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Weeks later, at the Sheatses’ dining 
table in southwest Atlanta’s Capitol View 
neighborhood, Shyretha pours that same 
cucumber gose. She talks about Ma Ruby: 
a family elder, perhaps a distant cousin, 
who hosted fish fries every Friday when 
Shyretha was growing up in Carlton, 
Georgia, east of Athens. “You had a 
cooler, you dug out your drink,” she 
recalls. “People would get off work and 
stop by to get a plate to bring home. That 
was dinner.” 

where Mike staged at McCrady’s and 
Shyretha tended bar at the Gin Joint. 
They were ready to put down roots in 
Atlanta after a string of moves: from 
Athens to Atlanta while Mike attended 
Le Cordon Bleu in suburban Tucker; to 
Smyrna, where Mike worked in the 
kitchen at Muss & Turner’s and first met 
Staplehouse cofounder Ryan Hidinger; 
and on to Charleston in 2012. No matter 
where they lived, they entertained and 
fed people in their home. The series 

Ma Ruby’s gatherings were plate sales: 
casual and slightly chaotic, bringing 
people together over Styrofoam plates of 
food. The scene at the Curb Market was 
the Plate Sale: Mike and Shyretha’s roving 
Athens- and Atlanta-based pop-up dinner 
series takes inspiration, in name and aim, 
from those loose-knit socials in church 
parking lots and backyards. 

The couple first developed the idea 
for the series while living in Charleston, 

seemed like a natural progression. 
The Sheatses’ dinners are different 

from the fish and fixins that Ma Ruby 
served. A second course may feature 
cured egg yolk grated over turnips and a 
single fried onion ring, paired with a 
white Bordeaux blend handpicked by 
Shyretha in her living-room R&D ses-
sions. But the ethos is very much the 
same. “It’s more about engaging people, 
meeting new people, and being hospitable,” 
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Welcome Table
The Sheatses at the 

Learning Kitchen; 
OPPOSITE: Mike 

and crew plate 
the next course.
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SERVE IT UP
Shyretha and Mike Sheats 
build community in Atlanta
BY GRAY CHAPMAN

It’s a rainy monday evening in atlanta. inside the century-
old Sweet Auburn Curb Market, Mike and Shyretha Sheats put fi nishing touches 
on sixteen plates of clams before send them to the dining room. Tonight, the 

dining room is a single communal table located approximately two yards from the tiny 
kitchen where Mike works. He has less elbow room here at the Learning Kitchen space 
inside the market than at Staplehouse, where he is a line cook. Shyretha deftly tops 
o�  diners’ glasses with Athens-brewed cucumber gose beer from Creature Comforts. 
Luna, their wide-eyed, four-month-old baby is strapped to her hip. Mike emerges from 
his crowded prep space to shyly tell the group about the clams, smoked lettuce, and 
juiced asparagus on their plates. Diners, seated shoulder-to-shoulder, crane to hear 
him over the metallic racket of the Curb Market’s ancient air conditioner. 
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volunteering at farms for a day or so, to 
get familiar with area growers and seek 
out those who aren’t billed on farm-to-
table menus. “One of our goals is to find 
others that deserve this sort of attention, 
or that maybe need it,” Shyretha says. She 
grew up next door to her grandmother’s 
farmstead and feels at home around 
manual labor. She trimmed branches and 
weeded at a handful of Georgia farms 
through Crop Mob, a volunteer organi-
zation, and helped to sow and harvest 
crops at McClellanville’s Thornhill Farm 
as an apprentice. Both she and Mike want 
to continue that tradition: They now work 
to develop Shyretha’s grandmother’s land, 
overgrown but rife with plums and wild 
shiso. Along with nascent plans for a 
community market and coffee shop in 

southwest Atlanta (and, eventually, a 
restaurant to call their own), they keep 
their to-do list full. 

That night of the Plate Sale pop-up 
inside the Curb Market, guests arrived 
in neat pairs. Bubbles and four courses 
concluded in a whimsical popcorn-stud-
ded dessert. Diners laughed and traded 
Instagram handles while polishing off 
the Rhone Valley muscat. Mike and 
Shyretha, exhausted after a near 
all-nighter of prep work, looked on. 
“The sixteen people who showed up, I 
felt that they were supposed to be in the 
house,” Mike says. The table of strang-
ers transformed into something conviv-
ial, fraternal, communal. Over the 
chatter, you could hardly hear the 
sputter of the air conditioner. 

The Sheatses want the Plate Sale series to create community for guests and collaborators.

Welcome Table
Mike says. They see a need for people 
coming together now more than ever, 
even over something as simple as dinner.

Mike and Shyretha are now thir-
ty-three. He grew up in Athens; she was 
raised nearby. They dated in their early 
twenties, and married in 2016. Food 
played a major role in their upbringing. 
But neither Mike nor Shyretha will feed 
you a romanticized, Norman Rockwell–
esque origin story about spending hours 
in the kitchen learning family recipes 
from a wizened grandmother. Rather, 
they work backwards to sustain what 
came before them and share it with 
others. “We are rediscovering food in our 
families and are having conversations 
with family members to reconnect us,” 
Shyretha explains. “We dig deep in our 
memories to find our influences.”

Aunt Louise’s house. To Mike, food is a 
means for gathering. “Where I’m from, 
if you go to somebody’s house on the 
weekend, they’re cooking,” he says. 
“There are going to be people there, and 
they’re going to be eating. I feel like if you 
go anywhere in the South, that’s a thing.” 

The word “community” comes up a lot 
in conversations with the Sheatses. These 
events demand a team effort by a rotating 
cast of collaborators. In February, at the 
Plate Sale dinner at B’s Cracklin’ BBQ, 
owner Bryan Furman cooked on the line 
and Erika Council of Southern Soufflé 
contributed dessert. “We grew up eating 
the kind of food that we served at the Plate 
Sale,” says Furman, a South Carolina–born 
pitmaster. (He recalls his surprise when 
Mike carefully garnished familiar dishes 
like chitterlings and cornbread. “I was 

Finally, I thought,  
I had discovered an 
American culture 
that approached 
death the way  

we Mexicans did:
WITH EASE, 

JOY, AND 
RESPECT.

No matter where they lived they entertained 
and fed people in their home.

THE SERIES SEEMED LIKE A  
NATURAL PROGRESSION.

Those influences are usually found 
among their families’ matriarchs: grand-
mothers who cultivated farmland, aunts 
who made sausage from freshly slaugh-
tered hogs, family friends who regularly 
assembled spreads for twenty or thirty 
people. Meals like liver and gravy made 
en masse by Mike’s grandmother, Agnes, 
or his aunt Louise’s routine feasts after 
church. “She didn’t have to, but every 
single Sunday, she cooked a full-blown 
meal,” he says, adding that often his 
cousins would drive from south Atlanta, 
a hundred miles away, to fix a plate at 

like, ‘What’s up with the tweezers?’ But 
the flowers were so delicate you really 
couldn’t touch them with your hands.”) 
Furman admires the work the Sheatses 
have done and the support network 
they’ve built. “It feels good to be young 
and black and able to run a business, and 
I also feel like I have a platform to help 
Erika and Mike and Shyretha,” he says. 
“You already have an audience, I already 
have an audience, so more people find 
out about all of us.”

Farmers are part of that collaborative 
vision, too. Mike drives around the state, 
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