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DESTINATION, SMALL TOWN

How does a city become known for good food? is  there
an instruction manual lying about in a hospitality group o�  ce or urban 
planning bureau somewhere? I ask because I’ve been dining in Gainesville, 

Florida, where I’ve lived for two years. I accompanied my fi ancé, Bruce, who’s in a 
PhD program at the University of Florida (UF). Upon news of his acceptance, my 
food-oriented friends from major cities looked at me with mitigated grimaces—where 
would I eat? Friends and colleagues bid me good luck with wistful smiles.

Their trepidation wasn’t entirely 
about Gainesville, a city whose service 
industry relies heavily on the ebbs and 
fl ows of the fi fty-some-odd thousand 
students who fl ow onto UF’s campus 
each year. They were concerned about 
Florida. The place where my ecologist 
friend watched her conference RSVPs 
plummet, because state scientists told 
her they weren’t allowed to attend 
events that reference climate change. 
The land where the Everglades are so 

overrun by pythons that rabbits, deer, 
and even bobcats are dwindling in 
number. The state where the shooting 
deaths of young black boys like Trayvon 
Martin and Jordan Davis caused some 
of my black friends to invoke near-spir-
itual cautionary missives. And don’t get 
non-Floridians started on the alligator 
stories, which on social media, always 
work their way back to a guy on meth.

Still, Gainesville has its charm. You’ve 
gotta be where you’re at—how can you 

A quest for inventive dining yields close, but not quite
BY OSAYI ENDOLYN
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The word Nabs derives 
from a National Biscuit 

Company (Nabisco) product 
called “Peanut Sandwich Pack-
et” that hit the market in 1924. 
The sleeve of snack crackers—
priced at fi ve cents and sealed 
for portability—became 
ubiquitous at fi lling stations, 
check-out counters, milk bars, 
lunch rooms, and newsstands. 
In 1928, the company updated 
the name to NAB.

Nabs aren’t sold 
anymore. What 

most people call “Nabs” is 
technically ToastChee, the 
fl agship cracker-sandwich 
of the Charlotte-based 
Lance Inc. brand.

Here’s how Lance 
Inc. came to develop 

ToastChee: Due to a business 
deal snafu, the company 
was stuck with fi ve hundred 
pounds of Virginia peanuts. 
Rather than waste them, 
food distributor Philip Lance 
roasted the peanuts at home 
and sold them on the streets 
of Charlotte for pennies per 
bag. They were so popular 
that he set up a commercial 
roasting operation, which 
led to making peanut butter. 
The big bang came when 
Philip’s wife, Mary, and 
their two daughters, spread 
peanut butter on saltines and 
packaged them for sale.

With ToastChee in 
demand, Nabisco 

opened a regional bakery 
in Charlotte and started 
producing packaged crackers. 

Given the similarity of the two 
items, people began to adopt 
the shorter nickname, Nabs, 
for both.

The original Lance 
peanut butter crackers 

were popular with WWI 
soldiers who trained at Camp 
Greene in Charlotte.

Peanut butter snack 
crackers were an 

essential offering on the 
vending carts or wagons pulled 
through the textile mills of 
the Carolina Piedmont. These 
mobile vending stations, known 
as dope carts or dope wagons, 
fueled loom workers with 
sandwiches, crackers, and soft 
drinks, nicknamed dopes.

A Nab Is a Nab Is a Nab
Ask (almost) anyone   BY SHERI CASTLE

I AM FROM WESTERN NORTH CAROLINA, AND I WAS RAISED
on Nabs. When my family visited Charlotte, the scent of Nabs 
wafting from the Lance factory was a navigational beacon. There 
are Nabs in my purse and in the center console of my car. Many 
North Carolinans share my affi nity. Earlier this year, when a speak-
er at SFA’s Summer Symposium in Charlotte admitted he’d never 
heard of Nabs, audible gasps spread through the audience.

What are Nabs? It depends on who you ask. 
The straight answer is that they are the nickname given to a 

rectangular package of four to six cracker sandwiches sealed in 
cellophane. Some people use the word for all types of sandwich 
crackers (like calling all soft drinks a Coke), while others reserve the 
term for the square-shaped, orange variety fi lled with peanut butter.

Sheri Castle is a writer, recipe developer, and culinary educator based in Chapel Hill, North Carolina. 

KNOW YOUR NABS
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empty buildings with for-lease signs, or 
abandoned spaces with no apparent 
commercial interest. Carcasses, waiting 
for a shot of life. Why can’t Gainesville 
capitalize on these opportunities?

Hong Kong Deli closed last year. We 
called for a couple of weeks, and when 
no one answered, we drove by. Another 
handwritten sign was posted, this time, 
in the window of the locked front door. 
closed for family medical emergen-
cy, the scrawl read. We randomly stalked 
the property, hoping to catch someone. 
Eventually, we saw the eviction notice, 
also taped to the window. I called the 
number on the letterhead and a bewil-
dered property manager listened as I 
pleaded. We were regulars. We missed 
Georgia. Did she need help? 
He didn’t know, he was 
sorry. Today, the renovated 
building is painted a dull 
gray and hosts a women’s 
resale apparel shop. I’ve kept 
Hong Kong Deli’s menu and 
sometimes google Georgia 
or the Chinese name listed 
on the eviction. But I don’t 
drive that way anymore.

