.  

But, to me, it’s deeper there.  This country’s greatest, it is because of the immigrants, legal and 

illegal.  And I’m going to tell you why I say that.  I ask one time a Mexican guy, worked for me, 

I say, “Why you come here?”  And he do well.  I mean, “You have a job, you have a house, you 

have a—.”  You know what I mean. 

 And he say, “George,” he say like this.  He say, “People that don’t want to better 

themselves, they under the tree right now in Mexico drinking a beer.”  I remember, I don’t know, 

he says— 

 

[01:33:15] 

Eric Velasco:  People that don’t want to better themselves? 

 

[01:33:16] 
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George Sarris:  Yeah, they don’t want to better themselves.  He say, somebody—he just 

happened to be legal, he fix his papers and all that, he say, “But the people that come here, they 

want to work.  They want to send their kids to school.  They want to have a house.  They want to 

have the American life and dream.” 

 And that’s why, to me—and, yes, you find some idiots, which they cross the border 

illegally for nefarious purposes.  You know what I mean.  Criminals would be.  But I would say 

ninety-eight percents, they just poor, they just desperate, they want to better for themselves, 

better for their families, and you see it.  I remember we come to here, we don’t even have one 

Mexican restaurant back then.  I remember one Mexican restaurant, it was on West Tenth.  I 

don’t even know what the name of it was.  Now we have 100, and there’s not many own the 

restaurant.  I mean, you get to know them, you get to know their families, you know, and, really, 

they contribute a lot in the community.  They open a business.  They rent places.  They buy cars, 

they have health insurance.  I mean, really.  It is yes, they can—there’s illegal immigration, but 

illegal immigration is being forever here, and it will be forever.  If somebody starve or has a hard 

time to feed his family in Mexican, they don’t care how many walls they going to put, how 

many—he going to find a way to come here to work.  I mean, that’s it. 

 And, I think—I mean, really, I’m not really the best person maybe to ask the question, 

but, yes, illegal immigrants, they have to make somewhat legal.  Yes, the criminal elements, they 

got to go back.  But for God’s sake, I mean, you know, really, think about it and you can see 

every influx of immigrants, they make this country better, besides the education.  I mean, I was 

talk to somebody from Pakistan.  Actually, he was born in India, and he move.  They split 

Pakistan, they move to Pakistan.  He’s here now.  He has Ph.D., he’s a doctor, his daughter’s a 

doctor.  It is got a lawyer.  I mean, these people, they’re very educated.  I mean, even now, we 
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don’t know which immigrant is going to find the next medicine for something.  I mean, really.  

And look, all this CFOs and all this start, all of them [unclear] immigrants too.  I mean, seems to 

me, if United States was not immigrants, it would not be no better than Venezuela. 

 I mean, you know, and the other thing, when they say United States is a melting pot, it is.  

For some reason, I don’t know what it is, when you come here, because up to now everybody 

welcome you, it is something you just—it’s like vaccinated with this miracle, and you become 

American overnight in your head.  Forget the papers and all that.  In your head, you become 

American.  You think about America.  You think about the laws.  You think about Constitution.  

You think about the three branch of government, how it is.  You read about the—and you be 

surprised.  A lot of people, they don’t say that.  Most immigrants, they know American history, a 

lot more people, you know, because by nature you want to learn it. 

 

[01:37:09] 

Eric Velasco: To become a citizen, you have to learn it. 

 

[01:37:13] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, of course.  And I think if we give the test to twenty people in the street, 

you know, the ten, they’re going to flunk it.  You know what I mean?  The citizenship test.  But 

you become American in your head and you become a better person all around, really.  You 

value education.  You value your freedom.  You value respect for others.  You value your 

religion.  You value your culture, but you value the American way of life. I mean, which is hard.  

I mean, it’s so abstract, you can’t even explain to somebody you’ve become American in your 

head.  I see it every day. 
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[01:37:53] 

Eric Velasco:  It’s that, “We have to have turkey” on Thanksgiving. 

 

[01:37:55] 

George Sarris:  I see people, they come here to work, the immigrants.  They come here to work.  

They have their papers, but, you know, well deserved.  In one month, they become different 

people.  Just something is different about them.  I mean, they come to buy car.  It’s easy, and 

they just see that.  An apartment, they live.  It is something which is hard to do anywhere in the 

world, and only then, they respect the laws.  They’re going to do that right away.  But I think, I 

mean, it’s not the first time this country is against immigrant.  I mean, you know, if you look at 

history.  You know what I mean?  Started with way back.  I mean, you know what I mean.  I 

mean— 

 

[01:38:54] 

Eric Velasco:  Some of your early relatives were experiencing that. 

