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Chefs Emily Ellyn and 
Scott Hunnel
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The family landed in Orlando after a long flight from northern Eu-
rope. They cleared immigration and customs, then made a beeline 
for the magical place they had read about when planning their vaca-
tion. The family arrived at that first destination, stood in line with 
all the other visitors, and finally took a seat after winding their way 
through the queue.

That’s where John Rivers met them.

Rivers, the pitmaster and owner of 4Rivers Smokehouse, was walk-
ing the floor at his restaurant’s Winter Park location. It’s a Saturday 
tradition for Rivers, who drives around town and checks on the lunch 
crowds at each of his three venues. He frequently runs into barbecue 
aficionados who drive down from Jacksonville or up from Fort Lau-
derdale — and occasionally from out-of-state. But this was the first 
time he encountered customers from Denmark. Or maybe they were 
from Norway. Possibly Sweden.

Well, it was one of the Scandinavian countries.

“It was hard to tell because the family members could 
barely speak English,” Rivers says. “But apparently they 
were very excited after reading about us back home.  
They hadn’t even been to the theme parks yet. They 
landed and came right to our place.”

John Rivers is a bit of a celebrity in the barbecue world.

Imagine that. A homegrown, locally-owned restaurant  
in Central Florida with a reputation that stretches not 
just to Ocala or Atlanta - but all the way across the 
Atlantic Ocean.

Have we landed in some sort of alternate reality?

Nope. The Orlando area is flush with celebrated  
chefs and recognized restaurants. Our culinary land-
scape now offers way more than chain restaurants and all-you-can-
eat buffets. Local foodies are almost overwhelmed by the options. 
And tourists and business travelers are starting to catch on that there 
is more to Orlando than just the well-known theme parks.  
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To the casual observer, it might seem 
like the change happened overnight. 
But it’s actually a slower evolution 
that started almost 20 years ago.

Apparently there is something in the 
water — and the soil.

FaRm-to-table
Based on the blustery characters 
that populate reality cooking shows, 
you might expect the chef at a fine-
dining restaurant to be abrasive and 

intimidating. But a conversation 
with Scott Hunnel, Chef de Cuisine 
at Victoria & Albert’s, reveals him to 
be the opposite. 

Victoria & Albert’s is the opulent 
fine-dining establishment at Disney’s 
Grand Floridian Resort & Spa. Hunnel 
has been with the restaurant for 18 
years. He was a James Beard Founda-
tion Award nominee for “Best Chef in 
the South” in 2007, 2008 and 2009, and 
was named “Santé” magazine’s “Culi-
nary Professional of the Year” in 2008.

Many local chefs credit him with giv-
ing momentum to Central Florida’s 
food evolution. Hunnel, however, 
feels it all comes down to our bounty 
of fresh local produce.

Get Hunnel started on the benefits 
of using locally-sourced produce 
and he sounds more like a county 
agriculture agent than the only 
AAA Five-Diamond chef in Central 
Florida.

“You can’t beat Plant City for straw-
berries. But what I really love are 
the strawberry onions,” Hunnel says. 
“They grow these sweet onions in 
the strawberry patch, and they are 
only available during a small win-
dow for a few weeks every year. I get 
‘em by the case!”

According to Hunnel, it might be great 
to work as a chef in cities such as 
Chicago, New York and San Francisco. 
But those towns have so many res-
taurants that it’s easy to get lost in the 
crowd. In Orlando, however, there is 
still room to be part of the movement 
and contribute to the evolution.

“The farm-to-table trend is nation-
wide, but we have so many great 
resources right here that people prob-
ably aren’t aware of,” Hunnel says. 
“Chefs in New York and California are 
trying to get eggs from Dale at Lake 
Meadow Naturals. We were one of the 
first to buy his eggs, which are just 
a phenomenon. That goes back ten 
years now.”

“Some of these farms sprung up in the 
last few years,” adds Hunnel. “Others 
have been there for a while, but they 
changed their dynamic to cater to the 
chef. The smaller farmers, they might 
just show up at the back door of the 
restaurant with a basket of mush-
rooms. That’s how it happens.”

From her perspective as the food 
editor and restaurant critic for The PH

O
TO

G
RA

PH
Y:

 K
A

TE
 B

O
SS

E 
(U

PP
ER

 L
EF

T)
; O

PP
O

SI
TE

 P
A

G
E:

 G
A

RY
 B

O
G

D
O

N
 (

TO
P 

RI
G

H
T)

; B
ET

SY
 H

A
N

SE
N

John rivers, 4rivers Smokehouse
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Orlando Sentinel, Heather McPherson 
thinks the farm-to-table movement 
is here to stay and will only get big-
ger. She echoes Hunnel’s comments 
about locally-sourced food being a 
huge benefit for area restaurants.  
“A lot of food from these farms goes 
from the dirt right into the chef’s 
hands,” McPherson says. “The fewer 
people who touch the food, the 
fewer problems you will have from 
the supply chain — and that is im-
portant to these chefs.”

