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ON THE FIG TREE
Don t mind Chef Jon Holland s brazen persona. His
memory-infused dishes are nothing short of masterful.

BY EMMA SIMMONS
PHOTOS BY EMMA SIMMONS



Chef Jon Holland
plates his Fig Pig Pork.

He might be a punk rock kid going on 36, but Chef
Jon Holland is also the “maw maw” many
unenlightened Southern transplants never had.
Even for locals, born ‘n’ bred, Southern meals
aren’t the painstaking, all-day family affair they
used to be. That’s why Holland infuses his memory-
inspired dishes with that kind of food-is-love
kitchen mentality at Fig Tree Café in Cahaba
Heights.

“You're either bringing those flavors back for
people or introducing people who have never seen
that food culture to those flavors. We have a very
strong backbone on tradition,” Holland maintains.

His delicately plated Southern fare caters to
everyday folk who won’t gripe about having to
walk through a hair salon to reach his restaurant’s
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restroom. He cares more that they savor every
succulent slice of their first pasture-raised heritage
pork than if the location or lighting suits their
fancy. The slow nod and light-bulb eyes that
customers get when they’re creating a new food
memory is Holland’s driving force.

“I have the opportunity to provide something
different for my guests, and it’s not economically
friendly for me, but I'm proud to be that collateral
damage. I'm not a stuff guy,” says Holland,
gesturing to Exhibit A, his “crappy truck.”

Holland’s humbling attitude is ingrained in his
DNA. While other youngsters were pushing away
peas, his 4-year-old self was relishing every bite of
his father’s mock-traditional Pad Thai. Holland
enjoyed an anomaly of a childhood, replete with



Fig Tree Cafe’s Diver Scallops




| fell in love with
organized chaos, but |
knew that no matter what
| did, | wanted to be
successful. | wanted to be
like my grandfather ‘Q ﬁ

-Chef Jon Holland




off-the-wall food experiences, fitting for a fledgling
chef.

“This idealistic notion of what a chef’s childhood
should be is what I lived, in just about every
aspect,” he says.

The chef idolized his swanky grandfather, a “big

Escoffier guy” with a soft spot for martinis, caviar
and Julia Child. He raised Holland’s father in
Thailand whilst teaching anatomy at a local
university. Unsurprisingly, Holland’s father was
determined to recreate the ethnic flavors of his
childhood for his own son, whom he raised with
Holland’s mother, a Delta Mississippi gal who was
going to make sure you ate your gizzards whether
you liked ‘em or not. Holland’s stepmother was
also a fry cook to be reckoned with, but it was her
mother, Maw Maw, who kept the family kitchen

running like a well-bacon-greased machine, with
the help of Holland, her trusty bean-peeler.

This mélange of characters left behind a legacy
that Holland has effortlessly fused into his melting
pot of a cooking style. It’s the unexpected happy
marriage of flavors that keeps Fig Tree regulars
coming back for more.

“We constantly have this identity crisis, but to
me, it’s not really a crisis,” Holland says. “We like
being weird. We like surprising people. We wanna
give you food quality that’s better than some of the
nicest restaurants in the country.”

In September, it’ll have been 20 years since this
unabashed high school dropout got his humble
start, dishing out all-star breakfasts at a Waffle
House in Atlanta.

“I'was a horrible student, and that’s why I picked
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Fig Pig Pork

ON THE MENU

Some Summertime Selections from Fig Tree Cafe

Fried Green Tomatoes ¢  Shrimp and Grits

Crab Cakes Hoppin John with Shrimp
Fried Crab Claws Diver Scallops

Oysters Porchetta

Chicken Fried Chicken Fish of the Day

BE BOLD,
BE
BE

Serendipity Boutique is a refreshing retail
experience designed around serving women
who want frue cusfomer service along with
unique affordable lifestyle clothing.

Mention this ad and receive 20% oOff
one regular priced item

“THE POSSIBILITIES ARE ENDLESS”

—\ﬁ,/ . .
BOUTIQUE

Serendipity Boutique now at 2 Locations:
3124 Heights Village Vestavia AL « 205-970-2398
418 Main Street Trussville AL « 205-508-5950
www.shopserendipityboutique.com
serendipity_tfrussville and serendipity_cahabaheights #serendipityboutiqueal @
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to be a chef, because I never had to grow up,”
Holland admits, half-jokingly.

