| CAME TO TERMS LONG AGO
WITH FEARS AND RECRIMINATIONS
THAT SEEMED GREAT
AND TURNED OUT SMALL.

laid out lunch. The vat of potato salad
remained on the table unrefrigerated all
weekend until the last dregs were gone.
With Coke or Hawaiian Punch, we washed
down ham and cold cut and cheese sand-
wiches and piles of potato chips.

After another boat outing, it was
cocktail time. Lime daiquiris, frozen
Limeade blended with crushed ice and
a surfeit of white rum, are a Ruth Haven
specialty that Dad introduced in the early
years. Making them is a rite of passage
once a child hits drinking age and only
those who know to double the amount
of booze called for in the recipe (to make
them “Bunny strength”) are entrusted
with the task more than once.

When I was seven or eight, T started
helping the women put together the
happy hour hors d’oeuvres, then took the
job over completely when I realized how
much attention and praise it earned me.
I used a large, round faux-wood platter
and fashioned a pie-chart on it with
whatever delectables were on hand:
pimento cheese-stuffed celery sticks,
deviled eggs, a block of cream cheese
topped with canned smoked oysters or
neon green or red peppery jelly, skinless
boneless sardines with slivers of red
onion, Braunschweiger, jarred olives, and
pickled okra. On another platter, I’'d make
akaleidoscopic display of Ritz Crackers,
Sociables, and Triscuits.

Dinner grilling duties fell to Dad, who
was often impaired by the daiquiris and
poor outdoor lighting by the time the fire

was ready. We’d all be gathered at the table,
already piling on the side dishes when
he’d come in from the porch with a cookie
sheet of hamburgers and steaks, charcoal
black on the outside and blood rare on the
inside. God help anyone who attempted
to put ketchup on a steak in front of him.
Dessert would be ice cream, if some had
been churned earlier in the day, water-
melon, and perhaps a towering Milky Way,
caramel, or chocolate cake sent over by
one of my grandmother’s friends.

The rituals at the lake played out in this
way, more or less, through the decades,
with successive generations assuming
their roles. Pop Pop died in 1984, Gogney
in 1989. Today, Dad starts stocking the
freezer with steaks, ribs, pork butt, bacon,
and sausage months in advance of the
Fourth of July holiday, when all his chil-
dren descend with their families. We
perform the cooking duties so Dad and
Barbara can relax as much as possible.

It’s the Fourth of July. I'm eating dinner
at the crowded dining room table, looking
across the living room at Aimee’s children,
my six-year-old nephew Sam, and his eight-
year-old sister Liz. They’re sitting at the
gray and white Cosco bridge table like my
siblings and I did when the cabin was full
of people, happily gnawing on sweet corn
and barbecued ribs. The oil from the
German potato salad is bleeding through
the paper plates onto their wicker under-
liners and it’s clear to me in this moment
what the future of Ruth Haven must be. I
am, once and forever, a baby. A big baby. w®

David Hagedorn is a former chef and restaurateur who now writes in Washington,
DC. His latest book, Rasika: Flavors of India, will be published by HarperCollins

in September.
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Andrew Thomas Lee

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: Tim Hontzas of Johnny’s; Ted’s restaurant;
Tasos Touloupis of Ted’s Restaurant; barbecue from Demetri’s

THE BIRMINGHAM
GREEKS

FROM SOUVLAKI TO HOT DOGS, BAKLAVA TO
SNAPPER THROATS, AND BARBECUE TO MEAT-AND-THREES,
THE SOUTH AND GREECE INTERTWINE IN ALABAMA.

owners who had been feeding Birmingham since the nineteenth century. Their

establishments have served as employment centers and immigration draws.
From their progeny, a sprawling Greek family tree has grown. With the help of Eric
Velasco, SFA has updated that oral history project, revisiting previous interviews
and chronicling the lives of a new generation of Greek restaurateurs now shaping
the food culture of the Magic City. Here’s a small taste of the restaurateurs who
have defined the city. Look for the fully revised and updated Greeks in Birmingham
oral history collection to debut on our website in May.