McPherson’s enthusiasm for fresh, 
seasonal ingredients inspired her 
to  travel Florida’s back roads with 
co-authors Pam Brandon and 
Katie Farmand to seek out the 
best recipes for “Field to Feast: 
Recipes Celebrating Florida’s 
Farmers, Chefs and Artisans.” 
University Press of Florida pub-
lished the book late last year.

As a respected food journalist, 
McPherson gives credibility to 

Orlando’s new spot 
on the national culinary stage.

But things were different ten years 
ago when chef Melissa Kelly of 
Primo visited Central Florida at the 
invitation of Marriott executives. 
Marriott’s corporate chef dined at 
Kelly’s Primo Restaurant in Rock-
land, Maine, during a summer trip. 
He told Kelly the company was 
about to open the JW Marriott Or-
lando Grande Lakes, and asked her if 
she wanted to come to Orlando and 
check out the space.

“In terms of restaurants, Orlando was 
a bit of a chain wasteland when we got 
here,” Kelly says. “There were chains 
we had never even heard of. It’s inter-
esting to see what has happened since 
then, because we were one of the first 
ones doing farm-to-table here.”

Kelly said that when she agreed to 
open a Primo location at the JW 
Marriott, she had some very specific 
stipulations. She told Marriott she 
needed her own garden, and that 
she would buy food from local farm-
ers of her choosing, not through a 
purchasing program.

The commitment to quality paid 
off because, after a decade, Primo 
continues to be one of the top desti-
nations for Italian-inspired cuisine 
in Orlando. And Kelly was recently 
named a 2013 James Beard winner.

Scott Hunnel
Victoria & Albert’s

Dale Volkert,lake meadow Naturals
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James and Julie petrakis,
the ravenous pig and Cask & larder, right

Apparently Primo also is a good 
training ground for ambitious young 
chefs. Kathleen Blake of The Rusty 
Spoon was the opening chef at 
Primo and Julie Petrakis was the 
original sous chef.

Petrakis now owns The Ravenous 
Pig and Cask & Larder with her hus-
band, James Petrakis. Like Primo, 
these wildly successful restaurants 
have capitalized on the farm-to-table 
movement.

“Guests are more educated about 
where their food is coming from,” 
Julie Petrakis says.  “I think there is 
a demand in our area for food that is 
locally sourced, and that’s why there 
is a culinary renaissance happening 
in our town.”

touRIsts moVe beyoND  
tHe buFFet
Retro-rad chef Emily Ellyn is full 
of surprises. So it makes sense that 
after finishing graduate school in 
Paris, the Ohio native chose Orlando 
as the next step in her career because 
it was a major tourist destination — 
not in spite of it. She figured there 
had to be a food scene here. And it 
turned out she was right.

l-r: Heather Mcpherson,
Katie Farmand and pam brandon,
co-authors of “Field to Feast”, left
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WHERE THEY EAT
Sure, yelp and urban Spoon are great resources. but if you 
really want good advice about where to eat, just ask a chef.

Jon Ashton: “taste of punjab on 192 in 
Kissimmee. it’s the closest i’ve had around 
here to the british style of indian food. 
Most indian restaurants in the States are a 
little too Americanized. but taste of punjab 

does it right. i also think primo does a very 
good job for italian-inspired food. but the best 

meal i’ve ever had in orlando was at Victoria and Albert’s.”

Emily Ellyn: “there are so many 
rad places! teak has the best burger 
hands-down. Sea thai is my favorite 
for thai. Cask & larder has the best 
brunch. i’m loving the pizza at pizza- 
Mia. El patron for Mexican. oh, and … 
i’m just a little addicted to the Key lime 
Concrete at burgerFi.”

John RivERs: “the ravenous pig is still 
one of my favorite places. i really admire 
what James [petrakis] does and how he 
cooks. i like what brandon [Mcglamery] 
is doing over at luma. For italian, we love 

Armandos in Winter park. My favorite pizza 
is at Francesco’s in Maitland. And for something 

fancier, we love norman’s.”

scott hunnEl: “i like the old-Florida 
places, and especially anyplace i can 
get to by boat. there’s a little place in 
Clermont called the tiki bar. i like to 
sit there, watch the sunset and grab a 
great hamburger. that’s right up my al-
ley. i also like goodrich’s in oak Hill — it’s 
right off the river. And the old Florida grill in Cocoa.”

mElissA KElly: “Cedars on Sand lake road. it’s a 
fantastic Mediterranean place with fresh food and really 
friendly people. of course i love James and Julie’s restau-
rants, the ravenous pig and Cask & larder. And Kathleen 
[blake]’s place, the rusty Spoon. it’s always like going 
home for me.”

