
Ill
us

tr
at

io
ns

 b
y 

B
rid

ge
tt

e 
B

la
nt

on
 /

 T
in

y 
Pe

nc
il 

St
ud

io

8    southernfoodways.org

in 2013, kristen farmer hall was working in medical fundraising and community 
relations for the University of Alabama at Birmingham when, she says, “pastry chose me.” She began 
baking pastries with her two young daughters and leaving the treats on neighbors’ doorsteps, earning 
the trio the nickname “the Baking Bandits.” Hall started a Bandit Pâtisserie pop-up before selling at 
the Pepper Place Farmers’ Market. Eventually, her boss asked her to choose: her job or her hobby. 
She submitted a resignation letter the next day. “I’d always done the right thing, always been on the 
straight and narrow,” she says. “This was something totally different.” A year later, she met chef Vic-
tor King, who became her business partner. Today, they own and operate The Essential, an all-day 
American café; La Fête, a French bistro and wine bar; and Bandit Pâtisserie, a small-batch, seasonal 
bakery. Here, Hall shares her favorite places to unwind in the Magic City.

La Fête
If I have to pick a favorite child, I’ll pick 
La Fête in its new location [on Morris 
Avenue] and a seat at the pink marble bar. 
Last night I worked dinner service. The 
patio was full, and there was a little chill in 
the air. We played the original version of 
Batman in black and white. It was magic. 
My order is the country pâté and potato 
pavé—I eat them over and over, usually 
with a glass of riesling or white Burgundy.
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Most Visited Places is an ongoing digital and print series underwritten by The Mountain Valley Spring Water.

June Co� ee
A cappuccino outside on the patio. 
It’s so fun for me to be in another 
space downtown that isn’t mine, 
and see other people in their shops. 
Most people have no idea what goes 
into opening a brick and mortar. To 
see other people doing it at the level 
they do is very encouraging. And the 
co� ee is delicious.

Golden Age Wine
[My perfect] order would be sharing 
a bottle of riesling and a 50/50 
[meat and cheese] board. I know the 
families who own Golden Age, so it’s 
fun to go in there and see familiar 
faces and try new things. And the 
aesthetic—Amanda Loper is the 
architect, and she’s wonderful. I love 
being in places that are thoughtful.

Chez Fonfon
My life is chaotic and a lot. 
If I’m going out into the 
world, I go to places that feel 
like home. We sit at the bar. 
It’s a nice place to rest. My 
order is the seasonal tartine 
or escargot, or sometimes an 
omelet and a pot de crème 
with espresso.
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