As the late Anthony Bourdain exposed in his
eye-opening documentaries, a chef’s life isn’t for
the faint of heart. It’s all been the school of hard
knocks for Vestavia Hills’ culinary rebel. Holland
held his own with the “hardcore hellcats” that
prowl steakhouse kitchens, dodging fistfights on
his way out the kitchen door and into a managerial
role.

“I fell in love with organized chaos, but I knew
that no matter what I did, I wanted to be successful.
I wanted to be like my grandfather,” Holland
reminisces.

Grandpa Holland’s “never-correctly-sharpened”
kitchen knife, though unused, is a deliberate

fixture in his grandson’s kitchen. “It will not leave
my kitchen, because it’s a piece of him here. And
that’s important to me.”

Despite the myriad of influencers along the
trajectory of Holland’s career, he’s not following in
anyone’s footsteps. He’s not afraid to whip up a
romesco “the wrong way,” because in his mind
there’s no such thing. Culinary preconceptions
don’t cloud this chef’s creative process.

“Sometimes a dish is very off-the-beaten path.
We never taste it and go, ‘Oh that’s dead wrong,’
unless we burn it or over-salt it. It allows you to
grow into it,” Holland explains.

When the time comes for the chef to crank out a
new menu item, all it takes is about 20 minutes
and a little bit of liquid courage, not that he needs

VestaviaHillsMagazine.com 35



Free Bundtlel

when you present this offer

Hoover Birmingham

Suite 600 Suite 100
Hoover, AL 35244 Birmingham, AL 35243

(205) 538-7602 (205) 972-9222

NothingBundtCakes.com

Expires 9/30/18. Limit one (1) coupon per guest. Coupon must be presented
at time of purchase. Valid only at the bakery(ies) listed. No cash value. Cou-
pon may not be reproduced, transferred or sold. Internet distribution strictly
prohibited. Must be claimed in bakery during normal business hours. Not
valid for online orders. Not valid with any other offer.

i 3780 Riverchase Village 310 Summit Blvd
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it. He'll perfect a food concept he’s acquainted with by way of
tossing the rulebook aside.

“You come up with it, you roll with it, you look at every part
ofit, and you get it done. If you overthink it, you overcomplicate
it,” Holland says.

Whatever it is the famous New York chefs are doing, Holland
couldn’t say. Keeping up with the Joneses has never been his
style. “I don’t look at other cities, I don’t look at other chefs, I
don’t care. I respect what Frank Stitt’s doing, it’s legit! But it’s
what Frank’s doing. You do what you do, I'll do what I do.”

It may be difficult to pinpoint exactly what it is that Holland’s
doing, but that’s part of the magic, as it’s nothing short of
masterful.

On a typical summer evening, Holland glides through his
domain, mingling with guests, no matter the “sirloin spray”
decorating his worn T-shirt. He bears the stain proudly, a
token of a bloody kitchen battle.

Fig Tree first-timers would probably raise their eyebrows if
they knew the guy chucking limes at rowdy regulars was the
owner and executive chef. The refined execution of Holland’s
dishes is a surprisingly perfect foil to his brazen persona. He’s
not wrapped up in bougie nonsense. He’s preoccupied with
mastering comforting concepts.

But that doesn’t mean he doesn’t have big plans. “Being Fig
Tree and being Chef Jon Holland are two totally different
things,” according to the man himself.

Holland, we’re keeping an eye on you. @

Fig Tree Café is located at 3160 Cahaba Heights Road. To
learn more visit thebirminghamfigtree.com.



HIG TREE CAFES
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HONEYSUCKLE e
WATERMELON MARTINI

Remember the ole summer days of sweet honeysuckle-licking and watermelon-busting? For the kiddos,
harvesting Mother Nature’s liquid candy is a rite of passage. But for the grown-up lesson-givers, it’s a fleeting
excuse to indulge in carefree childhood memories. More than just a nod to flavors redolent of days past, Fig Tree
Cafe’s Honeysuckle Watermelon Martini will take you there. Just close your eyes and savor a sip.