JulIe PetRakIs: “We love to sit 
outside with the kids, so of course 
park Avenue has some great choices 
with prato and luma. Kevin [Fonzo] 
at K restaurant has been cooking up 
some amazing food, and he has his 
own garden in the back. We also love 
Shin sushi for a night without the kids.”

Ellyn thinks that when it comes to food, Orlando had gotten an 
undeserved bad rap simply because of the focus on tourism. 
With all the national chains and “me-too” places in the tourist 
corridor, visitors assumed the whole area was void of talented 
chefs and interesting restaurants.

“It’s very similar to what happened in England,” Ellyn says. 
“There was this prevailing attitude of ‘The English have the worst 
food.’ But British chefs eventually stood up and proved every-
one wrong. The food community here did the same thing. They 
decided to make people take note of what was going on. Heather 
McPherson and the girls from Edible Orlando were a big part of it. 
They showed people that Central Florida has a food scene.”

After immersing herself in Orlando’s growing culinary stage, El-
lyn did her part to promote it through frequent TV appearances. 
She has been on morning news shows across the country, as 
well as “The Next Food Network Star.” In April, she assisted local 
cupcake queen Hollis Wilder during Wilder’s appearance on a 
fan-favorite episode of “Cupcake Wars.” Wilder became the first 
three-time winner on the show, bringing even more attention to 
her dessert destination in east Orlando, Sweet! By Good Golly 
Miss Holly.

To go along with Ellyn’s theory that tourism benefited the city’s 
culinary growth, another school of thought is that business travel-
ers have had a big effect on the restaurant community.

PH
O

TO
G

RA
PH

Y,
 F

A
R 

RI
G

H
T 

FR
O

m
 T

O
P 

TO
 B

O
TT

O
m

: Q
U

EN
TI

N
 B

A
c

O
N

; B
ET

SY
 H

A
N

SE
N

; 

K
EL

LI
E 

H
A

RD
IN

G
; B

ET
SY

 H
A

N
SE

N
; G

A
RY

 B
O

G
D

O
N



34 june/july 2013 | lakeMaryHealthyliving.com

“Meeting planners look around 
town and wonder where they can 
take their executives,” McPherson 
says. “For a long time it was always 
just the next chain restaurant. But 
once they saw what we really had 
to offer, they were surprised by 
the wonderfully 

diverse options. The demand has 
always been there, but you can’t 
force the spotlight. It’s a wonderful 
thing, this slow evolution. People 
are starting to take our James Beard 
nominations seriously. Central 
Florida chefs are continually in the 
mix.”

One of those James Beard Award 
nominees is Norman Van Aken of 
Norman’s Restaurant at the Ritz-
Carlton, Orlando. Van Aken points 
out that Orlando is a relatively new 
city, and it takes time to develop a 
deep field of world-class chefs like 
you find in New York, Chicago and 
other major cities.

“The evolution takes a while, but 
being a large convention destina-
tion helps,” Van Aken says. “Visi-

tors want the same quality here 
that they find in larger cities. As 
more good restaurants open, more 
locals get to experience them. 
People discover that for what they 
spend eating at a chain, they can 

have a great meal at 
one of the local bistros, 
gastropubs or even 
one of the fine food 
trucks.”

bRItIsH INVasIoN
Much like Emily Ellyn, chef Jon Ash-
ton gravitated to Orlando because of 
tourism. After growing up and train-
ing as a chef in Liverpool, England, 
Ashton set his sights on living in a 
place more tropical. So in the late ‘90s 
Ashton packed a few pieces of cloth-
ing and his chef’s knives and headed 
off to Orlando to become a famous 
TV chef in America.

Emily Ellyn

Hollis Wilder,Sweet! 

by good golly Miss Holly
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Despite his charming accent and 
cheeky humor, Ashton wasn’t of-
fered a television show when he 
stepped off the plane. So he went to 
work as the personal chef for a local 
family. He cooked for them six days 
a week for about two years until 
they relocated to Chicago.

Ashton took freelance catering gigs 
after his steady job disappeared, 
giving him the flexibility to finally 
pursue the dream of a TV career.

“The timing was interesting because 
food shows were becoming popular 
on American television,” Ashton says. 
“With so many people becoming food-
ies, the theme parks and local restau-
rants started catering to that audience. 
The Epcot Food and Wine Festival was 
a big deal. There was just this huge 
local awareness of good food.”

As a resident of Celebration at the 
time, Ashton thought it would be 
easy to walk into the local cable TV 
office and get a spot on the public 
access channel. But management 

HEAlTHY CHoiCE
you probably wonder why we are torturing you like this. there you are — trying to watch what you eat and get in shape — and we tease you 
with page after page of stories from Central Florida’s top chefs.