 

[01:38:58] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, I mean, exactly, and the Irish and the Vietnamese and the Spanish back 

then.  I mean, they have some riots in Kansas City things with the Greeks, they kill a few, they 

burn the house.  I mean, way back then.  But what I’m saying is I don’t understand that.  I think 

it’s stupid how this country, we get in these crazy ways of thinking about immigration, but then 

it balance out.  It is a phase, is a phase.  [Interviewer’s note: on Feb. 21, 1909, in Omaha, 
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Nebraska, a mob killed a Greek boy and displaced the residents of a neighborhood called Greek 

Town by burning down its homes and buildings. Anti-Greek protests were held soon after in 

Kansas City.]  

 

[01:39:31] 

Eric Velasco:  I think new things scare people.  Then once you get to understand people, they 

get a lot less scary. 

 

[01:39:36] 

George Sarris:  You know, sometimes they say they’re going to change our values, our way of 

life.  And what is Alabama values?  I mean, they’re values of, I mean, you want to raise your 

child, you want to be a good—maybe your community, everybody want to do the same thing.  

Even when the immigrants come, that’s what they want to be.  They want to be good Americans.  

I mean, really.  And those are Americans.  They’re the ones they’re going to spread the word all 

over the country, all over back home.  When you go to my village, I mean, they love United 

States, because we’ll go there, they see us, we talk about it, and they know now with the Internet 

and all that, I mean, they know what is going on here in a minute and how easier to live here, 

how free we are here.  Anyway. 

 

[01:40:32] 

Eric Velasco:  You’ve had Sarrises or members of your extended family here almost since the 

beginning. 
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[01:40:39] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, of Birmingham, yeah. 

 

[01:40:42] 

Eric Velasco:  Mr. Balabanos, there were other Balabanoses here over the years.  Are they 

related to him? 

 

[01:40:48] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, there’s cousins.  I think so, there was three cousins, Jimmy Balabanos, 

and one of them is a photographer.  He named Ted Tucker.  His mother was Balabanos.  Yeah, it 

was the Sarrises, the Balabanos, the Kanakises.  It was the original families, you know what I 

mean, here in Birmingham.  And, of course, it was quite many which they come here, or they die 

or they left, you know.  Some have their families and they left. 

 

[01:41:31] 

Eric Velasco:  You had Gus Sarris with the Bright Star, too. I think it was back in the ‘20s.  

[Interviewer’s note: Gus Sarris cooked at the Bright Star restaurant in neighboring Bessemer, 

which was founded by a Greek immigrant in 1907. It is Alabama’s longest continuously 

operating restaurant.] 

 

[01:41:36] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, there’s another—actually, my grandmother, my step-grandmother, she 

baptize him, yeah, and he came to Greece in 1967, and I remember he was—they call him 
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Charlie Chaplin.  He look like Charlie Chaplin with mustache and thin man, just like that.  That’s 

what his nickname, even it’s in the village.  And I’m going to tell you another thing about—

we’re talking about.  In my village after the war, the civil war, the United States sent mules from 

Missouri, and we have one mule.  And most people, they named their mules Truman because it 

was that time, and we have a mule named Truman. 

 

[01:42:29] 

Eric Velasco:  He was President at the time. 

 

[01:42:30] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, he was President.  That’s why we call him Truman. 

 

[01:42:32] 

Eric Velasco:  Did Truman—that was the one that took you to school? 

 

[01:42:34] 

George Sarris:  Yeah.  No, no, it was a donkey.  That was a mule. 

 

[01:42:37] 

Eric Velasco:  Oh, that was a donkey. 

 

[01:42:38] 



George Sarris – The Fish Market Southside Restaurant   Page 96 
 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 
 

George Sarris:  It was this Missouri working mules, which, you know what I mean, they’re a 

little different breed.  They got big boned.  You know what I mean? 

 

[01:42:46] 

Eric Velasco:  So would they be plow animals? 

 

[01:42:49] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, they plow animals, yeah, yeah.  But you use it for everything, I mean, 

from firewood to bring wheat, you know. 

 

[01:42:57] 

Eric Velasco:  Same way somebody’d use a tractor now, John Deere. 

 

[01:42:59] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, exactly.  But I remember that’s what—you know, yeah. 

 

[01:43:02] 

Eric Velasco:  Some of the other family members here over the years, were there other Sarrises 

who were here before the sixties?  Yes, there were because there was Jim and—  [Jim Sarris ran 

the Old Hickory Restaurant in the 1950s.]  