WHAT'S IN IT

« 2 ounces Cathead Honeysuckle vodka

« 2 ounces homemade watermelon puree
+ 1/2 ounce simple syrup

+ 1/2 ounce fresh-squeezed lime juice

» Rosemary sprig for garnish

HOW TO MAKE IT

Place all ingredients, in no particular order,
into a cocktail shaker with ice. Then, per Chef
Jon Holland’s instructions, shake the living
daylights out of it and strain into a martini
glass. Top it off with a rosemary sprig.
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THE FRESHEST CATCH

Snapper Grabber s has long drawn straight from the
sea. Now its into land and vineyards too.

BY EMMA SIMMONS
PHOTOS BY MARY FEHR




Snapper Grabber’s
may be a four-hour
drive from the ocean,
butyouwouldn’t
know it from their

seatood.

Every day begins with barren cases of ice,
evidencing a good yesterday. “We can order
something from Hawaii or Alaska and have it in
here the next day, it’s that fresh,” says Pam Scott,
who owns the market on Highway 31 with her
husband, Kent.

Early each morning Kent, chief quality control
inspector and gumbo chef extraordinaire,
meticulously examines overnighted shipments to
make sure there’s nothing too fishy going on.

“We look at everything the moment it comes in
the door. If it doesn’t pass my husband’s test,
then he’ll send it right back. This happens daily,”
Pam says.

Pam likens her husband’s methodical routine
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to a doctor making a diagnosis, except it takes a
well-trained eye—and nose.

“It doesn’t even take him two seconds, because
he’s done it for so long. Are the eyes cloudy on the
fish? Has the meat started to turn soft? How does
the gill smell?” Pam says.

Kent’s early immersion in the seafood industry
heralded his lifelong fascination and undeniable
astuteness in the field. In 1956, he was just a
toddler when his father took over Birmingham’s
oldest seafood business, River Fish Market,
situated on the north side of town. By the age of
14, Kent began learning the tricks of the trade,
and he eventually inherited the market when his
father retired in 1993.
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CAFE MENU
PREVIEW

“ALMOST FAMOUS SEAFOOD
GUMBO"” - Kent's labor of love

BUTCHER BURGER - Made from
scraps of high-end meat

SHRIMP TACOS - Grilled Gulf
shrimp, served Mexican style

BLACKENED SHRIMP SALAD
— Full of Gulf Coast shrimp and
local organic greens

THE DAILY HOOK - Flat-top
grilled fish of the day, served on
a brioche bun
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Kent sold the Birmingham fish market in 2001 to
enjoy his own retirement, spent traveling with Pam.
But when Vestavia Hills’ premiere seafood shop
opened up for grabs a quick decade later, the couple
found themselves at the helm of a new adventure.

“You don’t just wake up one day and say, ‘I think I'll
open up a restaurant,’ or I think ‘T’ll open up a seafood
market.” It’s a progression,” Pam says.

Pam, also a native Birminghamian, grew up slurping
down Grapico in her daddy’s hamburger stand, which
he opened in the ‘50s after leaving his job as an Air
Force mess hall chef. She says her mother, like Martha
Stewart, was also a force to be reckoned with in the
kitchen.

The couple’s common backgrounds didn’t lead them
to each other—they met at the swimming pool—but
they helped forge a family-friendly, customer-oriented
business model with which the couple accredits their
success.

A little over a year ago, Snapper Grabber’s took a
new step its progression to become Snapper Grabber’s
Land & Sea. The new café and butcher shop addition,
both operated by Pam’s brother, seasoned chef Patrick
McCown, formerly of Chez Lulu, was the answer to
customers’ calls for an expansion beyond fruits de

lcw Cpen

in Patten Creel:
in Heover dL

181 Main Street
Suite 105 Patton Creek, Hoover, AL 35244

Phone: 205-407-7523

M-F 10-6 and Sat 10-5
@dearprushops
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mer. “We let our customers tell us what their need is,
and we do our best to meet it,” Pam says.