I N 2004, SFA COLLECTED ORAL HISTORIES OF GREEK RESTAURANT
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TIM HONTZAS
JOHNNY’S

Tim Hontzas descends from the
Hontzopoulous family (shortened
to Hontzas in the 1950s) who made
their mark on meat-and-threes
after opening Niki’s Downtown
(1951) and Niki’s West (1957). Tim’s
grandfather, Johnny Hontzas,
established Johnny’s Restaurant
in 1954 with his father, Connie, in
Jackson, Mississippi. Tim opened
Johnny’s in Homewood in 2012.
SFA Pihakis Documentary Fellow
Ava Lowrey has completed a short
film, Johnny’s Greek and Three,
focused on Johnny’s. Like all SFA
films, it is available on our website.
They say at one point in the
seventies that if it weren’t for the
Greeks, Birmingham would
starve. Greeks had a very strong
relationship with farmers,
because if they weren’t in the
produce business, they were in
the restaurant business. I think

that’s what has inspired meat-
and-threes and the Greek
influence on that.

I'm Greek-Southern and I don’t
think I had a choice but to cook. I
was always being dragged in and
out of kitchens at restaurants in
Jackson: The Mayflower, The
Elite, Angelo’s. My dad always
asked me to come back into the
kitchen with him and hear the old
men discuss all kinds of crazy
things.

The name comes from my
papouw’s restaurant in Jackson.
I wanted to do it in homage
of him. They said that he was
way ahead of his time when he
opened Johnny’s, but was very
hardheaded and let time pass him.

He jumped a cattle boat in 1921
and came to the United States.
I’'m not sure how many days
he was on that boat, but I imagine
it was not a friendly journey.
He arrived in New Orleans
with seventeen dollars in his
pocket. He just walked into a
kitchen one day and asked if he

56 | southernfoodways.org

could start washing dishes.
They gave him a shot, and he just
worked his way up. The goal was
to take a chance on one kid and to
send them over and see if they
could make a way for themselves.
And he was able to do it, which in
turn, goes back to how they were
able to help bring other people over
and how Johnny’s was an outpost.
With alittle bit of money he opened
asmall little cafe outside of a train
depot in McComb, Mississippi,
which was one of the largest in the
South. He did well there and then
he opened up a place called The
Plaza Café. It did well and then he
explanted into Johnny’s.
Meat-and-threes: To me, it’s
who we are without forgetting
our roots. The Greeks have all
kinds of restaurants now. It’s not
just meat-and-threes and hotdogs.
It’s seafood, it’s barbecue, it’s all
kinds of stuff. I love it here, my
family, all the Greeks—as ornery
and temperamental as they can
be—Ilove Birmingham. —As told
to Ava Lowrey in January 2017

TASOS AND BEBA
TOUPLOUPIS
TED’S

In 2000, Ted Sarris sold Ted’s to
Tasos and Beba Touploupis. Tasos
immigrated from Thessaloniki to
Alabama for college, where he met
Beba, who was born in the Bahamas
to Greek parents from Kalymos who
worked in the sponge industry.
Under the guidance of “Mr. Ted,”
they’ve made the place their own,

holding on to some traditions since
the restaurant opened in 1960, and
making new efforts to capture
newer generations in a changing
Birmingham with dishes like
chicken Bahama, stir-fried with red
bell peppers and onions.

Tasos Touloupis: When I came
over here, I got involved with
Alabama football. I fell in love
with the culture. T graduated in
1983 with a bachelor’s of science
in aerospace engineering, and
right now I'm making collard
greens. It takes a rocket scientist
to do that, you know.

Beba Touloupis: Tasos came
here for his education, I came for
my education, and want to do
better, and we have. We’ve
worked. We’ve put our kids in
great schools. They’re first-gen-
eration Americans, and they will,
hopefully, hope [for even better].