 

[01:43:16] 
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George Sarris:  Oh, my god, yeah.  It was Jim and Michael.  They come in early—no, by 1912, 

1913.  I mean, it’s so many Sarrises, which they never marry and they die, and they just come 

join their fathers.  You know what I mean?  Just come.  You know how it is if you don’t have no 

relatives, you just die, they bury you somewhere you—and nobody knows you, more or less.  

Yes, actually, I find a Sarris.  I took a picture on a grave for Sarris, and it was on a Facebook, 

and a lady text me. I mean send me a note on Facebook, say, “Was your father’s father.  He die 

here, thirty-two years old, and he die for abscessed tooth.” 

 

[01:44:12] 

Eric Velasco:  Oh, no. 

 

[01:44:14] 

George Sarris:  Yeah.  And they never knew exactly where he died, but I find out, ask Ted 

Sarris, which is older, and he told me he died from abscessed tooth.  I mean, you see, it was 

people which they can’t forget.  It was so many Sarrises. 

 

[01:44:34] 

Eric Velasco:  Jim Sarris was Old Hickory Restaurant, I believe. 

 

[01:44:36] 

George Sarris:  Ted Sarris.  Oh, Jim Sarris was the original owner, original, yeah. 

 

[01:44:41] 
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Eric Velasco:  Right, and then Ted Sarris bought it from him.  [Interviewer’s note: “Mr. Ted,” as 

he was known, started working at his Uncle Jim’s Old Hickory Restaurant in the mid-1950s and 

bought it in 1960. He relocated in 1973 and renamed the meat-and-three restaurant Ted’s Old 

Hickory.  The current owners, Tasos and Beba Touloupis, shortened the restaurant name to Ted’s 

when they took over in 2000.] 

 

[01:44:44] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, bought it from him, yeah. 

 

[01:44:45] 

Eric Velasco:  How are you related to Mr. Ted? 

 

[01:44:47] 

George Sarris:  Besides his house in Greece from here, I mean, you can really throw a rock no 

more than fifty feet—no, what I mean, fifty feet?  Twenty feet.  I mean, that’s how close our 

house is. 

 

[01:45:00] 

Eric Velasco:  That’s how close you two grew up together? 

 

[01:45:02] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, yeah.  I mean, he was older than me. 
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[01:45:04] 

Eric Velasco:  He was older than you, right? 

 

[01:45:05] 

 

George Sarris:  Right.  He’s older than me.  But him and my mom, I think, were second 

cousins.  I mean, we’re the same tree there, yeah.  Yeah, he has older brother, Jimmy Sarris, 

which have Jimmy’s Hot Dogs.  I’ll be honest with you, so many Sarrises, I don’t even know 

myself the ones that—and it was Kostandas, another guy, Kostandas, which is die and gone.  I 

mean, he was a family from our village.  Gerontakis, they’re still living.  Sarrises.  

Hontzopoulous, who they cut down to Hontzas.  Kanakises, you know, Connie Kanakis, his 

father was from the same village from us.  Callas, which he die in Chicago, he was here, he 

moved to Chicago, from the same village from us. 

 

[01:46:08] 

Eric Velasco:  And that’s who married Margaret Hontzopoulous, and they started the two 

Niki’s.  [Interviewer’s note:  

 

[01:46:14] 

George Sarris:  The two Niki’s, yeah.  There was John Callas, yeah.  Kostakis, John Kostakis, 

he has the Fife’s.  He’s a nephew of Pete Gerontakis.  His mother is a sister of Pete Gerontakis, 

which they still have their small house.  [Interviewer’s note: Fife’s is a meat-and-three in 

downtown Birmingham, which Mr. Kostakis bought in 1989.  Pete Gerontakis founded Smoke 
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House Restaurant with Theo Hontzas, who took over the restaurant in 1960s. Theo’s son, Pete 

Hontzas, has run it since 2000.] 

 

[01:46:31] 

Eric Velasco:  Who is Pete Gerontakis? 

 

[01:46:33] 

George Sarris:  Pete Gerontakis, he used to have the small house on Finley years ago.  Then 

they opened the place on—what is the name?  I cannot think of it right now.  But they open 

another place with the Koikos brothers.  Koikos from [unclear], the next village from ours, 

Peleta.  [Interviewer’s note: Pete Gerontakis also partnered with Jimmy and Nicky Koikos in a 

restaurant named Merritt House.  They sold it in 1999.  The Koikos family has run The Bright 

Star restaurant in Bessemer since 1925,] 

 

[01:47:00] 

Eric Velasco:  Peleta? 

 

[01:47:00] 

George Sarris:  Peleta, yeah. 

 

[01:47:02] 

Eric Velasco:  Okay.  And Ernie Gerontakis is his son? 