How can we possibly expect you to maintain your healthy lifestyle with all these amazing restaurants just a short drive away? the good news is 
that you can enjoy great food and still stay on track. Here are a few suggestions from the pros:

Emily Ellyn: “When i moved to Florida from paris, i started gaining 
weight in the first month. i quickly realized it was because of this ‘su-
persize’ mentality we have as Americans. When i lived in France i used 
to eat everything on my plate because the portions were the correct 
size. the plates here are a little too big and a little too full. We need to 
get back to reality with portion control. if they serve you too much, don’t 
be afraid to leave some on the plate and take it home.”

Jon Ashton: “Start off with a couple glasses of water to reduce 
that feeling of hunger. then have a salad with the dressing on the 
side. order lots of veggies — veggies are our future. treat your body 
kindly, it has to last you a long time.”

John RivERs: “people assume barbecue is always fattening. but if 
you take a look at our menu, there are a lot of choices. Certainly ribs 

and bread pudding shouldn’t be your first choice if you are trying to 
lose weight. but on the flip side, we have some healthy options. lots 
of people choose our smoked turkey or brisket with the fat trimmed. 
our corn is taken straight off the cob every day, then sautéed with a 
minimum amount of butter and olive oil.”

mElissA KElly: “Consider the quality of what you’re eating. get as 
much nutritional value out of your food as possible. one of the best 
ways to do that is by dining at restaurants that feature farm-to-table 
products. Food deteriorates from the moment it is picked, so try to eat 
things that haven’t been sitting on a truck or shelf. When you go out, 
sit at the bar and have a couple of appetizers rather than ordering 
entrees. not only will you be served more reasonable portions, but 
you will eat the food off smaller plates — which makes it seem like 
you’re eating more.”

norman Van Aken, 
norman’s restaurant
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wasn’t keen on the idea. At least not 
right away.

“I went to one of the big chiefs down 
there and told him I wanted to put on 
a show, but he told me no,” Ashton 
says. “Me granny taught me to give 
people some food and then ask them 
to help you. So I started baking cook-
ies for the TV people. I brought freshly 
baked cookies to the office four weeks 
in a row until they let me do a show.”

After taping a few episodes, Ashton 
was ready to make the jump to the 
next level. The local Fox TV affiliate 
had started a new morning show and 
Ashton wanted to be the show’s regular 
chef. It was time to bake more cookies.

Every Monday morning for 12 weeks, 
Ashton drove 40 miles from his home 
in Celebration to the Fox 35 studios in 
Lake Mary. He knocked on the door, 
told whoever would listen that he had 
a little cable show in Celebration and 
left cookies for the team.

After three months, Ashton got his 
shot on “Good Day Orlando.” It was 
a quick segment, but he made the 
hosts laugh and quickly landed an 
ongoing spot as the resident chef. 
More than ten years later, Ashton is 
still a favorite guest on morning TV. 
He currently is the food correspon-
dent for the nationally syndicated 
morning show “The Daily Buzz.”

As a contributing editor to “Parade” 
and “Dash” magazines, Ashton ap-
pears on local TV stations across the 
United States as he travels on media 
tours and makes presentations for 
the “Dash Around the Table Cook 
Show Tour.”

Yet no matter where he travels or 
how his career evolves, the trans-
planted Brit still believes Orlando’s 
tourism-based food culture is what 
made it all possible.

“I moved to Orlando because I was 
drawn by tourism,” Ashton says. 
“Then, as more Americans became 
interested in good food, many 
people began planning their vaca-
tions around food. That ongoing 
cycle was great for Central Florida. It 
happened at the perfect time for me, 
and I’m grateful to be a part of it.”

staRt sPReaDINg tHe News
When you talk to chefs and foodies 
about the benchmark cities for great 
restaurants in the United States, they 
always include New York on the list. 
It’s pretty much the gold standard.

So it’s ironic that things have finally 
come full circle. Now one of our 
homegrown success stories has been 
invited to cook at the James Beard 
House in New York City. Later this 
year, John Rivers and some of his 
staff members will bring their down-
home goodness to a special event at 
the Beard House.

“It’s one thing to be invited to cook 
there, but for a barbecue guy to be 
invited. Well, that is pretty special,” 
says Rivers. “I’m not a trained chef, 

just someone 
who had a passion for 
barbecue and watched a lot of Paula 
Deen on TV. I’m real honored.”
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John Terry is a free-
lance writer inspired 
by Charles Kuralt, 
Dave Barry and Bruce 
Springsteen. He digs 
Americana, live music, 
road trips, burgers and 
good beer. More at 
readthisforme.com. JoHn tErry

Jon Ashton

John rivers and paula deen