TT: Mr. Ted didn’t have any

Tasos
Touloupis
at Ted’s

SPRING 2017 | 57



Oreat Hettory

Tasos

and Beba
Touloupis
at Ted’s
Restaurant

alop.

buyers. And what he wanted was
to find a Greek who will appreci-
ate his recipes, who will continue
the tradition, and he fell in love
with me and my attitude of, “I'm
not going to change anything. I
want exactly the same recipes.” I
fell in love immediately with the
atmosphere. It was a very well-
oiled machine... Anybody who
comes in this country and has one
vision to work hard, to raise the
family, and make money, I guar-
antee you he will do that. And Mr.

in and aee
FRIENDLY GETS

Ted did it all by himself with
limited education.

BT: We have customers here that
Mr. Ted had as customers, and
part of our challenge is, we do
having an aging population and
we have a group of millennials
out there who don’t even know
what a meat-and-three is. For us
to continue being relevant as Bir-
mingham is growing, we have to
grow the customer base.. We
didn’t know what Birmingham
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was until we had Ted’s. We got to
experience Birmingham.

TT: The squash casserole is brand
new. Mr. Ted used to have just the
regular squash, regular broccoli.
So we have that. In addition to
yams, we introduced my wife’s
recipe, the roasted sweet potatoes
with rosemary; they’re a little
healthier. But the number one veg-
etable for every catering is the mac
and cheese. It’s a Greek recipe, 1
use a Greek sauce. If you have a

question, you need to come and
taste it and then we’ll talk. —As told
to Eric Velasco in January 2017

DEMETRI NAKOS
DEMETRI’S

Demetri Nakos arrived in
Birmingham from the island of
Corfu, Greece in 1955. He worked
for an uncle who ran Oakland
Barbecue, feeding Ensley
steelworkers on the city’s west side.
With a business partner he opened
El Rancho in 1961 in Homewood.
Eleven years later he opened his
namesake restaurant in the same
neighborhood. Nakos passed away
in 2002. His son Sam Nakos

Pork
souvlaki,
squash
casserole,
broccoli,
and banana
pudding at
Ted’s
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Demetri’s in
Homewood

continues to carry on his father’s
legacy, always hiring Greek
pitmasters.

Greeks barbecue lamb in Greece,
so barbecue is not unusual in
Greece. They cook over open
charcoal or open wood, but here
it’s a hickory flavored smoke
thing. You’re never going to find
a restaurant in Greece that has
smoked meat. It’s not part of their
traditional cuisine. So dad learned
the smoke process.

My dad called me up when I
was eight years old when his dish-
washer didn’t show up. My
mother would bring me down
here, and I’d be crying the whole
way but I came. I was nineteen
when I finally clocked in and
never went back to college. I'd
make the pies, and then when the
meat cutter went on vacation I cut
meat. And if anybody was sick I
cooked. After all those years you
learn how to flip the ribs and you
start to get a feel for it. A lot
of it’s feel. My dad was a great
cook. We would cook things
together back here.

In Greece they know good food.
I think God gave Greeks a palate
and I think he also gave them a
very hard work ethic and these
guys from other countries when
they come over to America and
they see opportunities they snag
it and they’re dedicated. They
come over and they know how to
cook. When you get in the restau-
rant business it’s like being in a
boxing ring. It’s serious. And
Greeks are willing to do it. They’re
high strung and they have tons of
energy and they’re willing to put
up with all the other things that
go along with the restaurant busi-
ness and survive in it because
they’re dedicated. They don’t get
defeated very easily.

Birmingham has been great to
us. It’s a great place to have a
restaurant and a great place to live
and also people are very receptive
to our food. I think Demetri’s has
helped shape and define barbecue
for the whole South because I feel
like Birmingham is a very strong
area for barbecue. I think we’ve
helped define it right here.
—As told to Jake York in 2004 w®
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Sam Nakos
Demitri’s