 



George Sarris – The Fish Market Southside Restaurant   Page 101 
 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 
 

[01:47:06] 

George Sarris:  Okay, Ernie, his nephew. 

 

[01:47:08] 

Eric Velasco:  His nephew? 

 

[01:47:09] 

George Sarris:  Wait a minute.  No, no.  Ernie.  Okay.  Pete Gerontakis’ father and Ernie 

Gerontakis’ father, they was brothers.  Then they first cousins, yeah.  I mean, everybody some 

kind of related.  The Hontzas, Kostandas, which he now gone, Kostakis, Gerontakis, Kanakis, 

Balabanos.  The Balabanos name is gone.  I don’t think so any more Balabanos here.  I mean, 

they don’t have no sons.  You know what I mean?  None of them, my uncle.  My grandfather, he 

was have a son, Balabanos, but he never—for some reason he left from the village and he go to 

Chicago.  It was bigger city, and he want to go to bigger city than Birmingham, and he died 

many years ago.  Yeah. 

 

[01:48:13] 

Eric Velasco:  Tell us about your children. 

 

[01:48:16] 

George Sarris:  I have three children.  Dino—I’m sorry.  Dorothy, my mother’s name, she’s 

20—no, 32.  My son is 30, Dino.  And I have another one, 16, Yorgo, Y-o-r-g-o, which is my 

real name in Greek.  Yeah.  I don’t know why we name him after me, but we did.  Yeah.  My 
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wife’s name is Rose.  I was married before, Dino’s mother, and actually she was the [unclear], 

Lisa.  Nice people, I mean.  I’m glad have three kids.  All of them been to Greece.  My daughter 

probably been 25 times.  My son probably been 20 times.  My younger son is being brought, 

about nine times he’s gone—eight times, he’s going nine this summer. 

 

[01:49:13] 

Eric Velasco:  What do your two older children do, two adult children? 

 

[01:49:15] 

George Sarris:  They work with me, one of them in catering company, Yellow Bicycle, and 

Dino, he’s manager in The Fish Market. 

 

[01:49:23] 

Eric Velasco:  When did Yellow Bicycle start? 

 

[01:49:25] 

George Sarris:  About seven years ago, and actually started as The Fish Market catering, but 

everybody thought we sell fish only, and I name it the Yellow Bicycle. 

 

[01:49:37] 

Eric Velasco:  Why Yellow Bicycle? 

 

[01:49:38] 
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George Sarris:  I saw the name in a restaurant in Greece.  [laughs]  And I stole it.  I mean, they 

call it the Kitrino Podilito, Yellow Bicycle.  And I just [unclear], you know. 

 

[01:49:49] 

Eric Velasco:  And then the import company, what’s that called? 

 

[01:49:53] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, I used to have Tsitalia Import Company.  I sold it and I have five years 

noncompete, and I open another one, call it Kalimera, which is “good morning” in Greek. 

 

[01:50:03] 

Eric Velasco:  Would you spell that for us, please? 

 

[01:50:06] 

George Sarris:  K-a-l-i-m-e-r-a, Kalimera.  We import products from Turkey and Greece, Spain, 

and I will start again.  I kind of enjoy that. 

 

[01:50:22] 

Eric Velasco:  You used to have a seafood wholesaler, too, right? 

 

[01:50:25] 
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George Sarris:  I have a seafood wholesale.  We sold it to Empire Seafood.  We bought Empire 

Seafood, which was 60-year-old company, and we kept it for about 12, 13 years or something, 

and we sold it Inland Seafood, which is big company in Atlanta. 

 

[01:50:41] 

Eric Velasco:  Now, there are other Fish Markets here in Birmingham. 

 

[01:50:45] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, it is.  It belongs to another family.  Back then I sold it.  I sold the concept 

to this friend of mine, and his dad.  His dad die, and they bought it, they want to do some—you 

know, to go in business. 

 

[01:51:04] 

Eric Velasco:  Tell me about Mr. [Connie] Kanakis.  You worked with him on and off all 

through the years. 

 

[01:51:17] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, he was a boss when I was in—he was the best.  He stopped working, of 

course.  He’s getting older.  The best front man I ever saw.  And he has a cousin in Greece, they 

never see each other, but they so exactly the same, is crazy.  When I’m telling you it’s crazy, it’s 

crazy. 

 

[01:51:45] 
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Eric Velasco:  You have to do a double-take when you see them? 

 

[01:51:47] 

George Sarris:  They never met each other, but yet they just like—I mean, you see how the—

yeah.  His father was—Connie’s father was here.  He came from the village, and I think he make 

couple trips back to Greece, but he die at a young age.  You know what I mean. 

 

[01:52:08] 

Eric Velasco:  What was his name? 