I ask my well-traveled 
Gainesville friends and local 
restaurateurs why a commu-
nity with nicely compensated 
professionals can’t attract 
and sustain a kind-of-fine dining scene. 
Think of places like Asheville, Durham, 
or Athens. Why not, Gainesville? Farmers 
live here and nearby, like Congaree and 
Penn in Jacksonville. They mill purple 
rice grits that made me euphoric, even 
patio-side on a humid St. Augustine night. 
If a Florida man like chef Edouardo 

to drive to Orlando where the options 
are better, then smiled and handed me 
my check. A homegrown friend says it is 
one thing and one thing only. “This is 
Gainesville,” she says, shrugging. Just be 
where you’re at. 

Osayi Endolyn is deputy editor of Gravy.

Jordan can shine with Congaree’s mid-
dlins at Junebaby in Seattle, can’t a chef 
find a loyal audience here? 

My makeshift focus group blames UF 
students who are mighty in number, but 
mostly looking for two-for-ones. They 
reference uneven development, as na-
tional chains and their big dollars seem 
to be concentrated in a single area. 
Another possibility: I’m manufacturing 
a problem. I travel often, so maybe my 
demands are unfair. Folks seem content 
to eat what they have, or they spend 
dining dollars on vacation trips to 
Charleston, New York, or even the  
Caribbean. A server at a Vietnamese spot 
not far from me nodded when I said my 
bún thit nu’ó’ng was lousy. She told me 

ABOVE: Fried egg sandwich with dill fries; 
PREVIOUS: Hwe naeng myun
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YOU’VE GOTTA 
BE WHERE  

you’re at—how  
can you not?

not? It’s fine here. It’s fine. That’s what 
I say when my food friends—people like 
you, cherished reader, who explore often, 
eat generously, and are interested in what 
food can teach them—ask how I’m 
finding my way. 

I reconnected with a writer who in-
troduced me to her kindred spirits over 
wine and treats from Uppercrust, a 

French-inspired artisanal bakery. We 
tore into éclairs, tartes, croissants, and 
mini-cakes and no one talked about cal-
ories, so I knew I’d found my people. A 
serendipitous wrong turn led me to La 
Pasadita, a cheery strip-mall Mexican 
restaurant. There, I order “Mexican 
style” lengua, campechano, and barbacoa 
tacos because I prefer corn tortillas, ci-
lantro, and onion to their default Amer-
icanized variety: flour, cheese, lettuce, 
and tomato. Their red mole is rich and 
fulfilling and their flan—oh man, it kills.

Bruce found a place called Hong Kong 
Deli, a bright yellow building with inept 
ventilation, where we became obsessed 
with their mala dry hot wok. The item 
was not listed on their takeout menu, but 
handwritten on paper taped to the check-
out counter. Pick your own ingredients: 
woodsy mushrooms, bean sprouts, bean 
curd, tofu, zucchini, carrots, chicken, 
tempeh. Georgia, the petite Chinese pro-
prietor, managed phone orders and a grill 
station. To make the dish, she’d mix your 
selections with whole chilies, onion, 

fennel, and garlic over high heat. Bruce 
placed a large order for us every Friday 
night and Georgia quickly learned his 
kind, inquisitive voice. Beef tendon Mala 
salad. Sichuan boiled fish. Tofu black egg. 
“You eat like Chinese boy!” she’d gush 
to him. (She never gave me any credit.)

We found other gems. Caribbean 
Queen is our Jamaican spot. If you 
request a dish that’s sold out, like brown 
stew chicken, they say, “It is finished!” 
Public & General, a casual pub, offers fun 
draft beer selections and a market-driv-
en menu with daily specials. Recent visits 
served up a runny egg sandwich with dill 
fries, braised short rib over green lentils, 
and fried triggerfish with pickled slaw. 
Embers grills a solid steak and their sister 
business, Spark, mixes a fine Martinez. 
Garlic & Ginger, a Korean restaurant on 
the edge of town, serves a refreshing hwe 
naeng myun (spicy raw fish on cold buck-
wheat noodles). So, I’m not starving. But 
I’m not satisfied either. 

When Gainesville residents direct me 
to the “best” meal in the city, they point 
me to a place where dishes have five too 
many ingredients. I call it the “count-
down to rotten.” Purging the walk-in of 
death-row produce is the only way bur-
dening a small salad with nine elements 
makes sense. 

Garlic & Ginger is never busy. I con-
vince myself the rush just ended, rather 
than worry too few locals are willing to 
leave the downtown scene. At Public & 
General one day, a woman recapped her 
visit to Crane Ramen. It’s a modern setup 
where they serve sake in tiny glasses, 
which overflow into mini wooden boxes, 
Japanese style. She complained to a 
friend that her noodles were “OK, but 
expensive for chicken soup.” Yes: This is 
why we can’t have nice things. I note 