Pam isn’t afraid to admit they’re still learning when
it comes to the ‘land’ aspect of the protein world, as
farming complicates matters a bit.

“You can’t tweak seafood,” she says. “There’s no
control over the ocean or what comes out of it, except
for how fresh it is, and that’s it. But with cattle, hogs,
pigs, chickens, we control what they eat and if they’re
cage-fed.”

In addition to farm-raised chicken, pork and beef,
the team caters to adventurous palates through more
exotic offerings like wild boar, bison, rabbit and
ostrich.

The Scotts may still be getting their toes wet in the
world of ‘land’ proteins, but they’re honing their craft
the same way they turned thousands of Vestavians
into fish fiends—by making it approachable.

“People are afraid of it! We hear many say, ‘Oh I
don’t cook seafood because I don’t know how. I go out
to eat it.” So we've broadened locals’ knowledge of
seafood. That’s what we like to do,” Pam explains.

Any day someone could walk into Snapper Grabber’s
with zero seafood experience and confidently prepare
a perfectly seared fish filet later at home—no Googling
necessary.

At Snapper Grabber’s, the chefs aren’t stingy with
their secrets. Chef de Cuisine and wine aficionado Tim
Hughes, formerly of Hot & Hot Fish Club, has more
than 16 years of knowledge he’s more than happy to
pass on.

“He’ll get a call from someone who’s making a
certain dish or needs help with a wine pairing, and
he’ll spend 45 minutes with a customer. He puts a lot
into it,” Pam says.

Contrary to its original namesake, Snapper
Grabber’s now operates at a level beyond a simple
‘grab-n-go’ fish market. Café, meat, seafood, wine—
customers can, and do, get it all at this one-stop shop.

The couple’s top-selling product is the result of a
grueling labor of love, perfected over the course of 30
years. Enter Kent’s “Almost Famous” gumbo. Folks
from Louisiana may hate to admit it, but Kent’s gumbo
(pictured on page 3) is just as good as any they’'ve had
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Snapper Grabber's cafe
serves up summer
freshness in this Blackened
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1829 29TH AVENUE SOUTH HOMEWOOD, AL 35209 e 205-870-3838
www. 1 8thstreetorientals.com fw

<77élping parents
CULTIVATE

aracter in kids
FIND OUT HOW

www.ccslion.com/character

Birmingham Locations

Greystone « Homewood « Pelham
Trace Crossings « Valleydale
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back home.

“He’ll be here at 5:30 a.m. until the evening. It’s rare that
we haven’t sold out. He’s established a little following,” Pam
says, smiling.

Still, the Scotts are working to introduce more grab-n-go
prepared items, as customers are raving over the shrimp
salad and various smoked fish dips.

“We have people who come here to buy seafood, and carry
it to the beach with them. That amazes me. It’s the highest
compliment, that someone would buy our seafood and take it
back to where it came from.”

To the many calling for a Snapper Grabber’s 2, Pam says,
sorry y’all. “Unless my husband could clone himself, he
would probably never consider opening a second location,
because he is so hands-on. He rarely leaves.”

In fact, the shop functions like a second home for Snapper
Grabber regulars, who will inadvertently hook up with family
and friends while stocking up on seafood.

“Sometimes it can feel like a huge homecoming because
surprise reunions are always happening. It’s just a fun
business. We love our customers, and they seem to love us.
We just really try to cater to them and help them enjoy good
food,” Pam says.

Loyal customers know they’re the luckiest landlocked
seafoodies around, because when it comes to enjoying fresh-
caught fish in town, there’s no catch. @
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FISHING FOR SOMETHING TO DO?

Snapper Grabbers offers more than just a market and menu.
COOKING CLASSES- For more information call the market at (205)824-9799.
WINE WALKABOUTS- Wine tastings where boutique wines are paired with small plates at different culinary stations.

CUSTOMIZED IN-HOUSE EVENTS- Shoot the team a message and they’ll cook up something just for you. They can
hold more than 25 people.




























University
Rethought

Next steps for students with developmental
disabilities look a lot like Unless U. And it all
started with one woman’s vision.

By Emma Simmons | Photos by Mary Fehr
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