 

[01:52:09] 

George Sarris:  Pete Panagiotis Kanakis.  I don’t even know what his name was, but I know 

how I find out.  Connie’s son is Panagiotis, which is, therefore— 

 

[01:52:21] 

Eric Velasco:  So therefore granddad’s name was— 

 

[01:52:22] 

George Sarris:  [laughs]  Yeah, I never—I mean, it was way, way, way, way before I was born, 

but it’s quite many Kanakis.  They have a house there.  He built a house in the village with 

American money.  Connie, he never been there, unfortunately. 

 

[01:52:39] 
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Eric Velasco:  He’s never been to the village? 

 

[01:52:40] 

George Sarris:  Never been, never been, yeah, and he speak fluent Greek.  I mean, literally.  

And it’s amazing, because he has this particular cousin, which they have—his name is 

Costandino Kanakis.  They have the same name. 

 

[01:52:53] 

Eric Velasco:  The twin cousin? 

 

[01:52:56] 

George Sarris:  The twin cousin.  I mean, really, not only the mannerisms, I mean, how DNA—

I mean, the mannerisms, the way they talk, the way they just approach, I mean, it’s exactly the 

same thing. 

 

[01:53:06] 

Eric Velasco:  So when you see one, you have to pause and wait to see what language is being 

spoken to— 

 

[01:53:08] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, actually I took a video.  I took a video to show, yeah, to Connie, and I 

took video from Connie to show. 
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[01:53:19] 

Eric Velasco:  So how have diners’ tastes changed over the years that you’ve been feeding them 

here? 

 

[01:53:27] 

George Sarris:  We used to do 80 percent fry.  Now it’s probably about 70 percent grill and 40 

percent is fry only.  And people they get—they’re a more informed about their food.  I mean, it is 

day and night.  It’s not even comparison, zero.  I mean, it’s from the time I come here to now, I 

mean, back then, you don’t even have Romaine lettuce.  You just had this head of lettuce.  You 

know what I mean.  Desperate. Now you can find 50 different greens—not 50; 20 different 

greens to make a salad, but then the only part back then, everything you make, dressings and all 

that, or soups and all that, and some restaurants here and there, especially chains, they make it in 

Minneapolis and freeze it and bring here in a pouch.  The quality, I mean, I think restaurants 

improved tremendously. 

 The other thing, back then people, they used to eat out on the weekends only.  Very few 

people eat on Monday night, Tuesday night, Wednesday night, even Thursday.  Now people go 

out all the time.  Some people, they never cook at home.  I mean, really. 

 

[01:54:57] 

Eric Velasco:  The person that comes in six days a week. 

 

[01:54:59] 
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George Sarris:  Yeah, yeah, exactly, exactly.  I mean, and it’s just totally different, totally 

different.  I mean, now the only sad part, I mean, sometimes if you go to Amsterdam and you go 

to a place in Atlanta, if you close your eyes, you don’t even know what place you are, because 

the food is the same.  Salads is the same.  Cut of meat the same way, you know what I mean, 

with lemon butter caper sauce.  I mean, chicken with lemon.  I mean, give me some damn 

chicken some other way.  I mean, you follow me? 

 

[01:55:40] 

Eric Velasco:  Right. 

 

[01:55:40] 

George Sarris:  Sometimes we come, it is good, and that’s why I think Niki’s on Finley Avenue, 

they have a niche, meat-and-three, and people like it.  And sometimes their food is go—you go 

to Zimbabwe and you go to a nice restaurant, you order a pork chop, and it is the same way you 

cook here.  I mean, you know, really.  If you close you eyes and you taste it, I might as well eat 

in one restaurant in Birmingham.  I mean, it becomes universal a little bit more.  Now, that’s why 

I like authentic, to just go to mom-and-pop store, forget about—that’s what I like. 

 

[01:56:31] 

Eric Velasco:  When you came here, it was kind of the end of the heyday of Greek restaurateurs 

and independently-run restaurants. 

 

[01:56:40] 
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George Sarris:  Yes, yes, it was.  You see, a lot of them, they was older, the kids, they don’t 

want to do it, and, yeah, back then it was, I would say, between twenties and fifties, 80 percent of 

the restaurants was Greek own it. 

 

[01:56:55] 

Eric Velasco:  Then we started seeing the suburbs and the chains. 

 

[01:56:58] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, and the chains.  Of course, the chains, the chains come through.  It was—

you know.  And I think all these kids, they see their parents work so hard, because you’ve got to 

remember back then, if you have a restaurant, you was the chef, you was the manager.  Now you 

have chefs and sous-chefs, we have managers.  It’s easier. 

 

[01:57:24] 

Eric Velasco:  More specialization. 

 

[01:57:26] 

George Sarris:  Yeah.  I mean, back then for somebody to leave, it was close to impossible to 

leave the business.  Now, I mean, you got people work with you, and if they don’t do like you 

do, but at least they keep it just about the same. 

 

[01:57:45] 
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Eric Velasco:  Since the eighties, since you came along, it’s interesting because you and Frank 

Stitt started your own restaurants right about the same time here.  [Interviewer’s note: Frank Stitt 

is an Alabama-born chef whose 1982 flagship restaurant, Highlands Bar and Grill, upgraded fine 

dining in Birmingham and revitalized what continues to be a vital independent restaurant scene.  

Highlands has been named a finalist in the Outstanding Restaurant category by the James Beard 

Foundation for nine consecutive years as of 2017.  Mr. Stitt’s Beard awards include Best Chef in 

the Southeast (2001) and Who’s Who of Food and Beverage in America (2011).  He also was a 

Beard finalist for Outstanding Chef in 2008.  In addition to Highlands, Mr. Stitt and his wife, 

Pardis, own and run the bistro Chez Fonfon and Bottega, which is divided into a formal Italian-

style restaurant and informal café.] 

 

[01:57:57] 

George Sarris:  The same time.  I stole some ingredients from him.  He don’t steal nothing from 

me.  [laughs]  I don’t know if you know this.  One year, I took Frank to Greece, and we go to 

Crete, we get olive oil, and we go to my village, and we’ll go out, get—just go to the grocers, I 

mean, to the butcher, to vegetables, and we’ll cook at my house.  Me and him and another guy, 

we have a good time, really.  He’s genius.  I think Birmingham owes a lot of thanks to Frank, 

really.  I mean, without him, he make everybody to do better, to strive to do better, yeah. 

 

[01:58:40] 

Eric Velasco:  And opening the minds to some of the different things you’re doing as well. 

 

[01:58:43] 



George Sarris – The Fish Market Southside Restaurant   Page 111 
 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 
 

George Sarris:  Oh, my, yeah. 

 

[01:58:44] 

Eric Velasco:  I don’t know if you could have necessarily had as much success selling the 

different kinds of seafoods you did. 

 

[01:58:48] 

George Sarris:  No, and I be honest with you.  I think that’s what I say Frank Stitt.  He was the 

one all of us tried to—I don’t mean copy.  Yeah, maybe copy in a different ways. 

 

[01:59:03] 

Eric Velasco:  Live up to. 

 

[01:59:04] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, live up to, and see what he was doing and how he was doing it.  And he 

was bring things to Birmingham, which—and he was—.  With him, he’s with a southern flair.  I 

mean, it’s amazing.  I mean, who would think shrimp and grits before?  Now every damn 

restaurant has it.  But it’s not only that, the desserts or the appetizers or rabbit.  Nobody was 

selling rabbit.  Frank was.  I mean, who sell rabbit?  I don’t think even the Greek people used to 

sell rabbit.  I mean, and the fish, he started experimenting with different fish or cobia.  I mean, 

back then, nobody eat cobia.  Now everybody, yeah.  But really, he is good.  He’s a good guy.  I 

like him, and he’s a lot of fun.  Yeah.  It takes a little bit to know him, but he’s a lot of fun. 
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[02:00:09] 

Eric Velasco:  And when you guys were out there, I think you were picking olives and pressing 

them? 

 

[02:00:12] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, we were picking olives, we got the presses, we would taste it.  I mean, 

you know, really, we have fun.  I took him to a fish market in Athens, I remember, and we have 

Patsa, which is goat intestines—how do you call them, the intestines? 

 

[02:00:36] 

Eric Velasco:  Intestines. 

 

[02:00:38] 

George Sarris:  Yeah.  Soup.  I’m telling you, it was good.  It was good. 

 

[02:00:46] 

Eric Velasco:  How would you summarize the effect that Greek immigrants have had, and not 

just Greek immigrants, but now their offspring, have had on Birmingham dining? 

 

[02:00:55] 

George Sarris:  I think the 1910s to 1950s, they put Birmingham—they make Birmingham 

better with their presence here, with their food, with their hospitality, with the culture.  And then, 

of course, the kids become good citizens for Birmingham themselves.  I mean, positive, positive, 
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positive, because, I mean, every group, I mean, there’s the stupid thing people don’t see.  Every 

group, they have a lot of positives.  At least only I’m looking at the Greek community, I don’t 

see nothing negative about—really, nothing negative.  They’ll ask—I mean, and wouldn’t have 

asked much of this community, nothing.  We pay our taxes.  We pay—you know what I mean.  

We do our—you know.  Here, nobody’s perfect. Here or there people make mistakes, but 

overall, I mean, it was solid community, and I think it make the Birmingham what it is, really. 

 

[02:02:10] 

Eric Velasco:  The city celebrates— 

 

[02:02:10] 

George Sarris:  I mean, yeah, look.  They have Greek church festival and they do, what, 

$500,000 sales in three days.  I mean, it means something.  Not only the food people do it, they 

do it to support the Greek community.  I mean, this is a huge thing, really, and very unique in 

United States, really.  And I’m familiar with— 

 

[02:02:34] 

Eric Velasco:  And the South too. 

 

[02:02:34] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, and the South.  The South really is hospitable.  Southern culture is very 

hospitable.  I’m telling you, sometimes you have to dig a little deeper to see the—to get to know 

somebody.  But when you get to know them, they be the most loyal, the best friends, really, and 
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loyal.  I mean, loyalty is a big thing.  It is our customers.  We have customers for 40 years, I 

mean, really, 45 years.  No, I think it’s very, very, very, very positive. 

 

[02:03:25] 

Eric Velasco:  We’ve seen probably three big waves of Greek immigrants coming into this city.  

You had the early twentieth century group.  You had some coming after World War II. 

 

[02:03:34] 

George Sarris:  Yeah. 

 

[02:03:36] 

Eric Velasco:  People like you came the immigration law changed.  [Interviewer’s note: The 

Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 ended a quota-by-country system in place since 1924 

that limited access from countries like Greece.  The new act allowed families here to sponsor 

relatives to relocate to the United States.] 

 

[02:03:38] 

George Sarris:  Yeah.  But you’re going to see a lot of them come now. 

 

[02:03:42] 

Eric Velasco:  That’s what I was going to ask. 

 

[02:03:44] 
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George Sarris:  Yeah.  There is two kinds of immigrants. 

 

[02:03:46] 

Eric Velasco:  Do you see another wave? 

 

[02:03:48] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, yeah.  If the ones they have relatives, yes.  I mean, actually, we have two, 

three now, which they come.  Yeah, I would say I know probably about ten, they come because 

the economy.  Every time the economics is there, they come.  Unfortunately, now is a little 

harder to come than it used to be.  Used to be you have five, six months. 

 The other thing, you find a lot more they come for education purposes. They come to 

be—they have some specialty.  I have a guy who sell me fish, and they open a company in 

Tampa, Florida.  No, Daytona.  They fly fish from Greece, Greek products.  He came here to be 

the salesperson.  I mean, very educated.  Actually, he was educated in classical music in London, 

but he cannot find a job.  But the immigrant is more educated now, is a little bit more different.  I 

would say ninety-nine percent, they speak fluent English now.  It’s not like back then we would 

come with no language. 

 

[02:05:01] 

Eric Velasco:  But given the fact that—well, let me put it this way.  Do you think we’re starting 

to see the end of the era of the Greek immigrants running restaurants here in town? 

 

[02:05:17] 
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George Sarris:  I think so.  I think so, yeah. 

 

[02:05:20] 

Eric Velasco:  Because of the educational level of some of the newcomers? 

 

[02:05:22] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, absolutely.  I think so, yeah.  I mean, look how many hot dog stands.  

There was twenty, thirty in my time here, the forty-five years I’ve been here.  And now there’s a 

couple of them.  And I think it’s the same with the restaurants.  I know my son probably be in a 

business, is a second generation, my daughter, but I don’t see their kids doing that.  I mean, in 

thirty years, it’s going to be a different ballgame. 

 

[02:05:51] 

Eric Velasco:  But that seems to be the key to longevity, is multiple generations. 

 

[02:05:54] 

George Sarris:  Yeah.  Now, if new people come, even with the English, because the restaurants 

is easier, something you can put up two chairs and open a little hole in the wall, and if you do 

good food, people are going to come see you. 

 

[02:06:11] 

Eric Velasco:  Trucks. 
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[02:06:12] 

George Sarris:  But, I mean, everything has to do with immigration. 

 

[02:06:18] 

Eric Velasco:  And where you are and what you’re seeking when you come to the country in the 

first place. 

 

[02:06:24] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, exactly, yeah, yeah.  I mean, I have a guy here in Fish Market, he looking 

for a restaurant himself now.  But that’s what he did in Greece. 

 

[02:06:36] 

Eric Velasco:  So what am I missing here?  What else do people need to know? 

 

[02:06:48] 

George Sarris:  Really, I mean, what I’m proud and—I mean, the little village in Tsitalia, 

which, I mean, nothing, it’s 150 houses, how much impact they was have in Birmingham, how 

many people they here now, their ancestors are the people, and how much impact they was 

having in Birmingham, in the culture, in a restaurant, in a churches, in every—I mean, it’s just 

how really—never underestimate an immigrant, I mean, if there’s anything.  I even amaze 

myself when I go over there and I say, “I love this place,” and I’ll go to cemetery [Elmwood 

Cemetery in Birmingham] and see all these graves of people that come hundred years ago, and 
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they stay here and they die here.  I mean, really, how much really they contribute for 

Birmingham to be the Birmingham it is now. 

 

[02:07:50] 

Eric Velasco:  Then when do you expand it from that to Peleta, five or six villages. 

 

[02:07:56] 

George Sarris:  Oh, my god, the villages, yeah.  Peleta, Mari, Poulithra, I mean— 

 

 

[02:08:00]  

Eric Velasco:  Five or six villages. 

 

[02:08:02] 

George Sarris:  I mean, I would say probably 80 percent of the people of Birmingham, they 

come from this radius of about 30 kilometers.  You know what I mean?  Because one bring the 

other one, bring the other one.  And not only they done good things here and they done good 

things there.  And sometimes we talk about if you send—some people, they send money back.  If 

you send money back and the life, it get better, they’re never going to leave.  You have less 

immigration here.  I mean, you know what I’m saying, if that’s what you want.  I mean, that’s 

why they don’t say, no, let those poor Mexicans work.  You know what I mean. 

 

[02:08:41] 
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Eric Velasco:  [unclear].  [laughs] 

 

[02:08:42] 

George Sarris:  I mean, you have—let them send all the money and educate them there and all 

that.  They don’t want to come here. 

 

[02:08:47] 

Eric Velasco:  Everybody wants to stay home. 

 

[02:08:49] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, they’re going to stay home. 

 

[02:08:50] 

Eric Velasco:  That’s why you keep going back. 

 

[02:08:51] 

George Sarris:  Yeah, yeah.  Anyway. 

 

[02:08:54] 

Eric Velasco:  You once talked about Greece and America as two mothers. 

 

[02:08:59] 
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George Sarris:  Yeah, I mean, it is, yeah.  It is like you have two mothers.  Really, it is like you 

have one child and you love him to death, and you say, “I cannot love another child the same.”  

You have a couple kids? 

 

[02:09:17] 

Eric Velasco:  We have two children. 

 

[02:09:17] 

George Sarris:  Yeah.  Then the second child come, and you love it as much because it’s just 

like the love is just multiplied instantly, you know, twice as much.  The same thing with United 

States.  You feel like when you come here and after a couple years you just literally—and I say 

that, and I’m serious about that, you would die for this country in a minute.  I mean, you 

would—you know what I mean.  And not only that, you go somewhere and somebody say 

something about the United States and you just want to—you just, even if they’re right, I mean, 

you’re going to put in their place.  You know what I mean.  Yes, you might be right on that 

point, but let me tell you something else about the United States.  And you can say plenty good 

things about the United States.  I mean, really. 

I mean, look, myself included, I mean, there somebody say something bad about the 

United States, yes, I might say, “That point, you’re probably right.  But let me tell you, I know 

there a thousand things you don’t even consider.”  I mean, everything.  I mean, you know, 

something about this country is unique, unique, unique.  It is something, I mean, you become—

no, you become a citizen.  You come here, after—it’s going to take about a year just to get the 

old country out of you.  You know what I’m saying.  And then it’s just this darnedest thing you 
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feel.  You just part of the United States, you part of this new world, and it’s just like you started 

in history and you started in amazing things.  And you just go to the hospital and they treat you 

like a human being.  You go to any church—I’ve been in quite many churches—they welcome 

you.  You have a flat tire, somebody stop to help you.  You go hunting with American people, 

they just want to teach you. 

 You sit down with a black gentleman who used to—I mean, I remember this particular 

time, he work for the sanitation department.  Literally, he picked garbage, and he was about 60.  

And I sit down with him, and, my god, I find he was the most amazing man you ever—I mean, 

he have this way of seeing the world or what, with his family, and amazing thing, I mean, and no 

bitterness at all about—anyway, I mean, I wish they let more people here to feel the same way. 

 

[02:12:12] 

Eric Velasco:  I do appreciate you taking the time with us today. 

 

[02:12:14] 

George Sarris:  Okay.  Thank you. 

 

[02:12:15] 

Eric Velasco:  We’re going to pause for thirty seconds now to let this run out.  And thank you 

very much.  

 

[02:12:19] 

George Sarris:  Thank you.  Thank you, Mr. Velasco. 
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[END OF INTERVIEW] 


